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PREFACE 
Amazonia 2.0 is a project funded by the European Union, coordinated by IUCN-South 
and executed by a consortium of organizations in Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Guyana, 
Peru and Suriname, in a set of territories that cover more than 1.5 million of hectares 
in total.1  

The project was initiated in 2017, as a strategic alternative to fight the threats and 
pressures that are exerted on Amazonian forests, through the proper management 
of Indigenous and campesino territories. It’s an initiative that focuses on populations 
that “live in the forest and of the forest”, in a “bottom-up” approach, that strengthens 
local capacities to create their own management models to prevent, address and 
mitigate damage, safeguarding natural heritage. 

The Amazonia 2.0 intervention model has as its fundamental tool local oversight or 
monitoring, that allows Indigenous or campesino communities to develop technical 
and managerial competencies that ensures the sustainable management of their 
resources. The involvement of local monitors and overseers (or rangers) generates 
resonance in their communities, which will produce an impact on decision making in 
local, departmental or provincial and national authorities. 

It’s precisely this impact that will lead to a reduction of threats and pressures through 
monitoring and territorial management from a local and intercultural perspective, in 
order to achieve the purpose of conservation, restoration and sustainable use of 
natural resources. 

To achieve the goals of the Amazonia 2.0 project all participating countries conducted 
a diagnostic study. Amazon Conservation Team Suriname (ACT-S) joined the 
consortium in 2020, and this report describes the situation in Suriname. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                       
1  https://amazoniadospuntocero.com/index.php/en/project#amazonia20-en. 
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1. EARLY HISTORY OF FOREST GOVERNANCE IN  
  SURINAME2, 1947 – 1998 
 

1.1  The beginning 

To understand the current situation of forest governance in Suriname it is important 
to put it in the context of its, at sometimes, turbulent history which is still impacting 
the current situation. 

Suriname was a Dutch colony from 1667 till 1975. The following illustration shows 
major transition points in the colonial and postcolonial history which have had 
important effects on nature conservation and forest governance.3  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                       
2  Sijlbing, Harold. 2017. “Nature conservation is self-preservation:  
 The history of nature conservation in Suriname”, Paramaribo, PowerPoint presentation. 
 
3  Nature conservation is the term that was used for forest governance during colonial times,  
 because of the initial emphasis on the protection of designated areas for conservation purposes. 

1980: Military coup. 

1986 - 1992: Interior War (war between a 
Maroon guerilla group and the military 
government). 

Colonial past 

(1667 - 1975) 

Post-
independence 

political events 

1954: Status of Suriname as an integral part of 
the Kingdom of the Netherlands changed to 
Suriname as a separate country with its own 
internal governance, but still an integral part of 
the Kingdom of the Netherlands with the Queen 
as Head of State. The Queen was represented in 
Suriname by a Governor. 

1975: Suriname becomes an independent 
country, and a member of the United Nations. 

Historical background of nature conservation in Suriname 

1
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On July 21, 1947, the colonial government established the Forest Governance Service 
(LBB is the Dutch acronym), a major milestone in the history of nature conservation 
in Suriname. The Forest Governance Service still exists, albeit in a very reduced form. 
The main task of Forest Governance Service was stipulated as “Sustainable 
management of the country’s forests”, which included: supervision of forest 
exploitation, control of export and research. The Forest Governance Service was very 
successful in the execution of its task and became known as the best forest 
governance service of South America. The first Head of the Department was the 
engineer Mr. de Hulster who later became professor at the University of Wageningen 
in Holland. 

In 1953 the Coppenameriver estuary was established as a bird protection area. 

In 1954 the government passed two laws that were the legal basis for nature 
conservation. These laws were: 

1. The Nature Protection Law, focusing on provisions for protection and conservation 
 of Suriname’s nature monuments. 
2. The Hunting Law, focusing on provisions for the protection of the fauna and the 
 regulation of hunting in Suriname. 
 

Very early on Suriname was put on the map internationally through, amongst others: 

1. Being a party to the IUCN conventions. Suriname is represented in the sea turtle 
 working group. 
2. Chairing the Pan-American section of the International Council for Bird 
 Preservation. 
3. Sea turtle research, supported by WWF. 
4. Acknowledgments by UNESCO, OAS and the FAO. 
 

In 1960 the Forest Governance Service consisted of the following departments: 
General Service; Forest Monitoring; Lumber Monitoring; Forest Access; Forest 
Maintenance; Road Maintenance; Forest Research; Training; Forest Rejuvenation; 
Public Information; Nature Conservation; and the Government Forest Enterprise. 

In 1969 the Forest Governance Service had 521 staff members, including 11 people 
with a university education, 12 with a professional education, and 25 in other 
managerial positions. In 1973 the Forest Governance Service had 957 staff members. 
As of July 1st, 2020, The Forest Governance Service has a staff of 150. 

In addition, the Service also had 24 Forest Monitoring Stations, 12 nurseries and 
experimental cultivation centers, 7 hardwood cultivation areas and 5 coniferous wood 
cultivation areas. 

1
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From 1961 till 2001 Suriname designated 11 areas as Nature Reserves, based on the 
Nature Conservation Law of 1954. All these reserves fall under the authority of the 
Forest Governance Service. These reserves are: 

1. Brownsberg Nature Park, established in 1970. 
2. Central Suriname Nature Reserve, established in 1998. 
3. Multiple Use Management Areas (MUMA’s): Bigi Pang (district of Nickerie),  
 and the coasts of the districts Coronie, Saramacca and Commewijne. 
 

Currently Suriname has 16 protected areas consisting of:  
11 Nature Reserves, 4 MUMA’s and 1 Nature Park. 
 

 

 

 

  

Bigi Pan MUMA 

1
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1.2  Post-independence forest governance 

The Forest Governance Service (LBB) was internationally recognized as an example 
of a forest exploitation service. This quality of the Service was expressed in the 
quality of its staff and the executing infrastructure expressed in the names of the 
different departments. This is important to keep in mind because, after the Interior 
War (1986 – 1992) which destroyed most of the forest infrastructure of the Forest 
Governance Service, the Service never fully recovered and is now a shadow of its 
previous self. 

After independence in 1975, many experts left Suriname and within the Forest 
Governance Service party politics began to dominate and fractured the operations of 
the Service. After the military coup in 1980 the problems grew worse, mainly caused 
by the increase of financial shortages.4 However, the biggest blow for the Forest 
Governance Service was the Interior War that devastated its forest infrastructure, 
from which it could not effectively recover on its own. 

However, instead of strengthening the Forest Governance Service after the Interior 
War, in 1998 the government established the Foundation for Forest Governance and 
Production Control (SBB is the Dutch acronym), which was supposed to be a modern 
continuation of the Forest Governance Service, but only focussing on the extractive 
activities of the Forest Goverance Service. The other important activities of the Forest 
Governance Service were never modernized and today the Forest Governance Service 
(LBB) only deals with the protected areas which it is still not equipped to monitor and 
protect adequately. 

                                       
4  After the military coup of February 1980, the Dutch suspended the lavish development aid that 
 Suriname received as a handshake with independence and the country was  plunged in economic 
 hardship. 

1
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2. THE FOUNDATION FOR FOREST GOVERNANCE 
  AND PRODUCTION CONTROL (SBB) 

  1998 – THE PRESENT 
 

2.1  Background 

The Foundation for Forest Governance and Production Control (SBB)5 was established 
in August 1998 by the Minsiter of Natural Resources, which at that time was 
responsible for forest governance in Suriname. Since 2005 SBB is a executive 
institution of the Ministry of Spatial Planning, Land and Forest Management, which 
has a new name since May 25th, 2020: the Ministry of Land and Forest Management.6 

The goal of the Foundation is the promotion of sustainable and optimal use of 
Suriname’s forests in general and specifically of the forests that are designated for 
logging by the government. This is done through the application of the Forest 
Management Act of 1992 and all other relevant laws and regulations. 

The Foundation is responsible for the supervision of adherence to the rules regarding 
forest management through: 

a. The collection of retributions (fees) and other levies. 
b. The development of policy and the formulation of regulations regarding forestry, 
 both nationally and internationally. 
c. Advise the government, institutions and stakeholders regarding forestry. 
d. Make an inventory of the forests. 
 

The Foundation plays an important role in the execution of the forest policy which is 
stipulated by the Ministry of Land and Forest Management. In this regard, in 2003, 
the Foundation held a participatory consultation with all forestry stakeholders from 

                                       
5  Website of SBB: https://sbbsur.com/over-sbb/. 

6  The Ministry of Spatial Planning, Land and Forest Management was created on September 6th, 2005, 
after a split from the Ministry of Natural Resources which existed for over 50 years. Until that time 
forest management and the exploitation of natural resources were the sole responsibility of the 
Ministry of Natural Resources. As a result of the new governing coalition that was formed after the 
recent elections on May 25th, 2020, the Ministry of Spatial Planning, Land and Forest Management 
was split in two. One part has become the Ministry of Spatial Planning and Environment, and the 
other part has become the Ministry of Land and Forest Management. Thus, technically the Foundation 
for Forest Governance and Production Control is now an executive entity of the newly formed Ministry 
of Land and Forest Management. At the moment there are three ministries responsible for different 
parts of environmental protection and natural resource management: the Ministry of Natural 
Resources (which primarily focuses on mining); the Ministry of Land and Forest Management; and 
the Ministry of Spatial Planning and Environment. 

2
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which a National Forest Policy was formulated. The National Forest Policy was 
designed in a participatory way with input and participation of all stakeholders in 
Suriname, and is important for the development of the forestry sector. 

In 2009, the 2003 National Forest Policy was further developed in a participatory 
process with all stakeholders, which resulted in an Interim Strategic Action Plan, 2009 
– 2013.7 

The sustainable management of Suriname’s forests is promoted through the 
application of the Forest Management Act and other insructions that can be found in 
relevant laws and regulations.8 

Furthermore, the Foundation has made important contributions to international 
discsussions and negotiations to realize sustainable forest management in the world 
and to emphasize the importance of tropical rainforests in mitigating climate change 
(United Nation Forum on Forests, UNFF). Suriname has also contributed to 
international discussions to search for opportunities so that the country could get 
international compensation for the maintenance and the sustainable management of 
tropical forests.  

The Foundation has fieldposts in New Nickerie, Apura, the Foundation for 
Experimental Agriculture (SEL), Afobaka, Brownsweg and Moengo. There are also 
road control posts at Stolkertsijver, Libanonweg (District Wanica) and Paranam.  

 

 

  

                                       
7  The Interim Strategic Action Plan 2009 – 2013 can be downloaded from the Foundation website, 
 https://sbbsur.com/over-sbb/beleid-en-regelgeving/. 

8  The Forest Management Act can be downloaded from the Foundation’s website, 
 https://sbbsur.com/over-sbb/beleid-en-regelgeving/. 
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The Foundation has five directorates: 

1. Forest Management.  
 This directorate is responsible for the control of the forest and does field, road, 

sawmill and mobile control. This directorate is also repsonsible for inspections 
regarding the export of timber and wood products. 

 
2. Research and Development.  
 The main task of this directorate is doing research and monitoring of developments 

regarding the forestry sector and related sectors. 
 
3. Facility Services,  
 such as Information Technology, Data Processing, Forms for Management, and 

Logistics. 
 
4. Forestry Economic Services.  
 This directorate is responsible for economic analyses of the forestry sector. 
 
5. Financial and Personnel Matters. 
 This directorate is responsible for Accounting, Accounts Receivable Administration, 

Collection of Forest Levies and Human Resources Management. 
 

In addition, there is the underdirectorate Legal Affairs. This underdirectorate is 
responsible for inventory and recommendations regarding the improvement of the 
existing forestry and environmental laws. 

These directorates promote forest management and monitoring of the Forest 
Management Act. The Foundation has more than 100 staffmembers, of which the 
majority works for the underdirectorate Forest Management as Foresters. 

 

  

2
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2.2  Granting of forestry concessions 

The underdirectorate Legal Affairs is responsible for:Forest inventory and 
recommendations for the improvement of existing legislation. Processing of 
applications for concessions, community forests and other forestry rights, such as 
the collection of non-timber forest products. Processing of the applications is an 
elaborate chain of decisionmaking that also involves several departments in the 
Ministry of Natural Resources and the Ministry of Land and Forest Management. The 
District Commissioner of the district in which the forestry activity is situated, is also 
involved in the decision making process. 

 

 

2.3.  Conclusion 

In 2019 the Foundation for Forest Management and Production Control (SBB) 
launched the Sustainable Forestry Information System Suriname (SFISS). With this 
system the government is trying to reduce illegal logging to manageable levels. 
Concession and permit holders can enter and retrieve their inventory and logging 
registers.  

Each felled tree, which receives a label, is electronicallie registered from which 
inventorized tree it was cut. The SFISS then conducts a cross check which forces 
everyone to work according to a plan. Accoroding to Joey Zalman of the SBB 
Directorate Research and Development which is responsible for the introduction of 
SFISS, with this system leaving logs behind and working inefficiently will be greatly 
reduced.  

The SBB also controls logging activities in the community forests. Because of the high 
investments necessary for profitable logging, usually multinational companies work 
in the community forests because they have more money and more machines, and 
therefore a higher production. This explains the large number of logs that are taken 
out of the 100.000 hectares of community forest of the Matawai. According to SBB 
statistics,  around 53.000 cubic meters of logs were harvested. The expectation for 
2019 is around 80.000 to 90.000 cubic meters. On average a commercial tree yields 
around 3 cubic meter logs. 

Razab Sekh of Rainforest Alliance warns againts the high rate of logging in the 
Matawai community forest. He says: “Because of the production capacity of the 
multinationals they are able to harvest large area and, according to our analysis of 
production numbers, there are cases that they are exceeding the carrying capacity 
of the forest”. 

 

2
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3. REDUCING EMISSIONS FROM DEFORESTATION 
  AND FOREST DEGRADATION 

  REDD+, 2009 – THE PRESENT 
 

3.1  Background 

 

REDD+ is a UN program to reduce the 
effects of climate change. It involves the 
adoption of policies and creating positive 
reasons that lead to the reduction of 
emissions from deforestation and forest 
damage in developing countries. The role 
of conservation has been added, together 

with the sustainable management of forests and enhancement of carbon storage of 
the forest.9 

REDD+ goes beyond the fight against deforestation and forest degradation. It also 
includes the protection of forests, the role of forests as storage of CO2 and sustainable 
use of forests as a natural resource. Under REDD+ countries that have a history of 
responsible forest use or protection can be financially compensated for this service 
to the world. The plus in REDD+ is a mechanism based on financial compensation to 
developing countries for:  

 Encouraging responsible logging. 

 Encouraging replanting, for example after mining. 

 Encouraging conservation activities, such as the announcement of nature.10 

The international REDD+ initiative is an attempt to minimize deforestation by 
assigning monetary value to trees not cut down or burned. The principle for this is 
broadly as follows: forested developing countries, which invest in forest conservation 
and sustainable forest management, receive compensation from rich countries and/or 
organizations in the world. This is their way of contributing to the role of tropical 
forests in regulating the Earth’s climate. 

  

                                       
9  Suriname REDD+ website: https://www.surinameredd.org/en/reddplus/ 

10  https://www.surinameredd.org/en/reddplus/ 

3
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Suriname is a high forest cover (93%) and low deforestation country, otherwise 
known as a HFLD country. It has a very low population density of 2.9 hab/km2 or 
567.000 people on 164.000 km2. Forest is a central component of its economic, social 
and cultural life. It is a medium income country in terms of GDP per capita, with a 
medium development rate. The human development index is estimated to be 0.684 
for 2012, and has increased for the last decade (0.666 in 2005). However, the 
situation is heterogeneous with for instance Paramaribo ranking as a high human 
development district (0.741) and Sipaliwini district ranking lower with a HDI of 
0.522.11 

In 2012 Suriname re-engaged into a national REDD+ Readiness Preparation process, 
after a first initiative in 2009/2010. This aimed at getting ready to possibly enter a 
future international REDD+ mechanism that would compensate financially for 
national efforts to reduce emissions from deforestation and forest degradation and 
support sustainable development.  

Suriname has formulated a five year plan to prepare the country for REDD+ as is 
formulated in Suriname’s Readiness Preparation Proposal (R-PP) titled ‘Strengthening 
national capacities of Suriname for the elaboration of the national REDD+ strategy 
and the design of its implementation framework’. 

In March 2013 Suriname presented an edited R-PP to the FCPF Participants 
Committee meeting (PC14), and received approval for a US$3.8 million grant to 
support some of the preparatory activities towards REDD+. These funds from the 
FCPF will be implemented by the UNDP, as delivery partner in Suriname, as core 
funding to the present project document, known as Suriname REDD+ PRODOC. 

Suriname REDD+ commissioned a mid-term progress report (MTR) of its Readiness 
Preparation Proposal (RPP) in the last quarter of 2017. The MTR assessed the 
progress achieved in those activities that are financed by the FCPF grant and 
recommended that extra funds were needed under the project for Suriname to be 
REDD+ ready. The FCPF Participant Committee (PC23) approved Suriname’s Request 
for Additional Funding, allocating an additional US$2.65 million to Suriname to 
continue with its REDD+ readiness process till June 30th, 2020.  

Suriname is one of few High Forest Low Deforestation (HFLD) countries in 
the world and is thus highly eligible for funds, if it retains this status. 
 

  

                                       
11  https://www.surinameredd.org/en/reddplus-suriname/ 
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3.2  The role of the Foundation for Forest Management and Production  
  Control in REDD+ 

 
The Foundation for Forest Management and Production Control (SBB) is a so-called 
Responsible Party within the REDD+ Program in Suriname. Its responsibilities 
include: 

• Having a leading role in supporting the technical implementation of pillar 3 
“Implementation Framework and Tools”, which includes the Historical 
Deforestation Mapping, National Forest Monitoring System and Forest Reference 
Emissions Levels. 

• Reaching consensus on Drivers of Deforestation and the barriers to the ‘+’ 
activities, reference levels (forest and spatial modelling, and broader non-spatial 
planning techniques), national forest inventory, forest and carbon monitoring 
efforts (MRV), data analyses and remote sensing. 

This means the Foundation is responsible for, amongst others, the following 
deliverables within the REDD+ Readiness project: 

• the set up of a National Forest Monitoring System (NFMS).12 

• the establishment of Forest Reference (Emissions) Level (FREL/FRL) for 
Suriname.13 

  

                                       
12  Website of the National Forest Monitoring System:  
 https://redd.unfccc.int/fact-sheets/national- forest-monitoring-system.html. 
 
13  Website of the Forest Reference Emission Levels (Suriname):  
 https://redd.unfccc.int/fact-sheets/forest-reference-emission-levels.html. 

3
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The Foundation works through its Directorate for Research and Development, 
including the Forest Cover Monitoring Unit (FCMU), which was established in 2012 
with funding from the Amazon Cooperation Treaty Organization (ACTO). For 
transparant geographical data on land monitoring system see the online geoportal 
‘Gonini’ (established December 2016).14 

Below is an illustration of the organizational structure of the REDD+ program. 

 

 

  

                                       
14  Gonini website: https://www.gonini.org/. 
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3.3.  REDD+ is the official forest governance policy of Suriname 

 
Suriname is committed to the implementation of the National REDD+ Strategy as its 
official forest management policy which focuses on protecting the role of forests in 
Suriname’s sustainable development. In the policy document National REDD+ 
Strategy of Suriname, published in 2019, the government and national stakeholders 
adopted the following vision and mission regarding the role of forests in Suriname’s 
sustainable development.15 

VViissiioonn  
Suriname’s tropical forest continues to contribute to the improvement of the 
prosperity and wellbeing of current and future generations, whereby the forest can 
continue to offer a substantial contribution to the sustainable development of our 
country and the global environment, enabling us to become eligible for adequate 
adequate compensation for this global service. 

 
MMiissssiioonn  
Entering into long term through planning, scientific research, effective management 
of protected areas and sustainable forest management resulting in efficient use of 
the natural resources, including the forest, ecosystems and biodiversity. 

 

The national REDD+ strategy has four strategic lines. These are: 

1. Retaining the status of an High Forest Low Deforestation (HFLD) country and 
 receive compensation for investment in economic diversification. 
2. Sustainable forest management with participation of all stakeholders. 
3. Land use planning. 
4. Forest conservation, including research and education to support sustainable 
 development. 
  

                                       
15  Government of Suriname (2019). National REDD+ Strategy of Suriname. Paramaribo, Suriname. 
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For the purpose of this document it is important to elaborate on Strategic Line 2, 
“Sustainable forest management with participation of all stakeholders”. The 
government of Suriname says that the purpose of this strategic line is to increase the 
contribution of forests to global, national and local development, through the 
promotion of sustainable forest management. This can be done through a facilitating 
and participatory structure of forest governance by strengthening the capacity of 
Indigenous and Tribal People (ITP’s), stimulate the participation of the private sector 
and other forest related actors, while at the same time increasing the capacity of the 
government to adequately manage, control and monitor its resources.16 

The strategic line stipulates that in order to guarantee the conservation of 
Suiriname’s forest, with an increased capacity of communities to support the 
economy, it is necessary to establish a governance structure that will enable 
improved ways of forest management, use of resources, participation and land use 
planning. The strengthening and/or adaptation of the institutional framework can be 
supportive for sustainable landscape management.17 

Strategic line 2 also talks about the importance of  participation in the planning 
process to achieve ownership. 
Engaging the public creates 
more opportunities for 
strengthening consensus and 
cooperation, and can lead to 
strong support from 
communities and continuous 
engagement of the public. 
Public engagement can help 
the implementation process 
and can result in the best 
plans having the best chance 
to be implemented. 
Adaptation of the planning 
process is relevant to promote 
the participation of more 

stakeholders, especially taking into account the involvement of ITP’s and their 
development, because it must provide a bottom-up approach for planning.  

Four  measures in Strategic Line 2 are explicitlty focused on strengthening the 
participation of communities in REDD+. These are: 

                                       
16  Government of Suriname (2019). National REDD+ Strategy of Suriname.  
 Paramaribo, Suriname. p. 17. 
 
17  Ibid., p. 17. 

REDD+ Consultations. Source, NIMOS REDD+. 
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1.  Adoption of a strategy to involve communities within REDD+. 
A broader strategy for the involvement of communities, that is, from the national 
community including Indigenous and Tribal People (ITP’s), will be a structural 
part of the REDD+ Program and will have a strong impact on all aspects of forest 
management in Suriname, while contributing to the identification of priority 
issues with involvement of relevant stakeholders, to reach workable solutions. 
This strategy has to be in line and should be coordinated with other strategies 
and measures that are focused on the involvement of communities, such as the 
‘Community Engagement Strategy’, developed in 2016, as part of WISE REDD+. 

2.  Strengthening the capacity of Indigenous and Tribal People (ITP’s) in  
  forest management. 

The participation of stakeholders in policy formulation and implementation, and 
in sectoral and regional planning are central elements of the National 
Development Plan 2017 – 2020. Similarly, the most important policy goal of the 
National Forest Policy is the participation of Indigenous and Tribal People in 
activities in and around their territories, on the basis of full information and 
sharing in the benefits and income.  

In this planning process it is important to take into account Free, Prior and 
Informed Consent (FPIC). Strengthening of capacity regarding democracy and 
facilitation is also necessary to support the views of ITP’s at the district and 
national level, as well as a well-functioning Grievance Redress Mechanism 
(GRM), in case of misrepresentation of the views of ITP’s. In addition, the 
Foundation for Forest Governance and Production Control (SBB) and the Forest 
Cover Monitoring Unit have indicated that forests of dependent communities can 
play an important role in forest monitoring. 

3.  Strengthen capacity of forest dependent communities in forest   
  monitoring. 

Communities that are dependent on the forest are the primary stakeholders of 
REDD+ and the National Forest Monitoring System (NFMS). To achieve their 
commitment and support within a mutual productive cooperation requires an 
inclusive approach that takes their views into account. It is therefore important 
that the strategy for their participation is focused on the sharing of information, 
so that the forest-dependent communities are informed and are capable of 
making decisions about their role within the NFMS and how, from this role, their 
involvement can be developed. Thus, their participation will depend on the vision 
of communities themselves and may differ across the country.  

Within the National Plan for Forest Cover Monitoring the FCMU within the SBB 
would seek partnership with representative bodies and villages to strengthen, 
within those communities, their forest monitoring skills and capacities. For this 
purpose, existing collaboration structures would be involved to identify 
appropriate ways to interact with the communities for their participation in a 
NFMS, which could also include participation in the Safeguards Information 
System (SIS). In an advanced role of community monitoring, capacity building 

3



21

Amazon Conservation Team Suriname 

Page 16 of 43 
 

topics may include Global Positioning System (GPS) use, national forest 
inventory, participatory mapping and Geographic Information System (GIS). 

 

4.  Ensuring adequate forest monitoring and enforcement capacities in  
  the interior. 

The weaknesses in monitoring and enforcement capacities on forests, in 
particular production forests and protected areas, are recognized by all 
interested parties. This may be also a reflection of resource deficiencies affecting 
capacities in a broad sense. The National Development Plan 2017-2021 
anticipates strengthening forest regulatory and supervisory institutions. 
Additional resources will be required by the responsible agencies within the 
Government of Suriname. 

To avoid overlap of responsibilities of staff within the forest authority, separation 
is needed in supervisory, monitoring and law enforcement functions and the 
responsible staff on the one hand and other functions, such as forest monitoring 
and expansion, on the other hand. 

To tackle illegal and unplanned logging, monitoring capabilities and the Log 
Tracking System will be strengthened. Findings from the Strategic 
Environmental and Social Assessment (SESA) process suggest that a lack of 
capacity for monitoring and enforcement does not only exist for production 
forests and protected areas. Instead, in many local community consultations 
concern was voiced that the implementation of Policies and Measures (PAMs) 
would not be successful without adequate monitoring and enforcement, 
referring to amendments to the law in the context of protected areas as well as 
in the context of community forests and Houtkap Vergunning (communal wood 
cutting license, HKVs), ITP rights to land, the promotion of less harmful methods 
and other issues.  

In addition to the need to increase monitoring and enforcement capacities in all 
these areas, clear communication about changes in existing PLRs or about newly 
developed PLRs to all stakeholders involved (i.e. not only local communities but 
also extractive industries, the tourism sector, etc.) was considered important. 
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3.4  Conclusion 

According to the Foundation for Forest Management and Production Control (SBB), 
REDD+ has become the official forest policy of Suriname. The REDD+ emphasis on 
full participation of forest communities in forest policy means that the government of 
Suriname will have to amend the Forest Governance Act of 1992 which lacks 
adequate regulation of the land rights of Indigenous and Maroon people.  

The draft law on land rights, that was submitted to parliament in April 2020 for 
approval, is the first step to adhere to the strict conditions of the REDD+ program so 
that Suriname can become eligible for compensation.  

  

REDD+ Training. Source, NIMOS REDD+. 
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4. FOREST GOVERNANCE IN SURINAME:    
  OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES 
 

4.1  Background: Suriname as a HFLD country 

 
With a land surface of 163,800 km2 Suriname is, relatively speaking, a rather small 
country. But in absolute terms the country is characterized by an infinite extensive 
rainforest that covers 93 percent of the land area. Where in other places of the world 
forests are being lost at great speed as a result of agriculture development, logging 
and urbanization, Suriname’s forest stands primal and solid.   

Suriname stands out as one of only eleven countries in the world, known for high 
forest cover and low deforestation rates (HFLD). Suriname’s forests form part of the 
Guiana Shield tropical forest ecosystem, one of the largest contiguous and relatively 
intact forested eco-regions in the world. At a local and global level these forests 
provide important goods and services, including income and food security for forest 
communities, as well as climate mitigation and biodiversity preservation for society 
at large. 

As one of the few countries in the world classified as HFLD, Suriname provides a 
unique opportunity to maintain some of the world’s most important biodiversity and 
freshwater resources while simultaneously avoiding significant greenhouse gas 
emissions. 

Although Suriname’s forest cover and deforestation rate currently maintain the 
country’s HFLD status, the trend in the deforestation rate appears to be strongly 
increasing, and if it continues to increase linearly, the annual deforestation rate may 
exceed 0.5% around 2025 (total forest cover will by then have fallen below 90%).18 

Suriname’s forests capture 11 gigaton CO2, with an annual uptake of 8.8 million 
tonnes. This is 1,5 percent of the global forest carbon storage. This is a significant 
contribution to climate change, because deforestation accounts for 28 to 20 percent 
of the global CO2 emissions. This is 1,5 percent of the worldwide forest carbon 
storage, and a significant contribution against climate change, because deforestation 
is responsbile for18 to 19 percent of the global CO2 emission.19 

At the climate conference in Bonn in 2017 Suriname confirmed to stay a HFLD 
country. In February 2019 Suriname took the initiative to organize the HFLD 
Conference for Mobilization of Climate Change Financing which took place in 

                                       
18  https://www.surinameredd.org/en/reddplus-suriname/ 

19  Stand van ons boszaken, 2020, number 1. 
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Paramaribo. Loss of part of this CO2 storage capacity will irrevocably lead to not 
realizing the global targets.20 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, despite being signatory to important environmental international treaties 
and progressive national policy intentions such as REDD+ and community-led forest 
monitoring, Suriname’s forest is under increasing pressure. Experts predict that 
unless the government serioulsy works on upgrading institutions for forest 
monitoring, the explosive growth of the export of roundwood to Asia, combined with 
the mushrooming of artisanal goldmining will damage not only the forest but also 
Suriname’s standing as a HFLD country. 

The main threats to the forest are: 

1. Logging for national use, for export and illegal logging. 
2. Large scale goldmining. 
3. Artisanal goldmining which is illegal as well. 
4. Community forests that communities sublet to large companies for logging. 
5. Weak oversight from the government. 
 

  

                                       
20  Stand van ons boszaken, 2020, number 1. 
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4.2   Threats to the forest: logging 

 

4.2.1.  UNREGULATED LOGGING CONCESSIONS 
 
Compared to mining which, with 69 percent, is the largest cause of deforestation in 
Suriname, logging contributes with 5 percent to deforestation. Even though logging, 
relatively speaking, does not significantly contribute to deforestation, the 
developments are cause for concern. 

Since 2016 there is an explosive increase of export of tree trunks to primarily Asian 
markets. In addition, the portion of illegal logging is estimated to be between 10 and 
20 percent. 

Commercial logging does not particularly cause deforestation but it causes forest 
degradation. Logging in Suriname is done through ‘selective’ felling according to the 
‘reduced impact’ requirements of the International Tropical Timber Organization 
(ITTO). But the contribution to forest degradation will increase significantly as a result 
of fastgrowing wood production, increased global demand for tropical wood and 
inadequate law enforcement. At the moment, 2.5 million hectares of logging permits 
(concessions) have been issued. 

However, selective logging is not a panacea for deforestation, because there is 
another disadvantage attached to ill-considered granting of logging permits. This is 
the construction of roads to transport the logs. A road means opening up of an area 
which makes it easier to enter the area for other (illegal) economic activities such as 
hunting and poaching. Extinction or reduction of animal species causes reversed 
changes in the composition of the forest. After all, animals play a vital role in 
ecosystems, such as the dispersal of seeds with their excrements. 

Road construction leads to forest degradation on both sides of the road. This is called 
the ‘edge effect.’ Forest degradation can lead to forest fragmentation which has major 
consequences for connected ecosystems. Fragmentation means that there is still 
contiguous forest but somewhere there is no connection anymore from A to B. The 
result is that certain animals, such as monkeys and sloths, can no longer move 
around. The more a forest fragments, the greater the quality of the total ecosystem 
is negatively impacted and deteriorates.21 

The government has explicit rules regarding the granting of logging concessions 
through the Foundation for Forest Management and Production Control (SBB), with 
clear administrative, financial and other conditions. However, neither the government 
nor the concession holders adhere to the legal regulations.  

                                       
21  “Stand van ons boszaken”, 2019, number 1 and 5. 
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According to Interpol the worldwide corruption in forestry is 29 billion US dollar. The 
IUCN resesarch states that in the timber sector in Suriname, just like in the gold 
sector, corruption is happening to the highest level.22  

The Foundation for Forest Management and Production Control (SBB) runs Gonini 
Geoportal, the National Land Monitoring System of Suriname, which is a national 
interactive geoportal with the most recent data on forest- and land cover and use. 
The names of timber and gold concession holders reads like a catalogue of nepotism. 
The lack of transparency in the granting of timber concessions is worrying because it 
promotes corruption and nepotism and undermines the rule of law.23 

Another threat to forest management in Suriname is speculation. A small group of 
people has gotten hold of as many timber concessions as they could, in the hope that 
a large company might become interested and will pay a lot of money for a take-
over. This has changed the timber sector into a speculation system. 

Changing this Wild West situation has proven elusive for the government. An 
important obstacle is that the timber sector, just like the gold sector is dominated by 
a handful of powerful rich persons who received concessions due to their conncetions 
with powerful policians.24 

                                       
22  Ibid., number 5. 
 
23  IUCN Netherlands, 2019, ‘Timber and Gold Exploitation in Suriname’.  
 
24  IUCN Netherlands, 2019, ‘Timber and Gold Exploitation in Suriname’.  
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4.2.2   COMMUNITY FORESTS 
 
Suriname has a forest coverage of 14.8 million hectares, which is more than 90% of 
its land area. Suriname’s forests are property of the State. The State grants different 
types of users rights, such as a Timber Cutting Permit (Houtkap Vergunning, HKV) 
and a Community Forest Permit (Gemeenschapsbosvergunning) to villages in the 
interior. Private parties can get a concession. Because the forests are property of the 
State, the government is responsible for its sustainable management. The 
government does this through policy and legislation. 

The majority of the Community Forests in Suriname are in the coastal zone and the 
forest belt. In the interior, south of the forest belt there are no Community Forests 
yet, because the government does not think it necessary at the moment. 

In the Forest Management Act (1992) Community Forests are defined as: “forest 
areas around community land which have been designated—for the benefit of forest 
people who live in villages, settlements and in tribes—as Community Forest and 
which serve for meeting their need for food and forest production, as well for the 

Timber concessions and Community Forests. Gonini Portal, 2020 
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benefit of possible commercial forest use, collection of non-timber forest products 
and exploitation for agricultural purposes.” 

Community forests are usage rights that, according to the Forest Management Act 
are granted to Indigenous and Maroon communities of Suriname. Before, Timber 
Cutting Permits (HKVs) were granted, according to the old Timber Act of 1947, to 
communities in the name of the Captain. The government is in the process, under 
the Forest Management Act of 1992, to convert the Timber Cutting Permit into 
Community Forest, which is granted in the name of the village, represented by a 
Commission. 

Indigenous and Maroon communities use the forest to meet their basic needs, but 
they also have the possibility to generate cash income. This can be done through 
forestry activities, agriculture activities and through the collection of non-timber 
forest products. 

However, using the Commuity Forest for economic benefits puts responsibilities on 
the village to make sure that the forest will be there for future generations. This is a 
challenge for the villages, because they are influenced by outside forces that put 
economic interests ahead of intergenerational responsibility. Often the village does 
not have enough capacity and means and there is often little concern about change 
processes within the community that influence the environment. The Ministry of 
Regional Development tries to address the capacity issue but does not do this 
systematically. The communities still need a lot of training to be able to competently 
manage the Community Forest and to be able to negotiate with outsiders who want 
to lease the Community Forest for commercial logging. In addition, the goverance 
issue of whose voices count and whose voices are not heard in the community when 
it comes to decision making about the Community Forest is still not completely 
resolved. In some communitites this has led to internal strife and in some cases the 
Ministry of Regional Development had to step in to help resolve the conflict between 
community members and the traditional authority.25 

 

 

 

 

 

                                       
25  Even though, in terms of decision making about the use of the Community Forest, there are more 

people involved than was the case with the Timber Cutting Permit (HKV), the experience shows 
that the traditional authority still has an important influence in decision-making regarding the 
Community Forest.  
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The table below shows the differences between Community Forests and commercial 
logging. 

 
 
 
 
Source: Tropenbos International Suriname & Van Hall Larenstein University of Applied 
Sciences. 2015. Manual: Sustainable Forest Management and Village Development.  
 

Differences between community forestry and commercial forestry 

Aspect Community Forestry Commercial Forestry 

   

Goal  Income generation on village 
level 

 Village development 

 Profit making 

Responsible 
organization 

 In the village 
 Foundation or Community-based 

Organization (CBO) 

 In the capital or in a 
district 

 Enterprise 

Source area 
and products 

 HKV, Commercial Forest 
 Timber, NTFP and other goods 

and services 

 Cutting permit, concession 
 In the case of HKV, an 

agreement with the 
village is necessary 

 Usually only timber 

Scale  Usually small  From small to large 

Financing  Modest input 
 Through NGO’s - development aid 

 High input 
 Through commercial 

banks 

Level of 
technology 

 Adapted 
 Heavy machinery not available 

 Often also simple 
 Sometimes high level 

Production 
and 
marketing 

 Mobile saw mill  Fixed sawmill 

Sales  Local  Local, but also export  

Policy/ 
advocacy 

 New timber policy strives for 
promotion 

 No organized lobbying 

 Traditionally policy 
attention 

 Lobbying through the 
Chamber of Commerce 
and the Platform Logging 
Sector 
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4.2.3   OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES OF COMMUNITY    
   FORESTRY 

 
Opportunities: 
 Community forestry creates jobs with a higher quality than in the interior. 
 Through tax levy on commercial activities in the Community Forests, villages can 

make investments in the village. This can strengthen the local economy. 
 Community forestry can break through feelings of hopelessness that are prevalent 

in the interior, through which the community can become stronger.  
 Community monitoring could play an important role in enforcing regulations, 

overseeing the equitable sharing of benefits, among other things. 
 Traditional knowledge about the forest could play an important role in regulating 

forms of production in order to guarantee sustainability and ecological integrity. 

 

Challenges: 
 The size of the Community Forest is random and the locations are sometimes very 

far from the village. This hampers effective management. 
 In the case of Timber Cutting Permits (HKVs) the permit is in the name of the 

Captain. The Captain therefore has control over the rights and income. The 
villagers do not benefit equally from the advantages of the Timber Cutting Permits 
and the Community Forest.  

 The village leadership often does not have sufficient technical and organizational 
capacity to be able to exercise good governance. Conflicting interests can also be 
a problem with the village leadership. 

 Often there is no (expensive) infrastructure, there is a lack of resources (both 
material and financial), and insufficient access to services that are important for 
good management. 

  

4



31

Amazon Conservation Team Suriname 

Page 26 of 43 
 

Sustainable community forestry has been executed on a limited scale in Suriname. 
Some projects are successful, others do not get off the ground. Evaluations of the 
projects show that there is not one single issue that determines whether a project 
will succeed or not. It is often a combination of issues. Some of the issues that the 
success of a community forestry project is dependent on are: 

 Land rights. With Community Forests communities have the right to use the area 
in which they live, but this does not give them the security that outside of their 
authority no activities will take place that can have negative consequences on their 
living circumstances. Having or not having rights is related to having access to 
information and serving of interests (advocacy). 

 Organization and leadership. A certain level of organizational stability is needed 
to be able to execute a project. It should also be clear which person is responsible 
for which part of the project. 

 Infrastructure and materials. The necessary infrastructure and materials have 
to be present to be able to execute the project.  

 Access to credits and markets. These are necessary for production, sales and 
to generate income. 

 

Other issues that can be of influence are technical and administrative issues, outside 
influence, responsibility and contact persons, and the quality of the forest to provide 
ecosystem services and the supply of goods. Often the Community Forest is badly 
degraded. 

However, reality also shows that there is a serious lack of government control of the 
Timber Cutting Permits (HKVs). These cover around 800.000 ha of the 4.5 million 
hectares that are available for logging. Around 75 percent of the forest sector works 
without a long-term plan for forest management. On paper Suriname has the 
reputation of being one of the best in sustainable management because of the many 
control points. But there is no transfer to the practice of control, because for that you 
need 100 percent control. 

The Foundation for Forest Management and Production Control (SBB) has just 11 
forester posts while almost 2.9 million hectares of logging permits have been issued. 
For adequate control of this area 130 foresters are needed, and this is the bare 
minimum. Many more foresters are needed. The current situation of an understaffed 
control system is the result of government priority setting after the Interior War. The 
emphasis was on applying the legally elementary regulations for sustainability, which 
created a situation of tolerating logging in the conventional way—without thorough 
prior inventory taking—which has led to illegality. It is estimated that illegal logging 
is between 10 and 20 percent which is considered unacceptable by forestry 
professionals. 
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Another very worrisome development is that nature reserves are being encircled and 
even enclosed by government permits issued for Timber Cutting (HKV) and 
Community Forests with logging rights. These permits have already been issues in 
the Central Suriname Nature Reserve (CSNR), Peruvia, and large parts of the Wane 
creek. This is creating a land use conflict. If there is no capacity to monitor this 
conflict the nature reserves will be lost.26 

Already 3 million hectares have been issued for Timber Cutting Concessions (HKVs). 
From a policy perspective, this economic revenue model is preferred over other 
sustainable revenues from the forest. There is almost no funding for nature 
conservation in the annual government budget. There are no management plans and 
there is demonstrable forest degradation in the nature reserves. Satellite images and 
data from Global Forest Watch show that in each protected area there is deforestation 
and forest degradation, also as the result of (illegal) logging. 

The bottleneck is the chronic lack of control and enforcement. Before the Interior War 
(1986 – 1992) the Forest Management Service (LBB) had more than 1000 staff 
members who were all active in nature reserves. This number has been reduced to 
140, of which only 58 are game wardens who are responsible for monitoring 2.1 
million hectares of protected areas. The Interior War was the heaviest blow for the 
Forest Management Service. All the forest patrol posts for game wardens were 
destroyed. 

One of the solutions for this challenge is to involve the local communities in guarding 
the borders. For example, the Matawai people, a Maroon tribe in Central Suriname, 
could guard the eastern border of the Central Suriname Nature Reserve (CSNR), the 
Indigenous Arowak’s and Caribs could guard the western border, and the Kwinti 
(Maroon) and Trio (Indigenous) could guard the south. 

The Indigenous and Maroon people know the forest better than anyone. Community-
based guarding of the CSNR also creates jobs.   

The Forest Management Service (LBB) is in favor of co-management of nature 
reserves by Indigenous and Maroon people. A strategy for co-management of the 
areas with local people and stakeholders is needed. This will lead to decentralization 
of policy and for this to happen the law has to be adapted. The current law prohibits 
anyone except the government to manage and guard nature reserves. 

 

  

                                       
26 ‘Stand van ons boszaken’, 2019, number 2.  
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4.3   Threats to the forest: goldmining 

 

4.3.1   BACKGROUND 
 

Contrary to popular opinion, in Suriname goldmining is a larger driver of deforestation 
that logging. A deforestation map of the Foundation for Forest Management and 
Production Control (SBB) shows that in the period 2000 – 20015, satellite images 
show that there is creeping deforestation in the north east of Suriname and around 
the Brokopondo lake. Even though these images are worrisome, the annual 
deforestation in Suriname of 0.05 percent is relatively low. Until 2009 the 
deforestation was at a historically low level with 0.02 percent per year. 

Mining is responsible for 73 percent of deforestation, with small-scale goldmining 
responsible for the largest impact. This can be seen as the red spots on the 
deforestation map that are dispersed over the Marowijne area, upstream to the 
south-east. 

 

 

However, recent data show that deforestation increased by 12 percent compared to 
2017. Suriname is number five on a list of ten countries where deforestation has 
increased.27 

The government recognizes the rising threat of goldmining and in May 2019 the 
Ministry of Natural Resources, in cooperation with the National Institute for 
Environment and Development in Suriname (NIMOS) and the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), launched a seven-year project entitled “Improving 
Environmental Management in the Mining Sector of Suriname, with Emphasis on 

                                       
27  Global Forest Watch, https://tinyurl.com/yym2q7ex.   
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Artisanal and Small-Scale Gold Mining”, financed by the Global Environmental Facility 
(GEF). GEF is contributing with USD US$ 7.589,041. There are other local and 
international organizations that contribute with non-financial means. The total 
monetary value of the financing is US$ 29.721,041. 

The goal of the project is the improvement of environmental management in mining 
in Suriname, focusing on small-scale 
mining which is the largest driver of 
deforestation, and thus contributes to loss 
of biodiversity (through degradation of the 
living environment of animals and plants), 
climate change (through deforestation) 
and non-sustainable land-, water- and 
forest management. 

The Ministry of Natural Resources and 
NIMOS are responsible for the execution of 

the project, assisted by a Project Management Unit for the daily management. There 
is also a Project Board that has a supervisory and advisory role.  

Source:  

https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Gold-deposits-of-Suriname%3A-geological-
context%2C-and-Kioe-A-Sen-
Bergen/81de9cc4c601a87a839e1951b0368ca87d70acd8 
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4.3.2   A BRIEF HISTORY OF SMALL-SCALE GOLDMINING IN SURINAME2288 
 
The history of gold mining in Suriname can be described in three distinct phases: the 
early phase and its transition to a veiled activity (1718-1875), the first gold surge 
(1875-1975), and the second gold surge (1975-to date).  
 
Healy says that the description of the emergence of small-scale goldmining in 
Suriname is an unfinished project. The assumption that gold mining in Suriname 
started in 1875 does not tell the whole story. During the 18th century gold was sold 
on the streets in Paramaribo. Several printed diktats (“plakaten”) were circulated by 
the colonial government during the 18th century, informing the inhabitants of the 
colony that it was illegal to buy minted or un-minted gold from slaves, who did not 
have a permission letter from their owner. One of these edicts is intended specifically 
for jewelers, who were not allowed to buy gold, silver or jewelry from slaves (1763). 
Clearly, the local 18th century jewelers needed gold to work, and Healy doubts that 
this gold was imported from the Netherlands as there were restrictions on the import 
of gold (1704). Healy asks: “Where did this un-minted gold, which was sold in the 
streets, come from?” 
 
According to Healy enslaved Africans brough with them extensive knowledge of 
goldmining from Africa and were therefore able to successfully mine for gold. With 
his impressive and extensive knowledge of gold mining in pre-colonial Africa and the 
links to the first discovery of gold in Suriname Healy says: 

 
““FFiirrsstt  ggoolldd..  JJuusstt  aarroouunndd  tthhee  ttiimmee  wwhheenn  tthhee  AAssaannttee  EEmmppiirree  wwaass  iinntteennssiiffyyiinngg  
iittss  ssttrraatteeggyy  ooff  ccoonnqquueesstt  oonn  tthhee  GGoolldd  CCooaasstt,,  aanndd  tthhee  eemmppiirree  ccaappttuurreedd  tthhee  
ssuurrrroouunnddiinngg  ggoolldd  ffiieelldd,,  tthhee  ffiirrsstt  ggoolldd  wwaass  ffiirrsstt  ddiissccoovveerreedd  iinn  SSuurriinnaammee..  IIss  
tthhiiss  aa  ccooiinncciiddeennccee??  CClleeaarrllyy  nnuummeerroouuss  GGoolldd  CCooaasstt  mmiinneerrss  wweerree  aammoonngg  tthhee  
ssllaavvee  ppooppuullaattiioonn  tthhaatt  sshhiippppeedd  ttoo  SSuurriinnaammee..  UUnnttiill  tthheenn,,  aallll  eeffffoorrttss  ttoo  ffiinndd  
ggoolldd  iinn  SSuurriinnaammee  hhaadd  aallll  ffaaiilleedd..””  

 
The first gold surge (1875 – 1975) in Suriname was characterized by a mixture of 
artisanal and machine gold mining. However, this period petered out mainly because 
of a decline in gold production. The following graph illustrates this. 

 

                                       
28  This section is based on a fascinating study of the anthropologist Chris Healy, the foremost 

Surinamese expert on artisanal and small-scale (ASM) goldmining in Suriname. The title of the study 
is: “Artisanal and Small-scale Gold Mining (ASM) in Suriname: A Culture Change Theory to Reshape 
ASM Strategies and Processes.” 
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Figure xxx Gold production in Suriname 1875-1985 
 
 
Healy describes the second gold surge (1975-to date) as follows: 
 
“After U.S. President Nixon let go of the gold standard in 1971 interest in gold production in 
Suriname rekindled. Several Guyanese families who had fled their homeland due to the 
unrests in the early sixties, now lived in Suriname. They recruited Guyanese miners to build 
river dredges and began operating in the Marowijne River. The Suriname elite also began to 
participate in these ventures, and those miners who maintained adequate supervision on the 
dredges, earned a profit.    
 
On land, the transition from manual small-scale mining (panning, sluice boxes placed in the 
current of a creek or behind a small dam) to partially mechanized small-scale gold mining 
progressed steadily. In 1991 Healy spent time with miners who dug the ore by hand and used 
a 2” Honda pump to wash the ore in a small narrow sluice box. 
  
During the 1980s land dredging or hydraulic mining got underway. This more mechanized 
approach was promoted by Brazilian miners, who came from the Amazon gold mining regions 
and from the massive Sera Pelada mine, which closed in 1986 due to flooding. During the 
1990s some miners managed to procure backhoes and the level of mechanization increased 
further. During the interior conflict (1986-1992) the Jungle Commando relied on gold mining, 
supported by experiences Brazilian miners, to secure weapons and ammunition for the 
struggle with the National Army. 
   
When the Accord for National Reconciliation and Development (“Peace Accord’)29 was signed 
in August of 1992, gold mining began to take off in the interior of Suriname. Several medium-
scale enterprises emerged, with Surinamese owners, who tried to develop profitable mines. 
However, this goal proved more challenging than expected, and many of these enterprises 
resorted to land lording to cover their operational costs. Over the years some of these 

                                       
29  After the interior war. 
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enterprises have started their own gold mining operations and have developed innovative 
processing methods. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Many foreign investors arrived in Suriname to secure mineral properties, setting the stage for 
the first large-scale operation at the Rosebel Savanna. Golden Star initiated exploration during 
the early 1990s; Cambior built the processing plant (2004), which was then taken over by 
Iamgold (2006). The large-scale projects that got underway also triggered a boom in small-
scale gold mining around the large-scale mining sites that were being explored. Miners would 
enter the trenches to secure high-grade ore near visible quartz veins and dug pits where 
drilling had taken place. The failure of the government to set aside mining areas for ASM, as 
facilitated by article 36.3 of the mineral decree of 1986, resulted in numerous local conflicts 
in the mining areas.  

In 2001 Suralco ventured into gold mining when it obtained a Right of Exploration for gold 
in the Pamaka area. In 2003 drilling confirmed a gold deposit at Gowtu Bergi. In 2004 
Newmont and Alcoa entered into joint venture and established “Surgold” and the Right of 
Exploration for Merian was transferred to the new company. The dock facilities at Moengo, a 
holdover from the bauxite era, became strategic; inputs for the mine could be shipped to 
Moengo and then trucked overland to the mine. Access to Moengo via the Cottica River 
remains a strategic transport route for the Merian Mine, as heavy equipment, supplies and 
fuel can be transported 150 kilometers upriver from Paramaribo to Moengo. Construction of 
Merian commenced in August of 2014, and commercial production was achieved on October 
1, 2016.”  
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4.3.3 ECONOMIC DRIVERS OF SMALL-SCALE GOLD MINING IN   
   EAST SURINAME 
 
East Suriname was economically hit the hardest during the Interior War (1986 – 
1992). There were almost no job opportunities. That is why small-scale goldmining 
became an attractive source of income, especially for Maroon communities. At the 
same time more and more Brazilian garimpeiros were migrating to the Marowijne 
area, because Brazil and French Guyana had very strict rules and regulations for 
goldmining. This created a multiplier effect on deforestation. For many households in 
the interior, small-scale goldmining is still a very important source of income. 
 
Before goldminers start working, they usually clear a piece of forest by burning it 
down after the economically valuable trees have been removed in pieces. In addition, 
these goldmining activities cause mercury pollution, polluted creeks and river siltation 
that cause damage to the environment and ecosystems. The clearing practices also 
have impact on the availability of food and suitable water for the local communities.  
 
The interactive map on small-scale goldmining produced by Amazon Conservation 
Team Suriname graphically shows the environmental damage of small-scale 
goldmining.  
The map can be viewed at https://www.amazonteam.org/maps/suriname-gold/. 
 
The government recognizes that small-scale goldmining is not regulated as a result 
of weak oversight institutions which have created opportunities for unrestrained 
growth. The government did not monitor and control the small-scale gold mining 
sector. It is hoped that the recently launched project “Improving Environmental 

Management in 
the Mining Sector 
of Suriname, with 
Emphasis on 
Artisanal and 
Small-Scale Gold 
Mining” will 
contribute to 
regulation of the 
small-scale gold 
mining sector.  
 
 
 
 

 
Source: http://docplayer.net/46807562-Human-health-risk-assessment.html 
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4.3.4 MERCURY POLLUTION 
 

Gold is currently one of the most important commodities for Suriname. Most of the 
gold deposits are located in the NW–SE-stretching Marowijne Greenstone Belt 
(24.000 km2) in the eastern part of Suriname. This geological formation is part of the 
Guyana Shield. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Source: Kioe-A-Sen, Nicole et al., 2016. Gold deposits of Suriname: geological context, 
production and economic significance, in: Geologie en Mijnbouw, · November 2016. 
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It is about the river basins Upper-Commewijne, part of the Upper-Suriname 
(southern reservoir), Lower-Suriname (northern reservoir) Upper-Saramacca, 
Upper- and Lower Marowijne, Tapanahony river and the Upper- and Lower Lawa. 
 
It is well-known that small-scale mining causes deforestation, forest fragmentation, 
forest degradation and pollution of creeks and rivers. However, the ecological disaster 
that is caused by small-scale mining does not attract much public attention. Over the 
years there have been reports and newspaper articles warning about mercury 
pollution from small-scale goldmining that is negatively affecting the communities 
around the mining sites. 
 
However, it is not only the local communities that are in and nearby the mining that 
suffer mercury pollution, research has shown that high mercury concentrations are 
also found in the estuary of the Marowijne river. This means that mercury pollution 
is transported downstream. Much research has been done that shows mercury 
concentrations in riverbeds and predatory fish that is eaten by humans. Many 
communities in the interior are having trouble with increased levels of mercury. 
 
According to Paul Ouboter, a Suriname university researcher who does extensive 
research into mercury pollution, the mercury content is too high everywhere, and is 
the highest in the Upper-Coppename. But the worst is the Brokopondo reservoir. 
Ouboter says that each adult predatory fish contains too high levels of mercury. In 
piranhas in the Brokopondo lake the level is sometimes ten times above 
internationally accepted norms.30 
 
The adverse health effects of mercury are well known and are a worldwide threat to 
health and the environment. It affects the brain and can lead to neurological diseases 
such as impairment of speech, sight, hearing and mobility. Mercury has negative 
impacts on the neurological development of growing children who can suffer from 
mental disability. 
 
Even though mercury is a ‘heavy metal’, mercury is fluid at room temperature and 
volatile. When it evaporates it is carried along with the wind—atmospheric 
transportation—and with rain it precipitates elsewhere, such as in pristine areas and 
upstream. That is why very high mercury concentrations are found in the Upper-
Coppename river. 
 
Between 20.000 and 35.000 persons work in small-scale goldmining in Suriname. 
For each mined kilogram gold two to three kilograms (kg) of mercury is used. It is 
estimated that 57.000 kg mercury end up in the environment.  But this could also be 
two to three times higher. Around 55 percent of mercury through evaporation and 
45 percent through discharge in the soil and to creeks and rivers. 

                                       
30  Stand van ons boszaken, 2020, number 3. 
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Emitted mercury persists in the environment. In water it is converted to the highly 
poisonous methylmercury by organism and bioaccumulates in the food chain. 
Organisms absorb methylmercury, small animals ingest it and these are eaten by a 
larger animal, which causes its gradual multiplication. Ouboter says that predatory 
fish that are eaten by humans have the highest level of mercury. But it can also be 
found in alligators and otters.31  
 
Fish is a very important source of protein for Indigenous and Maroon people. In 2018, 
research into mercury content in the blood of 230 women and children was done in 
the villages Brownsweg, Pikin Saron, Kwakoegron, Jacobkondre and Pusugrunu. The 
results show that everywhere the average mercury content is alarmingly above the 
North American maximum acceptable content of 5.8 microgram mercury in 1 liter 
blood. The mercury content in Brownsberg is 6.4 microgram whereas the mercury 
content was 2 to four times higher in other villages. 

 
   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Project Aymara, French Guyana, 2018. 
 

                                       
31  Ibid.  
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The Minamata Convention on Mercury 
 

On March 16, 2018 the Parliament of Suriname ratified the 2013 Minamata 
Convention on Mercury. The Convention went into force in October 2018. The goal of 
this Convention is the worldwide reduction of anthropogenic emissions of mercury in 
order to protect human health and the environment. The National Institute for 
Environment and Development (NIMOS) has written a roadmap to phase out the use 
of mercury in Suriname. NIMOS research shows that small scale goldmining is 
responsible for 89 percent of atmospheric emissions of mercury and 70 percent of 
mercury discharge.  
 
The Minamata Convention does not prohibit the use of mercury but obliges all parties 
to make efforts to reduce mercury emission and where possible to avoid this. With 
the ratification of the Minamata Convention Suriname has to adapt its environmental 
laws, as well as the Mining Law of 1986. However, it is generally agreed that a law 
alone is not enough to reduce the use of mercury. Equally important are education 
and awareness. 
 

 
4.4  Conclusion 

 
Logging and goldmining are serious threats to the forest and are jeopardizing 
Suriname’s ability to benefit from REDD+ compensation. There are enough research 
results on the causes of the threats to the forest and the solutions for these threats. 
The bottleneck has to do with powerful interest groups, as described in international 
reports, that have close ties with high level government officials, and are therefore 
able to lobby for the situation to stay the same. The political-economy of forest policy 
and forest management in Suriname is not unique, many countries face the same 
challenges of powerful interest groups being able to influence government policies.  
 
The biggest challenge for the people of Suriname is finding ways to effectively 
challenge these interest groups and to demand fundamental changes in laws, 
institutions, law enforcement and policies that support sustainable economic 
development in all districts of the country.    
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Goldmining at the edge of the Brownsberg Nature Park. Picture: Ellen Raadschelders, in: “Mercury on 
the Menu”, article published in One World Magazine, September 2020. 
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PART TWO 

 

COMMUNITY FOREST GOVERNANCE  

 

 

 
https://www.discoversurinametours.com/foto/adventure/awaradamXL/3XL.html 
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5. THE INDIGENOUS AND MAROON PEOPLE OF 
   SURINAME 
 

5.1.  Introduction1 

Suriname is inhabited by four indigenous peoples and six Maroon tribes, who live 
in approximately 230 villages spread across Suriname (see Table 1 and 2). 
According to the latest census (April 2012), the total number of indigenous 
persons living in Suriname is 18.037 (or 3,7% of the total population) and 72.553 
Maroons (14,7%).2 This means that the Indigenous and Maroons now make up 
almost 20% of the population.   

Map of Indigenous and Maroon Areas3 

                                       
1  This section is based on: Kambel, Ellen-Rose. 2006.  Indigenous Peoples and Maroons in 
 Suriname. Inter-American Development Bank (IDB).  

2  https://statistics-suriname.org/en/census-office/. 

3  Source: Hebri Scholierenkaart Republiek Suriname, 2004. 
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Table 1: Indigenous Peoples and their communities 

 

 

Table 2: Maroons and their communities 

 

 

 

  

Indigenous Peoples and their communities 
 Communities Location 

Kali’na (Carib) 14 

Coast/Savannah belt Lokono (Arowak) 15 

Mixed Kali’na/Lokono 2 

Trio (Tiriyo) 10 

South Suriname Wayana 5 

Mixed Trio/Wayana 1 

 
Total number of Indigenous 
Communities 
 

47  

Maroons and their communities 
 Communities Location 

Saamaka 70 - 80 Upper-Suriname River/District 
Brokopondo 

Ndyuka/Aucaners 70 - 75 Tapanahony & Cottica River 

Paamaka 11 Marowijne River 

Aluku (Boni)) 1 Lawa River 

Matawai 17 Upper-Saramacca River 

Kwinti 2 Coppename River 

 
Total Maroon 
Communities 
 

171 - 186  
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5.1.1  LAND AND RESOURCE RIGHTS 
 
Indigenous peoples and Maroons hold their lands, territories and resources 
collectively in accordance with their traditional or customary land tenure systems. 
Maroon lands are held by the lo (clans) and the beë (sub-clans), and there are 
strict rules regulating individual access and use of these clan lands, which are 
inalienable outside the clan. The lands of the various clans are vested in the tribe 
as a whole and are inalienable outside the tribe.  

While Indigenous peoples have clearly defined and respected territorial boundaries 
in the coastal area (Kali’na and Lokono), their internal rules are less formal than 
the Maroons. For instance, all community members are allowed to use the land 
for cutting new agricultural plots, collecting nontimber products and for hunting 
and fishing. Both groups, however, have a strong relationship with the forest, 
rivers and creeks they have traditionally owned for centuries, a relationship which 
is both economic–providing them with basic necessities such as food, drink, 
housing and transport–as well as cultural and spiritual. Indeed, their various 
relationships, and the enjoyment thereof, with their traditional territories are a 
fundamental part of their identity and security. The key challenges relating to land 
and resource rights of Indigenous peoples and Maroons are: 

((aa))    LLaacckk  ooff  LLeeggaall  RReeccooggnniittiioonn  ooff  CCoolllleeccttiivvee  LLaanndd  TTiittlleess  
Surinamese law does not recognize and protect the traditional land tenure 
systems of the Indigenous and Maroons, or their special relationship with the 
forest. All land and all-natural resources are considered to be owned by the 
State. Like other Surinamese citizens, Indigenous persons and Maroons have 
the right to apply for individual titles in the form of land lease (grondhuur) 
under the L-Decrees. This is a leasehold title issued for specific purposes 
(building, planting and recreational uses), for a maximum period of 40 years 
and which can be revoked by the Minister of Natural Resources, if the annual 
fee is not paid (in time), or if the land is not used in accordance to the 
request. To date, 80% of the Indigenous communities have explicitly rejected 
this title, and stated that they want recognition of their traditional communal 
rights, which they have held and exercised since time immemorial. With the 
exception of a number of Maroons living in Paramaribo, Maroon traditional 
authorities are also seeking collective title to their lands and territories. 

 

((bb))    LLaacckk  ooff  LLeeggaall  PPrroocceedduurreess  ffoorr  MMeeaanniinnggffuull  PPaarrttiicciippaattiioonn  PPrriioorr  TToo  
    RReessoouurrccee  EExxppllooiittaattiioonn  oorr  EEssttaabblliisshhmmeenntt  ooff  PPrrootteecctteedd  AArreeaass  

According to the IDB Suriname Country Environmental Assessment, 60% of 
Indigenous and Maroon communities are currently located within a logging 
concession, whereas 40% are in or directly affected by mining concessions. 
There are, however, no legal mechanisms in Suriname establishing or 
regulating Indigenous and Maroon participation in decision-making, 
particularly when mining or logging concessions are issued. Concessions are 
normally issued without consultation and there are no effective legal 
remedies to challenge grants of concessions or to seek compensation for 
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damages. In principle, the District Commissioner is responsible for consulting 
with the traditional authorities of affected communities as part of the 
concession granting procedure, but this often does not occur in practice and 
is not enforceable in law.  

 

5.2  The Indigenous, the first people of Suriname4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=3&v=cVHebkw3w9c&f
eature=emb_logo 

  

                                       
4  This section is based on Healy, Chris. 2020. “Artisanal and Small-scale Gold Mining (ASM) in 
 Suriname: A Culture Change Theory to Reshape ASM Strategies and Processes,” pp. 17 – 32. 
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5.2.1 A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE INDIGENOUS OF SURINAME 
 
The Guiana region was inhabited by Indigenous societies long before the 
Europeans arrived. The movement of humans into South America started about 
25,000 years ago. “Native Americans’ ancestors split from the people living in 
Siberia. Later, they moved across a land bridge connecting Siberia and Alaska, 
making it into the Pacific Northwest between 17,000 and 14,000 years ago. Once 
they got south of the ice sheets coating much of Canada, ancestral Native 
Americans split into two genetically distinct groups. One moved east, with some 
descendants settling in what's now southern Ontario. The other branch—
sometimes called the Southern Native Americans—rapidly moved south about 
14,000 years ago, becoming the main ancestors of today's Indigenous Central and 
South Americans.”5 

This information corresponds nicely with the results of a study by J. M. Cruxent6 
on hunters of large game at the Tupuken site, between the Orinoco and the Rio 
Negro, with dates of 13,000 years ago. However, in Suriname there are no carbon 
dates for the Sipaliwini sites, the oldest Indigenous settlements we know of, 
therefore we have to rely on comparisons of artifacts. The large game artifacts 
found in Sipaliwini Savanna (about 20 sites for large and small game tool 
manufacture) are comparable to artifacts from the Las Casitas Complex in 
Venezuela and thus probably date back to 8-9000 years ago.7  

Habitation of South Suriname did not begin before13,000 and probably later, 
probably after 12,000 years ago, for the Indigenous settlers would need time to 
migrate from Tupuken towards the east and then enter Sipaliwini Savanna. About 
12.000 to 10.000 years ago is a good estimate for the first arrival of Indigenous 
groups in the South Suriname region of Sipaliwini. 

The following time line is suggested for the pre-Columbian Indigenous history: 

  

                                       
5  Michael Greshko, November 2018, National Geographic. 

6  J. M. Cruxent, 1972, Acta Cientifica Venezolana. 

7  Versteeg 2003; page 53-60. 
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8  Before Present (BP), 1 January 1950 is the starting point for counting backwards.  

12,000/11,000 BP8 – 9,000/8,000 
BP  

Nomadic populations. Hunters of large 
game (mega fauna, such as mammoths, 
mastodons, megatherium, and other large 
fauna, now extinct). 

9,000/8,000 BP – 6,000 BP 

Nomadic populations. Hunters of small 
game (deer, peccary, agouti, and so on) 
and gatherers. Small groups stayed in one 
location only for several days or weeks. 

6,000 BP to the present  

Semi-nomadic shifting cultivators, 
transition from a hunting and gathering 
culture to a semi-nomadic culture based 
on swidden cultivation of plants, cassava 
being the most import product. 

5,000 – 4,200 BP and 0 – 1000 AD 

Occupation of Werehpai rock shelters 10 
km south of the Trio village of 
Kawemhakan and application of 313 
petroglyphs. Images reveal chiefs flanked 
by junior leaders and soldiers with shields, 
suggesting larger communities with a 
hierarchical political organization. 

300 – 1000 AD 

Indigenous groups developed a permanent 
agricultural method along the coastal 
areas, based on raised field in swamps 
near the coast.  

1600 - 1650 Trade relations with Europeans merchants 
along the Guiana Coast.  

1675 - 1686  
The Indian War and its aftermath, followed 
by a peace accord and a century of 
withdrawal and relative isolation. 

1760 to date 

Religious acculturation, conversion mainly 
to Christianity:1760 for the interior, after 
1900 for the coastal Carib and Arowak, 
after the 1950s for the interior Indigenous 
nations of South Suriname (Trio and 
Wayana). 
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5.2.2  THE COLONIAL TRADE ECONOMY 
 
Early traders. In 1598 the Dutch General Abraham Cabeliau made a trip to 
Suriname and in 1613 two Dutch traders began to exchange goods with members 
of the Indigenous communities. A warehouse was established at the Indigenous 
village of Purmerbu along the Suriname River on high ground formed by 
compacted shell ridges. At that time there were at least four Indigenous groups 
living on or near the coast: Caribs (Kaliña), the Arawaks (Lokono), the Paracotten 
and Sapoyers. The latter two groups disappeared from the historical sources due 
to genocide and disease.  

The Dutch traders exchanged metal implements, textiles and inputs such as glass 
beads for jewelry making with the local Indigenous communities, who, in turn, 
supplied snakewood, annatto, manioc, fruits, turtles and fish to the visitors. The 
Dutch traders also constructed a defensive palisade, which later would become 
Fort Willoughby (now Fort Zealandia). After three to four years the operation 
closed down.  

Several attempts were made to establish permanent settlements, but these efforts 
failed, often through attacks from offended or threatened Indigenous groups. In 
1639 a group of French pioneers settled along the Saramacca River, and in 1642, 
due to differences with the local Indigenous population, they were cut off. Most 
notable was the effort of English Captain Marshall around 1630, but in 1645 they 
also suffered the fate of the French and were cut off. The Africans he had brought 
to Suriname to work on the plantation as slaves, fled into the rainforest and 
established the first escaped slave (Maroon) communities in Suriname. 

The English. In 1651, Lord Willoughby, the governor of Barbados, launched the 
first permanent settlement and initiated the colonial plantation history of 
Suriname. Paramaribo, some 10 kilometers inland from the Atlantic Ocean, would 
evolve into the main trading settlement and eventually become the capital city. 
Heeding the lessons learned by the previous settlers, soon after arriving in 
Suriname the English began to construct a fort at Paramaribo. Most of the English 
and Jewish plantations were established on high round along the Surname, the 
Para and the Commewijne River. Suriname became a producer of sugar, followed 
by coffee, some cacao, timber and cotton.  

In 1652 a group of Jewish settlers arrived in the colony together with Lord 
Willoughby and settled in the savanna on Cassipora Creek some 60 kilometers 
from the coast. Today this area goes by the name Joden Savanna. In 1664 another 
group arrived in the colony after the French took possession of Cayenne. They 
settled in the old capital Thorarica, some 60 kilometers upstream from the mouth 
of the Suriname River.9 In 1664 another group of Sephardic Jews came to 
Suriname from Cayenne. A Portuguese-African creole language developed on 
these plantations, facilitating communication between the plantation owners and 
the Africans.  

  

                                       
9  https://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thorarica. 
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The Dutch takeover. In 1667 the Dutch took over the plantation colony of 
Suriname from the English. Suriname remained a Dutch colony until independence 
in 1975, with the exception of two brief interludes of English control (1799-1802 
and 1804-16). Many English plantation owners left Suriname for Tobago with their 
slaves, and the Dutch had to start over on the abandoned estates or develop new 
ones. In 1671 about 111 plantations were operating in Suriname, 60 for sugar 
and 51 for tobacco, but about half of these were still in the development phase. 
The plantation economy did not thrive immediately after the Dutch takeover.  

Eight years after the Dutch took over, the “Indian War” got underway, lasting from 
1675 to 1686, and pitting the Caribs against the Dutch colonial government. The 
Dutch recruited Arowaks in neighboring Berbice to fight on their side. In 1686 the 
governor signed a peace agreement with the Caribs which contained a provision 
that forbade the enslavement of Indigenous persons.  The Dutch increasingly 
relied on Africa slave trade to secure plantation labor.  

In 1683 the West Indian Company (WIC) took control of Suriname for the purpose 
of managing the colony and to make a profit. The company consisted of three 
partners: the WIC, the family of Cornelis van Aerssen van Sommelsdijck and the 
city of Amsterdam. The responsibility of the enterprise included the transport of 
African slaves to the colonies, the acquisition of investors or plantation owners, 
defense and governance of the colony. The WIC was disbanded in in 1795. 

Cornelis van Aerssen van Sommelsdijck became governor of the colony from 1683 
until he was murdered by soldiers in 1688. He promoted the introduction of polder 
cultivation using Dutch technology. Until then, most plantations were located on 
high ground further upriver. With the introduction of polder agriculture, the vast 
lowland territories in the coastal area were brought into cultivation. The plantation 
economy began to pick up again and by 1700 there were about 100 plantations in 
full production.  
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5.3  A brief history of the Maroons of Suriname 

Between 1651 and 1832 some 330.000 Africans were brought as captives to 
Suriname. The Africans were auctioned off in Paramaribo, the coastal capital city, 
and most were transported inland to work on the cotton and sugar plantations. 
Through rebellion and escape thousands of slaves freed themselves from their 
white masters. They fled to remote locations along upper reaches of the Suriname, 
Saramacca, Marowijne and Corantijn Rivers. The escaped slaves formed six 
Maroon societies.  

The formation of the Maroon societies took place in two distinct phases. The first 
phase occurred between 1651 and 1700 when most of the Africans coming to 
Suriname originated in the Bight of Benin (63%), followed by individuals from the 
Loango region (34%), and to a lesser extent the Windward Coast and Sierra Leone 
(22%).  

 

The second phase of Marronage occurred after 1700, when the Dutch had a falling 
out with the King of Benin. They relocated their slave trading activities from the 
Bight of Benin to the Gold Coast, but continued to trade slaves in the Loango 
region north of the Zaire River. The Dutch has already established or conquered 
several forts on the Gold Coast, and after 1700 their trade with the expanding 
Asante Empire intensified significantly. Most of the Africans coming to Suriname 
originated in the Twi speaking regions of the Gold Coast (46%), followed by 
individuals from the Loango region (25%), while the Windward Coast and Sierra 
Leone was the source of some 22% of the Africans coming to Suriname. 

African origins of Maroons in Suriname 
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This was also the onset of the second 
period in the development of the 
plantation economy in Suriname. 
Between 1700 and 1770 the number of 
plantations increased to over 500, a 
significant increase of the one hundred 
estates that were in operation around 
1700. Most of these plantations were 
established in the lower lying coastal 
areas along the Lower-Suriname, 
Commewijne and Cottica Rivers, 
utilizing Dutch polder technology. 

After 1700 slaves escaping from the 
lowland coastal plantations fled to the 
south-east, settling along the Ndjuka 
Kreek (Mama Ndjuka), a tributary of the Marowijne River hidden behind an island 
just north of Stoelmanseiland. This group was called Aucan or Ndjuka, and they 
spoke an African-English Creole language, which had developed during the period 
the British were in charge of the colony. 

 

5.3.1 THE PEACE TREATIES  
 
The increasing number of Maroons and the en masse rebellion of 300 slaves on 
six plantations along the Tempati River was the direct cause of the negotiations 
with the Aucan (Ndjuka) Maroons. The escaped slaves from the Tempati joined 
the group of Arabi (Labi) which lived along the Ndjuka Creek (Mama Ndjuka) and 
together they numbered about 2,000 individuals. The negotiations culminated in 
the 10 October 1760 peace accord with the Aucan maroons. On 19 September 
1762 a peace accord was concluded with the Saramaka Maroons which also 
included the Matawai Maroons. However, a conflict between the Saramaka and 
the Matawai led to the termination of the agreement by the latter in 1766. In 1769 
a new peace treaty was signed by the leaders of the Matawai maroons.  

The three treaties signed with the Aucan, Saramaka and Matawai societies 
required these groups to return escaped slaves to the colonists, which was a cause 
for frequent conflict with the Dutch. Many Africans escaping from the plantations 
settled in separate groups to avoid a clash between the Dutch and the liberated 
Maroons.  

Between 1768 and 1777 the Boni permanently challenged the Dutch colonial 
government and regularly attacked the plantations in the Cottica River region. In 
1777 they were driven across the Marowijne border river with French Guiana, and 
after a lengthy southward migration this group initially settled on the Lawa River 
and then tried to settle along the Oyapok River, the territory of the Oyampi 
Indigenous peoples. Conflict ensued and the group was driven back by the French 
and re-settled on the Lawa River. 
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The smaller Kwinti group also emerged during the late 18th century, and after 
considerable clashes with the colonial government and numerous migrations, they 
eventually settled in the west of Suriname, along the Coppename River.  

A third group emerged, the Pamaka, and they established concealed settlements 
along the Pamaka Creek on the flanks of the Nassau Mountain, which is over 500 
meters high. The map of Engineer A. de Lavaux, prepared during the 1770s, 
already situates Maroons along the slopes of the Nassau Mountain range, most 
likely Pamaka, due east of the Tempati River on that map. Unlike the Boni, the 
Pamaka seemed to have kept a low profile and managed to stay out of sight of 
the Dutch colonial forces, and unlike the other Maroon nations, they never signed 
a treaty with the Dutch, forcing them to be more reserved. During the 1870s the 
Dutch were very interested in developing good relations with the Pamaka because 
gold was discovered in their settlement area. 

The provisions of the treaties promulgated the basic premise that the escaped 
slaves could settle and live freely in the rainforest, south of the plantation belt 
(also referred as the “interior” today), provided they did not attack the plantations. 
The colonial government provided essential supplies to the Maroons on specified 
time intervals and “postholders” were stationed at strategic locations in the 
interior to monitor compliance with the treaties. These officials also supplied 
Maroon with passes to travel to Paramaribo until the abolition of slavery.    

 

5.3.2 DECLINE OF PLANTATION ECONOMY  
 
In 1773 a crisis at the stock market in the Netherlands caused major recession 
and resulted in a range of bankruptcies in the financial circles of Amsterdam. 
The plantation owners in Suriname were not able to service their debts and 
many lost their estates to “absentee” owners in the Netherlands. By 1800 
there were 650 plantations “on paper.” By 1832 the number of active 
plantations declined to 450, and by 1853 some 263 were still operational. In 
1862, a year before slavery was abolished, there were 216 active plantations, 
and ten years after the abolition of slavery the number had shrunk to 131. In 
1913 some 79 active plantations were left and by 1950 not more than ten 
operational plantations were left. When slavery was abolished in 1863 the 
former slaves were required to perform wage labor for a marginal wage (80 
cents per day) on a plantation of choice for ten years under State supervision.  

Slavery was abolished in 1863, and this was the beginning of the end of the 
plantation era. The Maroons were now free to travel to the coastal areas and 
capital city. 
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6. SURINAME’S RESEARCH AREA IN THE    
  FRAMEWORK OF AMAZONIA 2.0 
 

6.1  District of Sipaliwini 

ACT Suriname (ACT-S) works in South Suriname since the late nineteen-nineties, in 
both Trio (Tareno) and Wayana Indigenous villages. In 2014 ACT-S started working 
in the Upper Saramacca (Central Suriname), starting with 10 Maroon villages of the 
Matawai (Matuariërs).  

Central and South Suriname consist of one district, Sipaliwini, and is divided in six 
resorts. Sipaliwini is the largest of Suriname’s ten districts, covering 80% of 
Suriname’s land area, but whose population density of 0.28 is the lowest in the 
country.10 The governance of a resort is the responsibility of a District Commissioner.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                       
10  General Bureau of Statistics. Census Results 2012. ‘Population Density by District’, page 17 
 

District of Sipaliwini, solid red color. The striped areas are 
disputed territories. Source: Wikipedia 
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District Sipaliwini is divided in six resorts, each with its own District Commissioner 
(DC). The resorts are listed in the table below:  

Resort Main tribes 

Upper Coppename Kwinti and Trio 

Upper Saramacca  Matawai 

Upper Suriname Saamaka 

Curuni Trio 

Kabalebo Arawak and Warrau 

Tapanahony Ndyuka 
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The District Commissioners of Sipaliwini reside in Paramaribo, the capital of 
Suriname, with periodic residencies at a designated location in the district. At the 
moment only the DC of the Upper Saramacca has a posting in New Jacobkondre, 
located on the Saramacca river. 

According to the Constitution, the regional governance consists of:  

i. The District Council, which is the highest political-governance organ of the 
district.  

ii. The Resort Council, which is the highest political governance organ of the resort. 
iii. The District Governance, led by the government appointed District 

Commissioner, is the executing organ of the district and is responsible for the 
daily governance of the district to develop the regions with their own district 
funds. 

 

Every DC has governance and administrative personnel to make sure that 
government activities are executed according to plan. The supporting team of the DC 
consists of the District Secretary and the Governance Supervisor and his/her 
assistants. Every year the resorts have to submit Resort Plans, which contribute to 
the District Plan. The District Plan has to be approved in Parliament for annual 
allocation of budgets. 

 

6.2  Maroon Traditional Leadership11 

Maroon traditional leadership is based on a model from West Africa. After the 
enslaved Africans fled to the forest and started a guerilla war against the colonial 
suppressors, the colonial government was forced to sign  peace treaties with the 
Maroons. The first peace treaty was signed with the Aucaners on October 10, 1760, 
a hundred years before emancipation of 1863. One of the articles of the peace treaty 
stipulated that the Maroons could elect and install their own tribal chiefs. 
 
After the peace treaty the Maroons could finally create communities without colonial 
interference and live in tribes as we know it today. They were totally self-sufficient. 
The range of action of the central government did not reach that far into the interior. 
To survive the Maroons developed a governance structure based on their experience 
from the continent of origin, Africa. 
 
It is interesting to note that visitors from Africa who visit the Maroon communities in 
the interior all marvel at the similarities between the maroons and the African 
countries of origin. Nowhere outside of Africa has the African culture been preserved 
as in the interior of Suriname. 

                                       
11  This section is based on a presentation by Richenel Libretto, Paramaribo, July 2019. 
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In Africa inheritance and succession goes through the mother’s lineage. The 
reasoning is that a mother does not birth a bastard. This is the system that is also 
used in Maroon communities in Suriname. You do not inherit from your father, but 
from your uncle, your mother’s brother. The Maroon community is matrilineal and 
the matrilineal relatives form the core of a village. 

Maroon traditional authority consists of de tribal chief, the Gaanman, the Head 
Captains, the Captains (village chiefs) and assistants (basia’s). They are chosen for 
life. Tradition prescribes that the Gaanman appoints a successor while alive. This 
choice has to be approved by the elders of the family. However, the appointee should 
not bear knowledge of his election. This means that the successor cannot become an 
apprentice of the Gaanman, and thus cannot learn how to carry himself as a worthy 
leader.  

The Gaanman is the point of contact for the central government for all issues 
regarding the tribe. In the context of villages, the Head of the Village (Captain) is 
allowed to contact the government. The Ministry of Regional Development and Sport 
is responsible for the coordination of all government activities regarding the interior. 

After the traditional leadership is chosen and inaugurated by the tribe, the 
government officially recognizes him and he then becomes eligible for supplies such 
as a uniform, honorarium, and so on. The major responsibility of the traditional leader 
is the maintenance of law and order in the area under his supervision. He should be 
familiar with the traditional manner of deliberation, the kuutu, based on knowledge 
about the morals and customs. These days it is also expected from him to be a 
development worker, to think of plans for the development of his residential area, 
whereas his original traditional task was the maintenance of law and order through 
the application of common law. 
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Until his death, Gaanman Matodja Gazon was 
well known for his refined diplomacy, wisdom, 
eloquence, and bright mind. He was an 
authoritative personality and the longest 
reigning Gaanman of the Okanisi Maroons. 
According to many, his death marked the end of 
an era of towering and powerful Gaanmans.  

Under the title “The death of Gaanman Gazon: 
the end of an era”, Andre Pakosie describes one 
of the leadership qualities of the Gaanman for 
which he received widespread admiration. 
Pakosie writes:  

“The reign of Gaanman Gazon was 
characterized by strife and tribulations, during 
which he often had to choose between 
preserving the old traditions or go along with 
the changes of his time.  

A difficult period for Gaanman Gazon Matodja 
was the Bouterse-Brunswijk war (1986-1992) of 
which his people became victims. The personal 

feud between Ronnie Brunswijk, an Okanisi from the Cottica region, and Desire 
Delano Bouterse who was the leader of the Suriname national army, unleashed 
retaliation actions of the army against Maroons. People were mass murdered (such 
as in Moiwana and Atjoni), their houses were put on fire and many Maroons had to 
flee to, among other places, French Guyana, Holland, the US and Canada. The 
Maroons in the refugee camps, which he visited three times) expected him to publicly 
declare his support for Ronnie Brunswijk. The military regime expected him to deny 
Ronny Brunswijk entry into the interior or deliver him to the army. The Gaanman 
maintained that he should stand above the parties and should not incite war and 
murder. He held this point of view till his death.  

During the Interior War he travelled many times to French Guyana to talk with the 
French Guyanese authorities and Gaanman Tolinga of the Aluku Maroons (the Maroon 
community in French Guyana) about the refugees—the majority of whom were 
Okanisi from the Cottica area—who were in refugee camps.”12  

Another milestone in the illustrious life of Gaanman Matodja Gazon is that he was the 
first Traditional Leader who appointed women as Captains of villages.   

                                       
12  Pakosi, Andre. 2012. “Dood Gaanman Gazon Matodja, het einde van een tijdperk”. 

https://werkgroepcaraibischeletteren.nl/dood-gaanman-gazon-matodja-het-einde-van-een-
tijdperk/ 

Granman Matodja Gazon, 1920-2011 
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6.3  Indigenous traditional leadership13 

The indigenous people are the original peoples of the Americas and had their own 
tradition and forms of governance. However, it is known that the governance 
structure of the Wayana’s and the Trio’s in South Suriname was heavily influenced 
by the Maroons. The contact of the indigenous people with the outside world 
happened through the Maroons who bartered with them clothing, trained hunting 
dogs, bow and arrow, tools, building of canoes, and other items. 

Until the nineteen-sixties the Wyana’s and Trio’s were nomads. Every family had a 
settlement (kampu) which the Wayana called pataya. The leader was the pyaiman or 
shaman. They moved frequently, looking for better places to grow food and hunt. 
The southern village Kwamalasamutu originated when the people from Alalapadu 
were looking for new hunting areas and agriculture plots.  

The nomadic way of life ended when American Baptist missionaries settled in the 
south in the nineteen sixties. This is how the Indigenous villages that we know now 
were founded. This is also the period when the central government was able to 
maintain a better contact with these tribes. Before the arrival of the missionaries 
their Indigenous languages were a big barrier for communication, which improved 
when the missionaries started acting as intermediaries and interpreters. 

It was easy for the central government to apply the leadership appointment system 
of the Maroons to the Indigenous people. However, in Indigenous culture the 
succession does not happen according to a matrilineal system. Since the nineteen-
eighties the coastal indigenous people hold elections and when the leadership is 
failing, they just remove him from office and choose a new one. This is the custom 
of coastal Indigenous communities. The Indigenous in South Suriname, who are 
influenced by the Maroon culture, choose their leadership for life, albeit not based on 
a matrilineal system. 

Because the leadership of the South Suriname Indigenous were informally called 
Gaanman, they received the government recognition of Head Captain/Head of Tribe. 
Only the Trio Gaanman, Asongo Alalaparu from Kwamalasamutu, received the official 
title of Gaanman from the government, the only Indigenous leader with this title. The 
Indigenous form the coastal area are organized in the Association of Indigenous 
Village Leaders in Suriname (VIDS is the Dutch acronym). 

  

                                       
13  This section is based on a presentation by Richenel Libretto, Paramaribo, July 2019. 
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6.4  The relationship between Indigenous and Maroon traditional   
  leadership and the government  

The political position of the traditional authority is not regulated in the Constitution 
nor in the national legislation. Instead, the relationship between the traditional 
leaders and de central government is based on common law, verbal agreements and 
practical considerations. It is important to remember that traditional leadership 
originates in the Peace Treaties, which stipulates that the freedom fighters, who were 
declared free from slavery, were allowed to choose and inaugurate their own leaders. 

Therefore, the relationship between, for example, a Gaanman (Tribal Head) and the 
Governance Service (the District Commissioner) is not based on a vertical 
relationship of a boss and an underling, but on mutual respect while maintaining each 
other’s authority. A Granman does not see himself and should also not be seen as 
the subordinate of, for example, the District Commissioner, but as an office holder 
who cooperates with the government to maintain law and order in his tribal area. 

The lower level traditional leaders, such as the Captain and Basia’s, are accountable 
to the Granman and not to the central government. The government can only take 
disciplinary measures based on a proposal from the Granman.   
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7. DESCRIPTION OF THE INDIGENOUS VILLAGES  
  WHERE ACT-S IS WORKING IN THE    
  FRAMEWORK OF AMAZONIA 2.0 
 

7.1  Introduction 

ACT-S’s working area is the district of Sipaliwini, the largest of the 10 districts, 
covering 80%, 130.567 km², of the total land area in the country. The Sipaliwini 
district consists of 6 resorts, namely: Tapanahony, Boven-Suriname, Boven-
Saramacca, Boven-Coppename, Kabalebo and Curuni.  

Below is a map of Sipaliwini with the resorts. 

 

 Source: Planning Bureau Suriname, 2014 (December). District Structural Analyses,  
   2009-2013 
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Large areas of the district are for the most part uninhabited. In the inhabited areas 
communities live in traditional tribal settings. For the most part, the social 
infrastructure of Sipaliwini has not developed according to western standards. Both 
the Central Suriname Nature Reserve and the Sipaliwini Savannah Nature Reserve 
are located in the district. 

The table below gives an overview of population numbers of Sipaliwini. With a 
population of 33.046 people by December 2013, only 6 percent of the Surinamese 
population lives in Sipaliwini. Between 2009 and 2013 there was a growth of the 
population in the resort Tapanahony and Upper-Suriname. 

Number of people in Sipaliwini, by resort. 

Resort 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 
Population 

density 
per 2013 

Tapanahony 10087 10667 11050 10983 10608 0,3 
Upper-
Suriname 17254 18372 19053 18622 18267 2,5 

Upper-
Saramacca 600 593 586 591 577 0,1 

Upper-
Coppename 528 523 518 496 488 0,03 

Kabalebo 1606 1668 1707 1712 1743 0,07 
Curuni 1295 1376 1347 1347 1363 0,04 
Total 31370 33199 29250 29250 33046 0,25 

Source: Planning Bureau Suriname, 2014 (December). District Structural Analyses, 2009-
2013 

 

Number of people in the other districts 

District 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Paramaribo 22802 224572 226888 227466 
Wanica 101066 104646 108384 11379 
Nickerie 312294 31432 31741 31754 
Coronie 2690 2712 2694 2675 
Saramacca 15313 15377 15562 15669 
Para 21595 22601 23579 24104 
Commewijne 26352 26918 27538 27781 
Marowijne 17182 17981 18238 18384 
Brokopondo 11530 33199 34255 33751 

Source: Planning Bureau Suriname, 2014 (December). District Structural Analyses, 2009-
2013 
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The growth of the population in Sipaliwini is the result of the increase in employment 
opportunities in the small-scale mining sector and tourism. The population density in 
2013 is 0,25 residents per km2. The most populated resort is Upper-Suriname with a 
density of 2,5 residents per km2, followed by Tapanahony with a density of around 
0.3 persons per km2. Curuni is the least populated with just 0,04 residents per km2.  

The largest part of the population (around 90 percent) is concentrated in the eastern 
resorts of Upper-Suriname, Tapanahony, and Paramacca. There are 69 Saramaccan 
villages in resort Upper-Suriname which has the highest number if residents in the 
district. The Granman of the Saramaccan people has his residence in the village 
Asidonhopo on the river Pikin Rio. The resort Tapanahony has 49 Aucaner villages 
and 14 indigenous (Trio and Wayana) villages. The Aucaner villages are concentrated 
on the Upper-Marowijne, the Lawa- and the Tapanahony river, while the Granman of 
the Aucaner resides in Dritabiki. 

The newly created resort Paramacca has 13 Paramaccan villages and the Granman 
of Paramacca resides in Langatabiki. These Paramaccan villages are located primarily 
on the Lower-Marowijne river. 

The resort Curuni has just one Trio village. A mixed community of Arowak and 
Warraus live in the three villages in the Kabalebo resort. 

There are two Indigenous villages in the Upper-Coppename resort where primarily 
Carib live, while Kwinti live in 6 villages. Villages in the resort Upper-Saramacca are 
exclusively populated by Kwinti.   

The Head Captain of the Trio’s resides in Pelele Tepu and the Wajana Head Captain 
resides in Apetina. Villages with basic services are permanently inhabited, whereas 
villages that lack amenities can be uninhabited for shorter or longer periods of time.   

ACT-Suriname (ACT-S) has its working area in 2 resorts of Sipaliwini district, namely 
the Tapanahony and Curuni resorts. 
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7.2  Description of the villages 

The description of the villages is divided in 
two sections: section 1 is a description of 
the indigenous villages and section 2 is a 
description of the Matawai, a maroon 
tribe. 

The description of the indigenous villages 
is organized around two themes: the first 
theme describes the current situation in 
the villages based on major 
characteristics such as: religion, 
education, health care, running water, 
energy, and the financial situation. The 
second theme describes the current 
situation of the indigenous villages by 
their location in watersheds. 

 

 

 

 

 

The description of the maroon tribe, the Matawai, is organized around issues such 
as: accessibility, demography, traditional authority, socio-economic situation, CBO’s 
(community-based organizations) and NGO’s. The description ends with a discussion 
about the challenges and lessons learned in Matawai. 
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TThheemmee  11::  SSiittuuaattiioonn  DDeessccrriippttiioonn  
 
 

Indigenous villages in District Sipaliwini 

Resort Villages Population 

   

Tapanahony Tepu 400 

 Apetina 300 

 Alalapadu 110 

   

Curuni Sipaliwini 150 

 Kwamalasamutu 700 

 Curuni 50 
 

Source: ACT-S, 2020 

 

Religion 
 
From the 70s, in all the Indigenous villages the church has a prominent place in the 
community and is one of the oldest imported organizational forms in these 
villages. The elders in these villages were alphabetized by Southern 
Baptists missionaries in their own languages, Trio or Wajana—depending on the tribe 
the village belonged to—and the Bible was translated into the Trio.  

In the villages, church services are held 6 days a week and at least once a year, 
church conferences are held in which Indigenous people from the various villages in 
Suriname and Brazil come together in one village. The chief pastor in the church at 
Kwamalasamutu is a man with great authority in the village, comparable to the power 
of the traditional shaman. 

In all these villages there is a very good cooperation between the traditional authority 
and the church. In the villages with a small number of inhabitants, the captain is also 
the pastor, such as in Curuni. In Kwamalasamutu the patu entu, the chief, visits the 
church every day. Remarkably, there is a high degree of organization within the 
church. For example, in Kwamalasamutu, the preachers hold weekly evaluation and 
planning meetings. 

In addition to church-related aspects, it is also planned where and when international 
church conferences will be held. The program is planned well in advance, including 
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travel, daycare and associated activities. Usually, such a church conference is 
combined with holding soccer knockout matches between teams from the different 
villages. 

When undertaking activities in the villages, the church is a force that must be duly 
taken into account. The establishment of Christian beliefs has displaced the cultural 
beliefs of indigenous peoples. Currently, in all the villages they have maintained their 
own language, but traditional uses and customs have been weakened. 

 

Education 
 
Primary education is, as in most villages in the South, for about 90% of the children 
also final education. Most students do not pass the entrance examination for further 
education because the quality of education in the interior is much lower than in the 
coastal region.  

In Kwamalasamutu, the village with approximately 80 primary school students, no 
student has ever passed the entrance exam for secondary education in Paramaribo. It 
is very rare that a student in the South of Suriname manages to pass this entrance 
exam. The main reason is that adequate teaching material is not provided to the 
schools. Education in Suriname, like all services and facilities for which the 
government is responsible, is organized centrally from Paramaribo. The schools in 
the coastal region are the first who are supplied with school materials and the schools 
in the interior have to make do with the remaining materials.  
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The few students from the South who manage to finish their secondary education in 
Paramaribo, go back to their village very quickly, because the transition to 
Paramaribo is too big for them.  

Since October 2019, four children from Tepu, who passed 
the entrance exam to secondary education, received a 
scholarship from ACT-S to go to a 4-year secondary school 
in the coast. They attend a secondary school in the district 
of Commewijne and stay at a children’s home that is 
specifically set up for children from the interior and other 
faraway places.14 Because of their learning delay due to the 
low quality of elementary education in Tepu, ACT-S pays for 
homework support in Commewijne. This scholarship 
program is part of an ACT-S young leadership program to 
stimulate leadership building in the Indigenous communities 
in the South. 

Teachers who are stationed from Paramaribo in Indigenous 
villages in the South are for the most part not fully qualified 
for teaching. Suriname has a special certificate for teachers 

in the interior called ‘Bosland akte’, meaning ‘Forest certificate’. People with a forest 
certificate are from the villages and receive a minimal training to teach elementary 
education. At least the government is trying to appoint a fully qualified teacher as 
School Principal. 

Teachers with a ‘Forest certificate’ usually do not understand Dutch very well, which 
shows in the low Dutch language proficiency of students from the interior. Dutch is a 
second and foreign language for the indigenous from the South. Dutch is the official 
school language and entrance exams for secondary education are designed in the 
capital, Paramaribo, and are the same for all schools in the country. Students from 
the interior are therefore by definition at a disadvantage, both linguistically and 
academically. 

Qualified teachers from the coast are very reluctant to go to the interior to teach, 
and unlike some other countries, Suriname does not have a legal requirement for 
teachers to go teach in the interior. The reluctance is primarily the result of the 
unfamiliarity with the interior on the one hand and the lack of adequate facilities for 
the coastal teachers, such as electricity, water, and recreational facilities on the other 

                                       
14  Since the 1950s both the catholic and protestant churches have been very active in running children’s 

home in Paramaribo and coastal districts, specifically for children from the interior. In the last century 
it was very difficult and expensive to travel to the city and also very expensive for the mostly poor 
people who lived in the districts to bear the cost of multi-year education in Paramaribo. These 
children’s homes are still around and are known for doing a phenomenal job. Many children have 
gone on to stable careers and income and when there is an anniversary of a children’s home the 
alumni all rave about the treatment they received and the opportunities these homes provided them. 

Four Tepu kids in the 
Children's Home in 
Commewijne. Source ACT-S 
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hand. Coastal teachers rather remain unemployed in the city than move to the 
interior. 

In short, most people in the villages do not have a formal education and therefore 
lack opportunities and are ignored when it comes to training in areas outside the 
sphere of interest of their village, such as: politics, the understanding of formal 
documents, which are written in Dutch and in which their territory is discussed. In 
the past people have signed documents that they could not read. 

Curuni is the only village which still does not have education for the population in 
general and the children in particular. Due to the small number of households, an 
alternative form of education for Curuni should be considered. Distance education 
with the use of IT would be an appropriate system of educational provision for 
Curuni. Although this system of education for Curuni has already been suggested by 
policymakers, it has not yet been implemented. 

 

Healthcare 
 
The population in the Southern villages is generally in good health. The most common 
illnesses in most villages are the flu, fever, diarrhea, vitamin deficiency and, for the 
elderly, joint pains. Malaria is rare in the area between the two watersheds 
Tapanahony and Curuni and as of 2008 virtually no malaria cases have been 
registered. However, in October 2020 there was a malaria outbreak in Tepu, an 
Indigenous village. The prevalence of leishmaniasis, a parasitic disease, is also low. 
People suffer from malnourishment, infectious diseases and sexually transmitted 
diseases (STD’s). Teen pregnancy is prevalent but is part of the culture. Safe sex and 
reproductive health are problematic. Hygiene practices could be improved. 
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The indigenous villages have access to both traditional and western medicine. Below 
is a short description of both. 

 

TTrraaddiittiioonnaall  mmeeddiicciinnee  
 
Traditional medicine is provided through traditional clinics, which are supported by 
ACT-S’s ‘Shaman and Apprentice Program’. This program is intended to facilitate the 
conservation and transfer of traditional knowledge of medicinal plants by traditional 
healers to their apprentices. ACT-S supported the construction, maintenance and 
operation of three traditional clinics namely in the Indigenous villages 
Kwamalasamutu, Tepu and Apetina. There are a total of 16 formal clinic collaborators.  
The clinics are also supported by other locals, mainly linked to the collaborators and 
or healers themselves. The traditional clinics are equipped with solar freezers (for 
storage of medicines), outboard motors (to travel to collect medicinal plants), and 
more.  

Achievements of these traditional clinics include the 
recording of treatments (in the local language), and 
writing of medicinal plant handbooks. One handbook 
has already been written by the traditional healer 
Kamanja from Kwamalasamutu. In Apetina the 
traditional healer is currently writing another handbook.  

The goal of ACT is to make these traditional clinics more 
autonomous, following the example of ACT-S 
ambassador for traditional medicine, Ramon Awenkina. 
Mr. Awenkina is a traditional healer from the Ndjuka 
(Aukan) tribe who, with the help of ACT-S, set up his 
own traditional clinic in both his village and in 
Paramaribo, and developed it into a for-profit business. 
On behalf of ACT-S Ramon Awenkina also provides 
training to the indigenous communities and the 
Matawai, to teach them to make salves that have a 
longer shelf life. 

In 2018, with the support of the Government of India, Suriname started the process 
of formal certification of traditional healers. An important issue to address is 
intellectual property, and how traditional medicines should benefit Indigenous 
communities. Land rights are also linked to the development of traditional medicines 
by Indigenous communities, as the availability of resources for traditional medicines 
will depend on accessibility to these resources. 

In November 2019 the Government Commission on Traditional Medicine organized a 
conference on traditional medicine, with all stakeholders. Presentations were made 
by Indigenous and Maroon traditional healers, traditional healers from other ethnic 

Traditional healer Kamanja. 
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groups, Surinamese scientists, and government officials. The main conclusion of the 
conference was that there is a lot of development potential for the traditional 
medicine sector in Suriname. The Minister of Health was impressed by the conference 
and praised the traditional healers for their efforts. However, the road ahead is still 
very long. 

 

WWeesstteerrnn  mmeeddiicciinnee  
 
With regards to western health care, the Medische Zending Primary Health Care 
Suriname, commonly known as Medische Zending (MZ), a Surinamese charitable 
organization offering primary healthcare to remote villages in the interior of 
Suriname, including Trio and Wayana villages. MZ provides medical care at 50 health 
care centers scattered over a 130.000 square kilometer area, which is populated by 
approximately 54.000 people. The geographic work area are the districts Brokopondo 
and Sipaliwini. The largest part of the target population is concentrated along the 
rivers in the eastern half of Suriname. 

Each MZ health care center is staffed by a 
local health assistant or health worker which 
is thoroughly trained in Paramaribo by MZ. 
They live in the villages and are permanently 
present. The MZ doctor from Paramaribo visits 
once a month. The health assistants alternate 
every two months and belong to the Trio or 
Wajana tribe. In a few cases, the health 
assistants may also come from Maroon 
villages, but these are high exceptions.   

There is a good relationship between the MZ 
and the traditional clinics in villages such as 
Apetina and Kwamalasamutu. MZ and Mission 
Aviation Fellowship Suriname (MAFS) have a 
good relationship with regard to the air 
transport of emergency patients and medical 
personnel and supplies.15  

  

                                       
15  Website of MAF, https://www.maf-uk.org/. 

MZ clinic in Lawatabiki. Source ACT 
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Water 
 
Potable water is not available in any of the Indigenous villages in the South. In the 
rainy season, rainwater is used as drinking water, but in the dry season one has to 
rely on creek- or river water. In the dry season, river water is polluted because most 
rivers have little water and there is little flow of water. The water of the creek or river 
has always been used for bathing and washing dishes. 

In Curuni, the central government went to the village in 2019 to investigate the 
occurrence of potable water sources in and around the village, but no follow-up steps 
have been taken by the government to actually establish a workable potable water 
system. 

During election time, it is common for the government to make promises and raise 
expectations among interior communities with the intention of gaining political 
advantage and their votes. However, as usual, the promises are not kept. In 
Kwamalasamutu, for example, there is a well from which water is pumped, but since 
the fuel for the pump has to come from Paramaribo and has to be transported by air, 
this is very expensive. As a result, only very limited water can be pumped from the 
well and good and therefore healthy drinking water is not regularly available to the 
population.  

The Suriname Water Company (Surinaamse Waterleiding Maatschappij) recently 
made improvements in a number of villages and villagers have been trained in 
sustainable maintenance.  

 

Energy 
 
Most indigenous villages have a diesel generator that provides electricity for the 
entire village during several hours a day. The diesel has to be flown in for most 
villages. The transport costs for diesel are very high, which is why supplies by the 
government are very irregular and the electricity supply in the village is uncertain 
and not permanently available. 

In 2019, solar energy, a sustainable method of energy supply, was introduced by 
ACT-S with support from the government, in Tepu and Curuni.  In addition, ACT-S 
has sent women from the village of Tepu to India to be trained to do the maintenance 
of the solar energy system in their villages. The sustainability of the solar energy 
installations is guaranteed because the Electrification Department of the Ministry of 
Natural Resources has hired the Indigenous women as solar energy maintenance civil 
servants. 

One of the challenges with the introduction of modern 24-hours energy supply is the 
payment of each household for energy. Before, with the diesel generators, energy 
was free. After many talks with the villagers they agreed to make payments when 
they have a steady income. The development of livelihood activities is one of the 
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ways the villagers will be able to pay for electricity, which will make the solar energy 
delivery financially sustainable. 

 

Finances 
 
Adult members of Indigenous communities are entitled to social services such as child 
support and General Senior Pensions (AOV is the Dutch acronym). In Paramaribo 
these social services are paid every month, but only once in four months in the 
interior. Every quarter civil servant from the Ministry of Social Affairs travel from 
Paramaribo to the villages. First, the civil servants fly to Kwamalasamutu, from which 
they visit surrounding villages by boat. They end their journey in Alalapadu from 
which they are picked up by airplane for the return flight to Paramaribo.16 

Other sources of income are from the army (as soldiers); from the government 
Aviation Service as airstrip maintenance and management; as teachers, ACT 
collaborators, and governance positions such as Gaanman, Captain and Basia’s.   

                                       
16  The cost of air travel to the South is prohibitively expensive because one has to charter a plane from 
 a private company. That is why the government only charters a plane to go to the villages and one 
 to return to Paramaribo. 
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TThheemmee  22::  DDeessccrriippttiioonn  bbyy  WWaatteerrsshheedd  
 

ACT-S has clustered the Indigenous villages into river basins. The A2.0 villages are 
divided into: 

1.  The Tapanahony basin, with the villages of Apetina and Tepu. 
2.  The Curuni basin, with the villages of Alalapadu, Curuni, Kwamalasamutu and 

Sipaliwini. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

11..  TTAAPPAANNAAHHOONNYY  BBAASSIINN    
 

11AA..  AAppeettiinnaa  
 

Location and accessibility 
 
Apetina is located on the Tapanahony River, a tributary of the Marowijne River. A 
direct flight to Apetina from Paramaribo takes about an hour and a half with a small 
6-person plane. 
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Over water Apetina can be reached from two locations: Paramaribo and Drietabbetje, 
on the Tapanahony river. The trip from Paramaribo first goes over the East West 
Connection Road to the eastern border town of Albina. From Albina it is a 3-day boat 
trip over the Marowijne and the Tapanahony river to Apetina. However, due to large 
rapids, the boat trip is very tiring and dangerous. Depending on the water level of 
the rivers, the trip from Albina to Apetina can last at least 3 days. 

From Drietabbetje, Apetina can be reached by boat in a day, and by air in one hour 
after a flight trip of one hour flying to Drietabbetje from Paramaribo. There is 
telephone coverage in Apetina. 

 

Demographics and traditional authority 
and organization 

About 300 Wayana Indians live in 
Apetina. The village was founded in 
1956. The traditional authority has 13 
members: 4 women and 9 men. In 
addition to the Granman, there is 1 Chief 
Captain and 4 Captains and 6 Basja’s. 
One captain and 3 Basja’s are women. 
In the past, no women were appointed 
Captain, but the gender concept is also 
beginning to penetrate into Indigenous 

communities. 

 

 

 

Socio-economic situation 
 
In Apetina there is a public primary school with 87 students. In the past 2 years, a 
few students have left the village after their primary school exam and went to 
secondary school in Paramaribo: 2 in 2018 and 6 in 2019. The 7 Apetina primary 
school teachers, 1 male and 6 women, are all from Paramaribo, which is very 
exceptional for a school in the interior. Usually only the school principal comes from 
Paramaribo, and the other teachers are from the village with a Bosland Akte (Interior 
Teaching Certificate), a lower level certificate which is only allowed in the interior. A 
women's center was set up in Apetina, which unfortunately is not yet operational. 
The women’s center is supposed to be a multipurpose center to be used by 
community members for different kinds of activities such as food processing, pre-
school care, different kinds of training, and providing professional training to young 
adults from the region. 

Apetina. Source: ACT-Suriname 
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In Apetina, people depend on the harvest from their agricultural plots to meet their 
daily nutritional needs. There is also some tourism, sales of local handicraft and arts, 
as income generating activities. An income is also earned in the traditional outpatient 
clinic. The occasional sale of hunting dogs to the Maroons in the neighboring village 
of Granbori also generates income. 

Young people leave the village to work in small-scale goldmining. 

All 13 members of the traditional authority receive a monthly allowance from the 
government, as do the people working at government airstrips, and the people 
working at ACT. The 2 people working at the Medical Mission (MZ) also receive a 
monthly financial compensation. Furthermore, the people employed by the 
government electrification service also receive a monthly financial compensation. 

Until recently there were three small grocery stores in Apetina, that were supplied by 
the Kuluwayak Foundation, a local Community-Based Organization (CBO). 
Unfortunately, the shops closed when Kuluwayak ended its the activities in the 
village. One Basja has a small hustle, selling mobile phone calling card to the 
villagers. 

In addition to the Medical Mission (MZ) outpatient clinic, there is also a clinic for 
traditional medicine in Apetina. There is a good relationship between MZ and the 
traditional clinic.   

Village organizations and CBOs 
 
From 2001 until 2019 Kuluwayak Foundation, a CBO set up as 
a support for the Granman, has been very active in Apetina. 
They first started as a CBO mainly concerned with tourism 
promotion but soon the organization grew into a local 
community organization, focusing on the socio-economic 
development of the village. With the help of the CBO, the 
primary school was renovated and expanded. Kuluwayak was 
also successful in securing donor funds to build a multipurpose 
community center. In 2019 tensions between the Board of 
Kuluwayak and the traditional authority escalated which led the 
traditional leadership to revoke the mandate it had given to 
Foundation to act on its behalf.  

The Wayana CBO, Mulokot Foundation, led by Jupta Itoewaki, has been active in 
Apetina since the ouster of Kuluwayak Foundation. They have helped Apetina, among 
others, to establish a new foundation, named Piya Foundation. 
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ACT-S is the only NGO with a long relationship with the village. ACT-S has trained 
and employs seven Amazon Conservation Rangers (ACRs)17, it supports the 
traditional clinic and the sales of arts and crafts that the women make. 

 

 

 

11BB..  TTeeppuu  
 

Location and accessibility 
 
Tepu is located on the Tapanahony river, a tributary of the eastern river border, the 
Marowijne river.  

Over water, Tepu can be reached by water from Paramaribo, and from Drietabbetje 
or Apetina, both located on the Tapanahony river. The trip from Paramaribo first goes 
over the East West Connection Road to the eastern border town of Albina. From 
Albina it is a 4-day boat trip over the Marowijne and the Tapanahony river to Tepu. 
However, due to large rapids, the boat trip is very tiring and dangerous. 

From Drietabbetje and Apetina, Tepu can be reached in respectively 3 and 2 days by 
boat, after a flight of 1 and a half to 2 hours flying from Paramaribo to Drietabbetje 
and Apetina. A direct flight to Tepu from Paramaribo takes about 2 hours with a small 
6-person plane.  

 

Demographics and traditional authority and organization 
 
The majority of the Indigenous people in Tepu are Trio Indians, but Akurio, Wayana 
and Kachuana Indians also live there. The village was founded in 1966. On Saturday 
July 30, 2016 they commemorated their 50th anniversary as a village. On that 
occasion, Head Captain Moses installed a new team of 17 Basja’s: 7 females and 10 
males.  

  

                                       
17  The ACRs are responsible for local forest monitoring. They have been appointed by their communities 
 to prevent the entry of outsiders, promote food security and income generation, and protect essential 
 local forest species, such as the dwarf palm known as tasi which is used in the construction of 
 residential huts in the villages. More information can be found at 
 https://www.amazonteam.org/biodiversity-training-of-indigenous-communities-completed-in-
 suriname/. 

Stichting = Foundation. Source: FB page, Stichting Mulokot. 
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Socio-economic situation 
 
In Tepu there is a public primary school with 150 students. In the past 5 years, 27 

percent of the pupils have passed entrance exams to 
secondary education, primarily vocational education. 
The school is requesting additional support from the 
government and/or from NGOs. They also request 
opportunities for vocational education in the village, 
which is focused on the local livelihoods, such as 
beekeeping, waste management and knowledge of 
medicinal plants.  

 

 

Since 2019, Tepu has a solar energy system that provides around the clock electricity 
for the entire village. For sustainable use of the system, women from the village have 
been trained in India to maintain the system themselves. In order to provide the 
financial means to pay for use in the context of sustainability, income-generating 
activities will have to be developed in the village itself. 

In 2017, a “clean the village” program was started in Tepu under the supervision of 
the Ministry of Regional Development, and the support of ACT-S. The goal is to keep 
the village clean with a responsible waste management program. Four traditional 
leaders, Basja’s, are involved in this project. All non-organic waste, “foto sani”18, is 
collected 6 days a week by walking through the village in pairs.  

                                       
18  “Foto sani” is Sranan (the creole lingua franca of Suriname) for “stuff from the city”, usually plastic. 

Solar panels in Tepu. 
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To generate income, people make handicrafts, sell birds, frogs, snakes and bushmeat 
or work elsewhere in small-scale goldmining. Furthermore, the traditional authority, 
19 people in total, receive a monthly financial compensation from the government. 
The Bestuursopzichter (BO), the government Administration Superintendent, also 
receives a monthly payment as well as the 3 people working at the government Civil 
Aviation Department, primarily responsible for maintenance and management of the 
airstrip. Seven primary school teachers, five Amazon Conservation rangers, two 
people working at the Medical Mission (MZ) and the people working at the Foundation 
for Upstream Indians19 also receive a monthly financial compensation. 

There is also a small grocery store in Tepu. Villagers have hustles, such as selling 
mobile phone calling cards, and there is a workshop for telephone and television 
repair. The village also engages in barter trade and it is possible to pay with products 
such as cassava instead of money. 

                                       
19  Website of the Foundation for Upstream Indians: 
 http://www.indianensuriname.nl/index.php?id=1058. 

Placing posters and the waste bins at a villagers house. 
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The village would like to grow cash crops, such as hot pepper, for processing into 
pepper powder for sale. The villagers would also like to develop tourism in order to 
earn money. The setting-up of a bakery, beekeeping, and the cultivation of jatropha 
are also seen as future income-generating activities. 

  

Tepu. Source: https://bukubooks.wordpress.com/amerindians/  
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22..  CCUURRUUNNII  BBAASSIINN  
 

22AA..  AAllaallaappaadduu  
 

Location and accessibility 
 
Alalapadu is located on the Wiumu creek, a tributary of the Curuni river, in pristine 
hills in the southeast of Suriname, 390 km from Paramaribo. At high water, Alalapadu 
can be reached over water in 1 day from Kwamalasamutu. From Paramaribo, 
Alalapadu can be reached after 1,5 hours by plane. There is no active coverage for 
mobile calling in Alalapadu, although this has been promised several times by the 
government. 

  

Demographics and traditional authority and organization 
 
Mainly Trio Indians live in Alalapadu. Mawayana and Kachuana Indians also live there. 
The village was founded in 1961 by American Baptist missionaries and at that time 
was the largest Trio settlement in Suriname with 125 residents. When the village 
became overcrowded, all the Alalapadu residents moved to Kwamalasamutu from 
1971 to 1979. The village was then abandoned for 20 years until Captain Chedde 
rebuilt Alalapadu in 1999 on behalf of the Granman of the Trio's, because 
Kwamalasamutu had become overcrowded. Initially, Captain Chedde moved there 
with a small group. In 2010, 75 people lived in 15 households, and 43% of young 
people were thirteen years old or younger. In 2019, the number of residents was 
estimated to be 110 permanent residents. The traditional authority consists of four 
persons: Captain Chedde and 3 Basja’s, one woman and two men. 

 

Socio-economic situation 
 
Since 2013 Alalapadu has a public primary school with 50 students. None of the 
students have passed the entrance exam for secondary education. Although 
Alalapadu has no electricity, there are street lights at each of the 5 street posts of 
the village, fed by a solar energy system. The village has a commercial Brazil nut oil 
processing unit which has its own solar energy system. 
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In 2017, with support from Conservation International 
Suriname (CI-S), a processing facility for Brazil nut oil was 
established in the village. The facility is owned by the 
community and the legal structure is that of a community-
owned foundation, registered with the Chamber of 
Commerce in Paramaribo. CI-S has representatives on the 
Board of the foundation and assists where necessary. The 
villagers were trained to manage the production facility. 
The daily operation is managed by four people who 

receive a fixed compensation. The other villagers earn money by selling Brazil nuts 
to the production facility. The Brazil nut oil is sold in Paramaribo and abroad with the 
help of CI-S20.  

Source: Tuhka oil website, https://www.tuhkaoil.com/en/about-us/. 

 

 

As in the other villages, the people from Alalalapadu grow food crops on their 
agricultural plots. To generate income, people continue to do handicrafts, sell birds 
and game meat, and the men leave to work in small-scale goldmining. The traditional 
authority members receive a monthly financial compensation from the government. 
The people working at the government Aviation Services are paid monthly wages.21  

Four teachers, of which one is from Alalalapadu, two TWTIS assistants, and one 
person working at the Medical Mission (MZ) all receive a monthly cash compensation 
as well.22 

  

                                       
20  Website of Tuhka Oil from Alalapadu: https://www.tuhkaoil.com/en/about-us/. 
 
21  The government Aviation Services is responsible for the maintenance of the airstrips in the interior. 
 The employees are also responsible for monitoring the condition of the airstrip to warn the airlines 
 in Paramaribo in time that the airstrips are not accessible, usually in the rainy season. Most of the 
 airstrips are built on bare soil. 
 
22  TWTIS stands for Tareno and Wayana protected area in South Suriname under development. In 
 2015, indigenous leaders of nine villages in the South of Suriname signed a declaration on protection 
 and sustainable development of an area of 7.2 million hectares covered with pristine tropical forest. 
 In 2018 this initiative, formerly known as the South Suriname Conservation Corridor (SSCC) 
 program, was renamed Tarëno Wajana tïnonokon ikurumane soire weinje (Trio) and Tarëno wajana 
 tïlonkom ïkulunmahe Soitüna (Wayana) by the indigenous people. Conservation organizations, 
 indigenous organizations and other institutes cooperate in the implementation of this program. In 
 addition to keeping a healthy forest, including fresh water on which the people in the villages are 
 dependent, one of the most important objectives is improvement of the wellbeing of the villagers by 
 setting up indigenous businesses, as well as the implementation of sustainable projects such as 
 commercial exploitation of non-timber forest products (NTFPs). This will enable the people to earn a 
 living and to expand their knowledge. 
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Village organizations and NGOs 
 
The Tuhka Foundation is active in Alalapadu. This foundation was established for 
managing the Brazilian nut oil processing unit. The village captain, Captain Chedde, 
is chairman of the foundation. The two representatives of CI-S on the Board are the 
Secretary and the Treasurer. Another organization, which is also affiliated with 
Alalapadu, is the Trijana Foundation. The captain and other community members are 
on the Board of the Trijana Foundation. Trijana Foundation is an indigenous, Trio and 
Wayana, umbrella organization in which 9 villages were originally represented. One 
Wayana village has withdrawn.  

 

 

The goal of Trijana is to protect the pristine rainforest of South Suriname, the water 
and the population, to actively implement the management of the area and at the 
same time help to set up sustainable income-generating projects. The village has 
received a PC and a printer from this foundation. There is currently one NGO active 
in Alalapadu, namely CI-S. CI-S supports the development of a livelihood in the 
village. The villagers have sent a request to ACT-S to also carry out activities in their 
village. ACT-S has consented but has not yet taken any concrete steps to this end. 

  

  

Tuhka Brazil nut oil production facility. Source: https://www.tuhkaoil.com/en/about-us/. 
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22BB..  CCuurruunnii  
 

Location and Accessibility 
 
Curuni is located on the Curuni River, a tributary of the western border river, the 
Corantijn River. Curuni can be reached by water from Nieuw Nickerie or Apoera. First 
you have to drive from Paramaribo via the East-West Connection Road to the western 
border town of Nieuw Nickerie. From there it is a 4-day boat trip, minimally, to Curuni 
via the Corantijn river and the Lucie river, where you have to go across very difficult 
rapids. This journey is tiring and dangerous. 

Curuni can also be reached via Apoera, an indigenous village in the west of Suriname 
on the Corantijn river. First by road from Paramaribo, then sailing via the Corantijn 
River, Lucie River to Curuni in 3 days, minimally. 

Curuni can also be reached by air, after a 1,5-hour flight from Paramaribo with a 6-
person plane. 

Due to the unaffordability of the airline tickets, the government has spent the past 2 
years working with the people of Curuni and Kwamalasamutu to cut open a road from 
Amotopo to Curuni. This as part of a road connection from Paramaribo to Curuni. 
That road will eventually run from Paramaribo to Apoera and on to Amatopo to 
eventually arrive in Curuni. The road to Amatopo already exists. The section between 
Apoera and Amatopo is already rehabilitated from Apoera to the Lucie river. The 
section between Amatopo and Curuni has to be fully expanded and cut open. The 
government's aim was to have the entire road ready by January 2019. That was not 
achieved because the road is not yet fully passable in September 2020, the moment 
of writing of this document. 

The construction of this road was at the request of the villagers of Kwamalasamutu 
in particular. The road would make it easy for them to continue by boat from Curuni 
to Kwamalasamutu. The danger of such a road is, of course, that the forest will also 
become accessible to strangers with negative intentions. In addition, a concentration 
of economic activities will develop around the end of the motorway and a center of 
habitation will eventually emerge. Proper regulation and monitoring of activities, 
which will occur in the area, should be put in place.     
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Demographics and traditional authority and organization 
 
The population of Curuni, 150 people, mainly consists of Trio Indigenous who marry 
people from three other tribes. These are Wayana, Mawayana and Kaxuyana 
Indigenous.  

The Trio moved to Curuni in 1985, on the instructions of the Granman of the Trio, 
who lives in Kwamalasamutu. Before that, the village was a military base of the 
government. The traditional authority consists of four persons: two women and two 
men. One Basja is also an ACT ranger. The current captain is the second captain of 
the village. He is also a member of the Resort Council. 

The traditional authority in Curuni functions very democratically. Decision making is 
always done with full consultation of all members of the community. Because of the 
small number of residents, it is easy to be fully participatory in decision making. 

 

Socio-economic situation 
Before the solar energy system was operational, the 
villagers used private diesel engines on special 
occasions. In order to provide the financial means to 
pay for the current use of the solar energy system in 
the context of sustainability, income generating 
activities will be developed in the village, such as 
beekeeping and/or setting up a Brazil nut oil 
processing unit. 

There are five water storage tanks in Curuni. Every 
family has at least one water storage tank that can be 

used for water supply. In Curuni, the villagers plant food crops on their agriculture 
plots. They live from hunting, fishing, cassava porridge and cassava bread, which 
they make from the cassava. In addition, all heads of household have a monthly cash 
income. 

Two heads of families work at the government Aviation Service. The Captain and 
three Basja’s receive a government compensation. Four people receive a monthly 
compensation from ACT-S, namely the 2 TWTIS assistants and the two ACT Rangers. 
In addition, people hustle. They sell jewelry, birds, and reptiles or they work in other 
villages, in Paramaribo, or in small-scale gold mining. 
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Health 
 
A cousin of the Captain is the official Medical Mission (MZ) clinic assistant in Curuni. 
In 2016 he moved to Paramaribo for a three-year training to become a MZ health 
assistant. He is now back in the village, managing the MZ clinic. Residents of the 
neighboring village of Kashu come to the doctor in Curuni, as do the people from 
Amotopo. Until 2008, many water-related diseases occurred in Curuni. In 2012 the 
villagers received water storage tanks from the Pater Ahlbrinck Foundation, and since 
then fewer water-related diseases have occurred. 

 

Village organizations and NGOs 
 
ACT-S works in Curuni, implementing programs for the training of Amazon 
Conservation Rangers, for supporting community members to raise their standard of 
living by helping install electricity, and training for community members to 
successfully partner with other key agencies. ACT-S, among others (CI, WWF, 
Tropenbos) supports and facilitates the Trijana Foundation, who has to be a partner 
in negotiations with the government regarding rules and regulations that govern the 
use and protection of the forest and their immediate living environment. The current 
Captain of Curuni is a member of Trijana. 

ACT-S also supports Curuni in the development of sustainable income generating 
activities by conducting a feasibility study for the establishment of a processing 
facility for Brazil nut oil. 

 

22CC..  KKwwaammaallaassaammuuttuu  
  

Location and Accessibility 
 
Kwamalasamutu is located on the Sipaliwini River, a source river of the eastern 
border river, the Marowijne River. Kwamalasamutu can also be reached by air from 
Paramaribo. With sufficient interest, flights to Kwamalasamutu take place twice a 
week. It is a 2-hour direct flight from Paramaribo to Kwamalasamutu. Given the high 
airline fares, the people from Kwamalasamutu asked the government to build a road 
from Paramaribo to Curuni. From Curuni they can then continue by boat to 
Kwamalasamutu. In 2019 the government started road construction. The preparation 
of the section of the road from Amatopo to Curuni was done by men of 
Kwamalasamutu, Curuni and Amatopo, with the assistance of military personnel.    
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Demographics and traditional authority and organization 
 
The village administration of Kwamalasamutu, as in all other villages, is officially 
appointed and recognized by the government. These so-called “Bosland 
dignitarissen”, Interior Officials, receive a monthly government allowance and are to 
some extent the government involves them in cases regarding the governance of the 
interior.  

In Kwamalasamutu a majority of Trio Indians live together with indigenous people 
from 11 different tribes. Although some of these tribes are related to each other, they 
are still separate tribes with their own language and customs. 

The 12 different tribes in Kwamalasamutu are: Trio (also known as Tïriyo or Tarëno), 
Sakëta, Okomoyana, Pïrëuyana, Aramayana, Maraso, Waiwai, Katuena/Tunayana, 
Mawayana, Sirewu, Sikïiyana and Akuriyo. The tribes living in Kwamalasamutu were 
brought together in Alalapadu from Guyana by American Baptist missionaries with 
the help of the Mawayana and the Tunayana, who had already converted to 
Christianity in Guyana. At that time, it mainly concerned the Trio Indians. After it 
became overcrowded in Alalapadu, the group moved to what is now Kwamalasamutu. 

The peculiarity of the situation is that in Kwamalasamutu, all tribes recognize the 
authority of the Trio Granman. When appointing members of the traditional authority 
structure, the Granman or "Patu Entu” consistently takes into account the different 
tribes that live in his village. The diversity of Kwamalasamutu thus affects the 
composition of the traditional authority: it reflects the different tribes, who live there. 

The tribal diversity of the people of Kwamalasamutu is also noticeable in the location 
where the different tribes live in the village. The village is divided into districts and 
in most districts families who belong to the same tribe live together. In 2009 there 
were 10 districts in Kwamalasamutu. 

The diversity Kwamalasamutu is also evident in the various languages spoken. Trio 
is the main language, and the language of the Waiwai is the second language.  The 
languages of the different other tribes are usually only spoken by a small, selected 
group of older people. 
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Socio-economic situation 
 
In Kwamalasamutu there is a public primary school with an annual enrollment of 80 
students. 

The Medical Mission (MZ) is well represented in Kwamalasamutu. There is an 
outpatient clinic with a permanent staff of 3 people. In addition to treating patients, 
information is also provided to young people about various sexually transmitted 
diseases. There is a traditional medicine clinic in the village as well, which is also 
known to people from the coastal region, who usually visit the traditional healers 
when western medicine cannot help them anymore. 

In Kwamalasamutu there is a military post consisting of young men from the village. 
This military post has been in existence for 14 years and acts as a surveillance post 
for what is happening in the deep interior of the country. For example, now with the 
corona crises, the military has the task to monitor the southern border with Brazil 
and to make sure that Brazilians are not illegally crossing the Suriname southern 
border.  

To generate income, people do handicraft and art, sell honey, propolis, pepper 
powder and tea, or work elsewhere in small-scale gold mining. 

Furthermore, the 11 members of the traditional authority structure receive a monthly 
financial compensation from the government. The government appointed 
‘Bestuursopzichter’ also receives a monthly payment as well as do the three people 
who work for the government Aviation Service. Seven teachers, 6 ACT-S 
collaborators, five people working at the Medical Mission (MZ), the people responsible 
for operating the electric generator, and people working at the Foundation of Upland 
Indians, also receive a monthly financial compensation. 

There is also a Chinese grocery store in Kwamalasamutu. Villagers have hustles, such 
as selling mobile phone calling cards. There is also barter trade with products such 
as cassava being used to pay. 

The village would like to do commercial agricultural production, such as the 
cultivation and processing of hot pepper and the cultivation of highland rice. The 
villagers would also like to start with tourism activities in order to earn money. The 
setting up of a bakery is also seen as a future income-generating activity. 

  

Village organizations and NGOs 
 
Besides the Medical Mission, the Ministry of Education, REDD+, the Aviation Service, 
the Ministry of Defense as governmental organizations, the non-governmental 
organizations ACT-S and CI-S are also active in Kwamalasamutu. ACT-S has been 
operating in Kwamalasamutu since 1999. First through the ranger’s program, the so-
called “busi skotu’s”, or bush police. The Amazon Conservation Rangers are still an 
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active part of the ACT-S program in Kwamalasamutu. ACT-S has also been involved 
in the setting up of the traditional clinics in the various villages, the first in 
Kwamalasamutu. One of the traditional healers of Kwamalasamutu is nationally 
known for his healing skills. Many cancer patients from Paramaribo have come to 
Kwamalasamutu in search for healing. 

CI-S used to be active in Kwamalasamutu for years. In the beginning they started 
with preserving knowledge of medicinal plants, later they introduced camera trapping 
to monitor the number of the animals. CI-S also supported a project for ecotourism 
by building a modern eco-tourist lodge near a cave in Wherephai that was discovered 
with prehistoric native drawings.  

The MEU Foundation was set up for the management of this lodge, but this project 
did not succeed because the people from Kwamalasamutu were insufficiently trained 
to manage an eco-tourism operation. The marketing of the lodge, the expensive 
airline tickets and the lack of knowledge about the management of such a tourist 
location were the main causes of failure. CI-S currently has no activities in the village. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Cave drawings in Wherephai. 



91

7

 

Page 50 of 70 
 

 

22DD..    SSiippaalliiwwiinnii  
 

Location and accessibility 
 
Sipaliwini is located on the Sipaliwini River, a tributary of the Corantijn river, the 
eastern border river. Sipaliwini can only be reached by plane from Paramaribo, after 
a flight of at least 2 hours flying with a small plane. Also by water from the other 
South West villages and from Paramaribo, the latter would just take longer. And by 
foot from the Brazilian border villages. 

Demographics and traditional authority and organization 
 
About 150 mainly Trio Indians live in Sipaliwini. In addition, Mawayana, Kachuana, 
Tunajana and Okomojana Indigenous also live in the village. The village was founded 
around the year 2000. Four people belong to 
the traditional authority, the Captain and 3 
Basja’s: two women and two men.  

Socio-economic situation 
 
In Sipaliwini there is a public primary school with 47 students and 4 teachers. In the 
past year, for the first time, the only final examination candidate has passed the 
entrance examination for secondary education. The school asks for additional support 
from the government and/or from NGOs. The school building and the teachers' homes 
are due for renovation.  

Recently Sipaliwini received electricity for communal buildings and a water 
distribution system that pumps water out of the river. 

To generate income, people do handicraft, art, the illegal sale of wildlife or work 
elsewhere in small-scale goldmining. Traditional authority members receive a 
monthly financial compensation from the government. The four teachers and the five 
Amazon Conservation Rangers collaborating with ACT, the two people working at the 
Medical Mission (MZ) and the two people assisting TWTIS also receive a monthly 
financial compensation. Beekeeping is seen as a future income-generating activity. 

Village organizations and NGOs 
 
ACT-S is the only NGO active in Sipaliwini.  
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8. DESCRIPTION OF MATAWAI, THE MAROON  
  COMMUNITY WHERE ACT-S IS WORKING  

 

The Matawai are one of the 6 Maroon tribes of Suriname. These tribes are: the Ndjuka 
or Aucaners, the Saramaccaners, the Paramaccaners, the Boni, the Matawai and the 
Kwinti. The Matawai tribe, with a population of 2000, is the second smallest Maroon 
tribe in Suriname. 

 

 

  

8
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8.1  A brief history of the Matawai23 

The Saramaka Maroons are descendants of the first slaves who escaped from the 
Suriname plantations and initially first settled in areas just south of the plantation 
belt. The Matawai were part of the Saramaka nation until 1766. In that year the 
Saramaka chief Abini died in a battle with the Matawai and the two groups went their 
separate ways. 

Members of the Matjau clan (Lo) of the Saramaka nation trace their historical origins 
of their descent group back to the settlement of Captain Marshall in 1630. This 
Englishman tried to establish tobacco plantations on the Suriname River but failed. 
The slaves brought to Suriname by Marshall fled into the rainforest.  

In 1651, Lord Francis Willoughby, the Governor of Barbados, managed to establish 
the first permanent settlement in Suriname. 

Willoughby established a fort in Paramaribo, which eventually would become the 
capital city of Suriname. The 1667 map of Willoughbyland shows most of the English 
plantations on the lower-Suriname and Para Rivers and along the Surnau Creek.  

In 1661 a group of Portuguese-Jewish settlers arrived in Suriname from Cayenne. 
They originally settled in Brazil, but were forced to leave when the Portuguese took 
over from the Dutch. Their stay in Cayenne was also short lived, and Willoughby 
welcomed them to Suriname to help develop the plantation economy. The 
Portuguese-Jewish settlers established an administrative center at Torarica, some 60 
kilometers upriver from Paramaribo. Most of their plantations were situated on higher 
upriver land, as is clearly visible on the map of Willoughbyland.  

In 1667 the Dutch took over the colony from the British. They expanded the low-land 
plantation area along the Commewijne River with irrigation based on canals and 
sluices.    

Many Saramaka (and thus Matawai) Maroons escaped from plantations in the area 
round Torarica owned by Portuguese-speaking Sephardic Jews. On these plantations 
a Creole language “Jew-Tongo” emerged which went on to develop into the “Afro-
Portuguese” Saramakan and Matawai languages of today.  

These languages have a mixed vocabulary of Twi, Ewe, Fon Yoruba and North-
Western Bantu words, as well as Portuguese and some English and Dutch words. 
However, the syntax is essentially African and Portuguese. Most of the common words 
are “Africanized” Portuguese words: woman is muje (from mulher), man is homi 
(from homem), work is traba (from trabalho), and so on for forest (matu), 

                                       
23  This section is based on a 2017 report by Chris Healy, written for ACT-S, entitled: “The ACT Matawai 
 Pepper Project: Baseline Study for the Enhancement of Pepper Production, Processing and Marketing 
 Regimes of the Matawai Maroon Women on the Upper-Saramacca River.”  

8
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mouth/word (buku), river (lio), mouth of the river (lio buka), sharp edge of the knife 
(faka buka).  

However, when it comes to plant, animal and food names, as well as natural 
phenomenon, the African words tend to dominate. The world for spider is anasi from 
Twi; agbado for corn from Joruba; ahha for mist from Ewe and Fon; bundji for fungus 
from NW-Bantu. Sometimes combined African source words play a role such as in 
gollu for calabash, where the source word nkalu is NW-Bantu and kora is Twi. This is 
where a high degree of Indigenous Knowledge (IK) capture takes place, and for the 
Matawai swidden farming system language is a vehicle for the transmission of critical 
information.    

In the archives in the Netherlands no mention is made of Maroons until 1677, ten 
years after the Dutch took over Suriname from the English. The Council of Police 
asked for measures to defend the plantations against the Maroons.  

Thus, the first reports of Maroons in the Dutch archives data back to 1678. A group 
of escaped slaves was active in the area between the Para and Suriname Rivers, from 
where they attacked the plantations to obtain metal implements, weapons and 
ammunition, but also to recruit new members, especially women, to develop their 
budding societies.  

In 1678 the Indigenous communities revolted against the Dutch colonial government. 
During the Indian War, which lasted from 1678 to 1686, the Saramaka Maroons 
supported the Indians in their struggle against the Dutch colonists. During the Indian 
War many escaped slaves joined the Indigenous and Maroon coalition. Archival 
sources report the existence of a Saramaka Maroon village in 1683 between the 
Suriname- and Saramacca Rivers. At the end of the Indian War in 1686 the Maroons 
had traversed Indigenous territory and now had settlements on the Para, Saramacca 
and as far as the Coppename River. By 1693 the colonial troops captured escaped 
slaves as far west as the area between the Saramacca and Coppename Rivers.  

Initially, the escaped slaves remained in the vicinity of the plantations, but as the 
Dutch colonial government undertook raids against their villages, the Maroons began 
to migrate further south and out of direct range of the plantations. In 1711 there 
were Maroon villages at Mabo just south of Kwakugron on the Saramacca River, by 
1715 they had migrated further south to the mouth of the Klein Saramacca River, 
and by 1731 they lived near the source waters of the Klein Saramacca. 

The Saramaka, including the Matawai clan, moved even further south and lived 
together as one group along the Tukumutu River (where Tuido is located).  From this 
location the Saramaka eventually headed east and crossed the mountains, settling 
on the Senthea Creek along the Gran Rio River. Between 1715 and 1734 the Dutch 
undertook 23 expeditions to the Upper-Saramacca River to destroy Maroon 
settlements and capture escaped slaves.       

The following incident may be a prelude to the eventual split-up of the Saramaka and 
Matawai. Until 1710 two Maroon leaders Coffy and Claes (also spelled Claas) formed 
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a coalition and were active in attacking plantations. However, the coalition fell apart 
after Coffy (a Twi/Ashanti name) eliminated three of his rivals to hold on to his 
leadership position. The group of Claes was upset about the actions of Coffy and 
decided to leave the coalition and settle on the Gran Rio River. This group was not 
formed on the basis of plantation affiliation; its members were of North-Western 
Bantu origin and came from the Loango region (the part of the coast to the north of 
the Congo River where the Dutch retrieved slaves). The members of the group of 
Claes are the likely ancestors of the present Loango clan which today still lives on the 
Gran Rio River. 

On 19 September 1762 the Dutch colonial government signed a peace accord with 
the Saramaka. This accord, in many respects, resembled the earlier accord signed 
with the Aucaners in 1760. This accord also pertained to the Matawai, which could 
until that time be considered a clan of the Saramaka nation; their Chief Musinga co-
signed the accord.  In order to discourage Maroons from raiding the plantations to 
secure metal implements, weapons and gunpowder, the colonial government agreed 
to provide the now liberated and autonomous Maroon communities with these goods 
under a tribute arrangement.  

After 1762 relations deteriorated between the Dutch colonial government and the 
Matawai group led by Musinga. The latter refused to comply with the travel and trade 
restriction imposed the colonial authorities, and in 1766 he led a group that attacked 
several plantations in the Para region. The Dutch joined forces with the Saramacca 
to secure the return of escaped slaves and the destruction of Musinga’s village. The 
Saramaka only wanted to secure the return of the escaped slaves, and not the 
capture or liquidation of Musinga. In January of 1766 the settlement of Musinga was 
attacked. He escaped with his followers, but the Saramacca Chief Abini was killed 
during the first attack. This death of the Saramaka Paramount Chief resulted in a 
definite split between the Saramaka and the Matawai. In 1769 the Dutch colonial 
government managed to reconfirm the 1762 peace treaty with the Matawai. 

At the time of the treaties the Saramaka lived in the Senthea Kreek area, a tributary 
of the Gran Rio. The Matawai lived in the Upper-Saramacca River region. After the 
peace treaties the Saramacca Maroons began to migrate downstream, as the threat 
of attack by colonial troops had subsided. However, the Loango Clan of the Saramaka 
continued to live along the Gran Rio. The Matawai were also free to move downstream 
and establish new settlements along stretches of the middle- and lower-Saramacca 
River.    
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8.2 The structure of Matawai society 

The dominant kin ideology of all six Maroon societies in Suriname is matrilineal. Each 
nation consists of clans, and these clans, in turn, are divided into lineages and 
extended families. Membership of a matrilineal clan or lineage gives a person access 
to land and natural resources for farming, hunting, fishing and residential use. Under 
customary Maroon law granting access to mineral deposits such as gold is also 
considered a responsibility of the village chief. However, the government entertains 
a different view on this matter; according to article 41 of the Suriname Constitution 
natural resources are considered property of the State.   

Political functions are also embedded into the descent system. Each village has a 
founding clan and members of this descent group control the land, other resources 
and village government.  To qualify as a village under customary law the settlement 
must have an ancestor shrine, a morgue and a graveyard. Settlements which do not 
have these distinctive features are considered satellite “camps” of a village (kampoe).   

However, with the conversion to Christianity during the mid-19th century the 
dominance of the matrilineal ideology in the organization of Matawai society began 
to fade to some extent, especially in the domain of traditional religion. During the 
conversion to Christianity during the 1860s the Matawai prophet Johannes King 
banned the use of ancestor shrines and statues. 

However, the matrilineal ideology continues to play an important role to this day, 
especially in the domain of land allocation and management, but also in terms of 
governance and economic activities. Even in religion the traditional Maroon theology 
remains influential even though the material aspects such as ancestor shrines in 
villages are much less evident than in traditional Saramaka villages.  

Moreover, a rather unique aspect of Matawai is post-marital residence: it is 
predominantly matrilocal, most men go to live with their wife in her village. In the 
other Maroon nations matrilocal residence is also present, but other forms such as 
virilocal, ambilocal and avunculocal residence are also common.  This feature reveals 
the strength of the matrilineal ideology, the effects of which are still evident in 
Matawai society today.   
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8.3 The villages of the Matawai 

The Matawai live in 21 villages that are clustered in three locations: around the old 
train stop at Kwakugron, near Njun Jacobkondre, a bustling gold mining region, and 
the villages in the area upriver from Bethel and Pusugrunu. Pusugrunu is the capital 
village and seat of the Paramount Chief of the Matawai nation. Among the ten upriver 
villages there is also some clustering.   

A group of four villages are situated at the remote upstream location, Vertrouw and 
Boslanti on the East Bank, while Wanati and Pniel are located on the West Bank. 
These latter two villages are practically abandoned, just one old lady lives 
permanently in Wanati, while two or three people live in Pniel. Boslanti is more 
populated, while a handful of families still live in Vertrouw. There is no forest trail 
from these four upriver villages to the villages located further downstream. One has 
to travel by canoe to reach the downstream villages. In the dry season the water 
gets very low and traversing the rock-strewn rapids can be quite challenging.  

Moving four kilometers downstream one encounters the village of Padua, on the West 
Bank. This village is sparsely populated, a few families live there. There is a forest 
trail from Padua to the villages downstream, but it is “across” the river. Villagers have 
to cross the river by canoe to reach the landing where the trail begins.    

About 1.2 kilometers further downstream from Padua is the village of Pijeti on the 
East Bank of the Saramacca River. This village has a reasonable population by local 
standards. There is a forest trail which connects Pijeti tot the next downstream village 
of Sukibaka. The river section between Pijeti and Sukibaka contains a rapid strewn 
with large rocks, hence while travelling downstream from the Kobo Camp the team 
would disembark at Pijeti and walk to Sukibaka, allowing toe boatman to traverse 
the rapids with much less passengers and weight.    

The next four villages of Sukibaka, Tevreden, Pusugrunu and Bethel are connected 
by a trail. The airstrip is located just across the river from Pusugrunu. The school and 
clinic are also located near Pusugrunu. 

The figure below gives a good indication of the location of the various villages with 
respect to each other. Some villages are much more isolated than others.   

The Boslanti cluster of villages is fairly isolated by the considerable distance of 3900 
meters to the next village downstream (Padua) and the absence of a forest trail. One 
can only reach these villages by canoe, and as noted above, during the dry season 
the low water levels make river travel extremely challenging. 
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Padua is also relatively isolated. Even though there is a forest trail to Pijeti, one has 
to first cross the river to set out on foot. The distance to the next village, Pijeti, is 
about 1200 meters.   

Pejeti is less isolated, but one has to walk 720 meters to get to the next village of 
Sukibaka. During the rainy season part of this trail floods and cannot be used. 
Villagers must then use canoes to travel downstream.      

The 780-meter trail from Sukibaka to Tevreden is also long, but the trajectory is on 
higher ground, thus there are fewer problems in the rainy season. The same can be 
said for the trails around Pusugrunu and Bethel, the area is relatively high and not 
prone to recurrent seasonal flooding. The distance from Tevreden to Pusugrunu is 
only 400 meters, and the distance from Pusugrunu to Bethel, the last downstream 
village, is 460 meters. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Traditional Matawai agricultural garden with crops like wild rice, 
plantain, pepper, watermelon, and cassava. Source ACT 
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The villages are divided into 2 large groups based on their location on the 
river. The first 10 villages located upstream form one group and the remaining 
eleven villages downstream form another group. Both groups face threats to 
their environment. The downstream group of 11 villages face threats of small-
scale gold mining in their area, and the upstream group of 10 villages feel the 
pressure of deforestation due to large-scale logging and non-compliance with 
the conditions of their timber concession.  
 

Traditional Matawai agricultural garden with crops like wild rice, 
plantain, pepper, watermelon, and cassava. 
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ACT-S works in the 10 upstream villages which are (from the upstream to the 
downstream): Bethel, Pusugrunu, Tevreden, Sukibaka, Pijeti, Padua, Boslanti, 
Trust, Pniel and Wanhatti. These 10 villages are divided into 2 sections of 5 
villages each. Section 1 consists of Bethel, Pusugrunu, Tevreden, Sukibaka, 
and Pijeti. Section 2 consists of Padua, Boslanti, Trust, Pniel and Wanhatti. 
 
 
8.4 Description of the current situation 

 
Accessibility 
The 10 upstream Matawai villages in which ACT-S works can be reached by road and 
air. By road it is a journey of 5 to 6 hours from Paramaribo. The road was constructed 
from 2015-2019. There is no public transportation in Matawai. The villagers organize 
their own transport to and from Paramaribo. A one-way trip costs at least SRD 150 
per person. 
  
Demographic and traditional authority and organization 
Only 145 of the total of 2000 members of the tribe live in the villages. The other 
members have primarily moved to Paramaribo. The depopulation of the villages is 
related to: a) the natural flow of people from the periphery to the center, and b) the 
unattractive situation for the villagers in the villages in terms of employment, leisure 
and education. 
 
The paramount chief of the Matawai tribe is the Granman. The Matawai tribe consists 
of 2 lo’s. A lo is made up of several ‘beres. A ‘bere’ is an extended family consisting 
of a mother and her children, her grandchildren and great-grandchildren. In Matawai 
there are 17 bere’s. The bond within the bere is very strong and is expressed in the 
responsibility that members feel for everything that occurs in the extended family, 
including solidarity against outsiders. The bere is responsible for acts of its individual 
members and the bere will be penalized or rewarded for these acts. The bere will 
always contribute to payments for penalties, obligations and sacrifices that are 
imposed on one of them. 

The bere is from the lineage that founded the village and each village is identified by 
the bere that lives there. There are traditional unwritten rules for assigning forest 
use. Even though, with permission, anyone could be facilitated to use the forest, 
tradition says that rights for forest use are conferred by the ancestors. Everyone is 
allowed to hunt and fish anywhere they like, but cutting down the forest for 
agricultural purposes is restricted. 

When a Granman dies the tribe appoints a new Granman. This appointment is for 
life. The tribal leader is assisted by Captains, who are appointed by their relatives in 
each village. In the villages the Captains are therefore representatives of their family 
and they will first of all have in mind the interests of their family. In each village the 
Captain is assisted by Basja’s who are his helpers. Some of these Basja’s are 
women. All other leadership functions are held by men. 
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Even though the maroon communities are matrilineal and the female lineage 
determines descent and inheritance, it is the male who is in charge. The mother’s 
brother is the decision maker for her family and not her husband and the father of 
her children. With the depopulation of the communities of the Matawai, like in other 
Maroon tribes, this tradition is diluted due to the spread of the population mainly in 
the coastal region, the education of the young people and the adoption of western 
values regarding marriage.    
 
The Matawai Granman lives in the village of Pusugrunu. He is assisted by two Chief 
Captains, one Chief Captain of the upstream villages and one Chief Captain of the 
downstream villages. 
 
Socio-economic situation 
 
The Matawai are Christians and adhere to either Roman Catholicism or 
Protestantism.24 The villages of Padua and Bethel have so far been Catholic 
villages, while the remaining Matawai villages adhere to the Protestant faith. But their 
African spirituality, inspired by nature, still plays an important role in the life of the 
Matawai. 
 
For the group of upstream Matawai villages Pusugrunu functions as a center where 
the government has established most facilities such as: education, health care and 
other government services. In the past the EBG had a primary school in Pusugrunu, 
which has been replaced by a public school.  
 
The importance of western education has a long tradition with the Matawai, which is 
why even the most elderly people in the villages have had at least several years of 
primary education. As in most villages in the interior, primary education is also final 
education for the Matawai, and many young people go to the coastal region for further 
education. Over the years many Matawai parents sent their children to Paramaribo 
for further education and these children do not return to their villages after 
graduation. The choice to stay in Paramaribo is not difficult to make because of the 
low quality of education in the interior, that all children, both Indigenous and Maroon, 
have to endure. 
 
Since 2016 Matawai has mobile phone connections. There is no public transport to 
the Matawai area.  
 
Employment has always been a problem and that is one of the main reasons that 
there are only 150 people living in the upstream villages.  
 
The traditional leaders, teachers and the staff of the Department of Aviation Services 
receive a fixed monthly financial compensation. The other people live from 
subsistence farming, which also involves some cash crop cultivation. Trade also 
provides some income to women, especially when they sell their processed 

                                       
24 The Protestant missionaries who converted the Matawai were from the Evangelical Brother 
 Congregation, ‘Evangelische Broeder Gemeente (EBG)’ in Dutch. Their origin is German. 
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agricultural products such as cassava bread, dosoe, bojo, tonka oil, and so on, in 
Paramaribo. The handmade embroidered traditional shawls and other handicraft 
products are also made by the Matawai women and sold in Paramaribo. 
 

TThhee  rrooaadd  ffrroomm  AAttjjoonnii  ttoo  PPuussuuggrruunnuu  

 
Source: Starnieuws; 
https://www.starnieuws.com/index.php/welcome/index/nieuwsitem/33802 

The above pictures show the ceremonial celebration of the halfway point in the 
construction of the road in February 2016. At that time, fourteen kilometers were left 
to construct. The Granman had been fighting for the road since 2011.  

The road was finished in 2019 and the Matawai community could not be happier. Now 
the Matawai can just “hop on a bus”, so to speak, and with a low fee—compared to 
the very high airfare that they used to pay when they could afford it—many Matawai 
from Paramaribo are able to visit their village and remaining family more often. The 
people from Matawai can go to Paramaribo for their artisanal businesses, family visits 
and other things without the stress and hassle of ‘the time before the road’. The road 
has positively changed the Matawai’s perspectives and hopes for development in the 
area.  

Amidst all the hype of the opportunities that the road would bring to Matawai there 
were some community members who, already in 2014, realized that the road will 
bring both good news and bad news. That is why the Matawai CBO Avittie Mauw took 
the initiative in 2014 to conduct a study on sustainable development opportunities 
for the area instead of income generation from gold mining or migration of the 
community members to Paramaribo. The research was funded by the UNDP Small 
Grants Program with co-financing (in 2015) from the Suriname Conservation 
Foundation. The research was carried out very systematically and environmental 
organizations were involved. ACT-S’s contribution to the research project was 
mapping the Matawai territory.  In addition, ACT-S trained six Rangers to perform 
monitoring activities of the forest. ACT-S’s activities with the Matawai are aimed at 
strengthening the local community to organize sustainable income generation. All of 
ACT-S’s activities are designed and executed in close collaboration with the Matawai 
traditional authority and community members. 
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The current situation with the Matawai can be described as overall positive. There is 
an infrastructure to handle the tasks and opportunities that have opened up for the 
people. The biggest challenge is to ensure that the new knowledge that the people 
acquire through training will result in behavior change in the execution of tasks. As 
is usual in the beginning of a community change process, the results are mixed and 
some results are better than others. The preservation of the material heritage is 
always more difficult than the preservation of the immaterial heritage. 

An example of preservation of immaterial heritage is that, with assistance from ACT-
S, the oral history of the Matawai was documented and made accessible to younger 
generations. With this documentation of Matawai’s history, interest in the Matawai 
culture has grown significantly. There is more interest in traditional knowledge about 
forest management and forest use. Additionally, many maps of the Matawai territory 
and the people of the Matawai were made, which strengthens the self-esteem of the 
tribe. 

 

  

Interview for the Oral History project. Crédit: ACT-
S 

Community mapping for the Oral History 
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Village organizations and NGOs 
 
The CBO Avittie Mauw has a very important role in the Matawai community. The CBO 
was established as a foundation in 2011 and they singlehandedly ensured that while 
the road was constructed by logging companies, they initiated projects that could 
offset the negative impact of the road construction. With this initiative they 
simultaneously initiated a process to hold the traditional authority accountable for 
actions that relate to public interest of the Matawai people. They could do this 
because local organizations, including the traditional authority, were trained by NGO’s 
such as ACT-S. 
 
 
In this way, everyone learned about their rights and responsibilities and how to 
implement these. Opinions of the traditional authority were included in discussions 
about actions to be taken. Activities of CBO’s and NGO’s—such as mapping by ACT-
S, Conservation International-Suriname (CI-S) making office space available for 
Avittie Mauw in their office in Paramaribo, recording oral stories of the tribe by ACT-
S, making an inventory of the different types of wood in their forest by experts, 
designing of an ecotourism and recreation plan while preserving the biological, 
ecological and hydrological integrity of the landscape, as is applied in the Central 
Suriname Nature Reserve (CSNR) that borders the  Matawai and which is also a 
priority for the government—are initiatives that were welcomed wholeheartedly by 
all participating parties. 
 
However, teaching about concepts that conflict with traditional norms and values, 
does not necessarily mean that behaviors will change. For example, the acceptance 
of the equality of women in negotiations, the use of financial resources for the benefit 
of the entire community and in third party negotiations, making decisions that are in 
the interest of the villages, are not yet common place.  
 
ACT-S has contributed significantly to the positive changes that took place in the 
Matawai community and these contributions could serve as a counterpoint to all the 
negative changes which were forced upon the community. ACT-S was invited by 
Avittie Mauw in 2014 to support their research, and ACT-S is still a partner of this 
CBO and active in the community. 
 
CI-S has also contributed to the Matawai. As a pioneer community, the Matawai has 
made the decision to explore with Conservation International Suriname how tribal 
communities can get more out of conservation. One of the results is that the Matawai 
are now recognized as a pioneer community that monitors the residual material 
(waste) from the logging industry and explores the possibility to use this residual 
material in the furniture industry. 
 
NIMOS implements the National REDD+ program in Matawai with the assistance of 
local REDD+ assistants. The Matawai community has agreed to be a test site for 
pilot community-based REDD+. 
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The Matawai have also dealt with many governmental organizations, such as the 
Forest Governance Service (LBB) and the Foundation for Forest Management and 
Production Control (SBB). Responsibility for tourism rests with both the Forest 
Management Service and the Ministry of Trade, Industry and Tourism.  
 
The tasks and responsibilities for forest use are therefore distributed over different 
ministries which often leads to lack of coordination between the ministries. The 
District Commissioner serves as a general contact point for everyone involved with 
the community. In the allocation of permissions for community forests are involved: 
traditional authority, the District Commissioner, the Ministry of Regional 
Development and the Ministry of the Home Affairs. 

  

Number of Amazon Conservation Rangers (ACR’s) by village, gender, age and year 
started with the program. 

Village 
Number 

of 
ACR’s 

Name ACR Age Start of work 

Bethel 0 N/A N/A N/A 
Pusugrunu 1 Prisela Emanuels ♀ 25 2018 
Satisfied 2 Domisio Sedney ♂ , 

Leandro Sedney ♂ 
22 
20 

2017 
2017 

Sukibaka 1 Fernando 
Valentine ♂ 

21 2017 

Pijeti 1 Greg Eva ♂ 24 2019 
Padua 0 N/A N/A N/A 

Boslanti 1 Gracita Emanuel ♀   2019 
Trust 1 Fransje Elam ♀ 23 2018 
Pniel 0 N/A N/A N/A 

Wanhatti 0 N/A N/A N/A 
Total 7 3 women and 4 men     

  

A total of 7 Amazon Conservation Rangers from 6 out of 10 villages are involved 
in the implementation of activities in the Matawai area. 
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Healthcare 
 
The Medical Mission (MZ) is responsible for healthcare for the Matawai. However, 
the villagers experience irregularities in the MZ service. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

Matawai community members with staff from SBB and staff from the Office of the District 
Commissioner, after an information session on forest management, November 2019. 
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PART THREE 

 

THE FOREST MANAGEMENT ACT (1992) 

A REVIEW 

 

 

 
“Forest legislation is in need of revision, because since the 
enforcement of the Forest Management Act of 1992 social-
economic circumstances and forest management practices 

changed substantially.”  

John Hendrison, 2011 
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9. CHALLENGES AND LESSONS LEARNED FROM  
  INDIGENOUS AND MAROON COMMUNITIES 
 

 

Indigenous and Maroons are forest people. ‘Forest people’ is an important description 
because it points to the crucial role of forests and the ecosystem services of forests 
for their identity and quality of life. The forest people of Suriname have developed 
unique ways of life, including traditional knowledge systems, that are adapted to the 
forest environment and that have enabled them to not only survive, but to thrive. 

However, colonization and slavery introduced a mindset that considers forests as raw 
materials that can be exploited for plantations, logging, mining, dams and more, all 
in service of the economic interests of powerful non-forest people. This mindset and 
the laws that legitimate this mindset have detrimental effects on the quality of life 
and prospects for the future of forest people. 

All over the world forest people have fought back to secure their rights to their lands, 
their livelihoods, their identity and their special relationship with the forest. The same 
is true for Suriname.  Suriname Indigenous and Maroons fight for an alternative way 
of managing our forests, and to be successful they need to further develop their 
knowledge and skills for community planning so that they can effectively participate 
in the deliberations and decisions of the government related to matters of community 
interest. And they have to be able to do this with greater decision-making power.  

The Indigenous and Maroons have come a long way in their struggles to protect and 
preserve the delicate and intricate co-existence of humans and forests. An important 
step was taken in April 2020 when a group of parliamentarians submitted a proposal 
for a Land Rights Law to the Surinamese parliament. Hopefully this law will be passed 
without amendments, but passing is the first of many challenges that still have to be 
addressed to secure the rights of forest people. Below is a brief overview of the major 
challenges that Indigenous and Maroons still struggle with. 

i.  The land rights issue has not yet been resolved. The recognition of the 
historical rights of tribal peoples to their traditional habitat is a prerequisite for 
the possibility of achieving a harmonious and thus optimal development of the 
interior of Suriname. 

 
ii.  The current forest legislation, which provides insufficient space for 

communities to be co-managers of protected areas, is challenging. The revision 
of nature conservation legislation can play a role in removing this 
restriction. The Environmental Framework Law (Milieu Raamwet), which was 
passed by parliament in March 2020, is a first step in this direction, but the 
law still has to be improved on crucial points. 
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iii.  The roles and responsibilities of government agencies in allocating a 
community forest to communities are spread over different 
Ministries. Communities in the interior should therefore take note of the 
specific responsibilities of the various Ministries in this matter, because it is 
not only the traditional authority and the District Commissioner that are 
involved. A solution for this fragmentation is to appoint the Ministry of Regional 
Development and the District Commissioners as focal points.  

 
iv.  Utilization of forests provides income. However, at the moment there is no fair 

distribution key between the Government of Suriname, the entrepreneur(s), 
the community and traditional authority. As for the government: 
decentralization of management and revenues are sensitive to a centralized 
government that wants to have full control over natural resources in the 
districts. As for traditional authority and the communities: transparency and 
justice are major issues in most communities that have a community forest. As 
for the entrepreneurs: they are not interested in the forest for the preservation 
of the environment, but for making as much profit as possible in the shortest 
possible time. 
 

v.  Good management of forests is a challenge. Good management requires the 
support of the police, military, game wardens and foresters. The current ACT-
trained Amazon Conservation Rangers, consisting of men and women from 
Indigenous and Matawai communities—although under the supervision of the 
traditional authority— have no mandate to perform management acts. Local 
management with authority is the solution for communities. 
 

vi.  Dealing with the pressure on biodiversity created by opening up the area with 
new roads, such as in the Matawai community and in South Suriname, is 
challenging. The pressure on biodiversity is the result of outsiders who enter 
the area with or without good intentions. Logging should be done according to 
the Reduced Impact Logging (RIL) guidelines of the government. There is also 
a government prohibition on overhunting, which does not stop the hunting of 
jaguars and other exotic animals, which has increased as a result of 
international demand. The community forest, which is allocated to the 
Matawai, could be exploited with minimal damage if the regulations of the 
Foundation for Forest Management and Production Control (SBB) are 
followed. Cutting via a rotation cycle (CELOS Management System) and RIL 
(Reduced Impact Logging) ensures responsible logging. The challenge is the 
lack of adequate control on commercial logging while the awareness of the 
communities leaves a lot to be desired. 
 

vii.  Developing a responsible form of ecotourism will also require investments in 
the infrastructure of this form of tourism. The location of the Matawai near the 
CSNR is a unique selling point for ecotourism. Besides a guesthouse at 
Pusugrunu, which was completed in 2017, there has been no significant 
investment in the tourism infrastructure. For example, it would be an 
opportunity to use the Amazon Conservation Rangers with the knowledge and 
skills to monitor the area. They can be used to monitor the water system in 
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strategic locations in the Upper Saramacca area, but they can also be used for 
overall monitoring of the locally formulated indicators for sustainable forest 
management. Furthermore, historical places such as Toido, abandoned villages 
and grinding quarries are interesting for tourists as well as the other current 
tourist attractions, such as walks and climbs to Table Mountain and 
Emmaketen. The same goes for villages in South Suriname, such as 
Kwamalasamutu and Apetina who would like to develop ecotourism facilities, 
with their beautiful forests and rivers as selling points. 
 

viii.  The Central Suriname Nature Reserve (CSNR) covers the traditional habitat of 
the Matawai, the Kwintis in the Northeast part and the Trios in the southern 
part. These communities could make a substantial contribution to 
environmental protection in a co-management agreement with the 
government. The preservation of the biological, ecological and hydrological 
integrity is what makes CSNR interesting for the tourism and recreation 
sector, which is also a priority of the Government.  
 

ix.  Community involvement and their wishes and grievances have been minimally 
integrated in the creation of the first protected areas in Suriname. The national 
vision for forest protection is to maintain 93% forest cover in 
Suriname. Currently, approximately 13% of Suriname’s territory is protected, 
based on the Nature Conservation Act of 1954. With the changing spirit of the 
times, Suriname has also entered the path of consulting communities through 
participatory processes. The Central Suriname Nature Reserve (CSNR), 
created in 1998, is also on the list of the IUCN World Heritage Sites. In the 
meantime, more national awareness has been created of the tourism potential 
of protected areas. Although the procedures have not always been in 
accordance with the wishes of the local communities, it is possible to get 
benefits from the protected status for both the local communities and the 
central government. 
 

x.  Large-scale agricultural projects are diametrically opposed to the low emission 
status which Suriname aims to maintain. However, private and public sectors 
are increasingly requesting communities to pick up large-scale agriculture. In 
this respect, it is promoted to change the legally assigned purpose of areas 
that have already been mined to be able to introduce agro-forestry systems, 
so that there is a sufficient degree of rehabilitation. The Matawai however, are 
more interested in the optimalization of traditional agricultural practices (such 
as shifting cultivation), and the development of the use of non-timber forest 
products. The Indigenous communities in South Suriname are also very much 
interested in the commercial development of non-timber forest products. 
 

xi.  The ten villages on the Upper Saramacca have spoken out against the mining 
sector. Currently, mining activities are not tolerated. These villages chose for 
a clean hydro system. Indigenous villages in the South are also fighting against 
the adverse health effects of gold mining, such as mercury pollution of the 
rivers and the fish.  
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ACT-Suriname is committed to supporting Indigenous and Maroon communities to 
realize their human rights as stated in international conventions to which Suriname 
is a party. Given the history of resistance and the impact this has on policymaking, 
even though at glacial speed, there is firm belief forest stakeholders, including 
socially conscious civil servants who work in forestry, that a new future of forest 
management is possible in Suriname, from which everyone, including non-human 
life, can benefit equally. 
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9. 
 

9.1.  Introduction 

Internationally Suriname is known as “a high forest cover with low rates of 
deforestation” (HFLD) country. National efforts have been made to conserve and 
protect the forest and to promote sustainable forest management. Approximately 
about 90% of the land area is still covered by forest of which 2.3 million ha of forest 
(13% of the total forest area) is formally protected while 4-5 million ha is designated 
as production forest. 

Suriname's forests are located within the broader Guianan Moist Forests area, one of 
the largest continuous tracts of relatively pristine lowland tropical rainforest in the 
world. Suriname’s population of 598,000 mainly lives on the coast, so as a result the 
country historically had a low rate of deforestation. Between 2004 and 2013, 16,000 
ha of forest was harvested. Forestry activities contributed roughly 2% to annual 
national GDP in 2011, while providing employment for approximately 9000 people.1 
In 2020 the contribution of the forestry sector to GDP is still the same percentage. 
Suriname’s estimated annual deforestation rate is approximately 0.02%, with mining 
for bauxite, gold and kaolin as the main drivers of deforestation and degradation. 

In the area which has been designated as production forest, the so called “forestry 
belt”, logging is done in a selective manner, as a result of which the forest cover 
remains even after the timber has been harvested. Deforestation has taken place due 
to, among other things: illegal (small-scale) and legal gold mining, man-made 
hydropower lake, agriculture including slash and burn and road construction. 

The spatial use of the natural forest is classified in the Forest Management Act as 
follows: 

 Protection forest, primarily intended for the protection of soil and downstream 
land and the maintenance of the water regulation. 

 Protected areas (forest nature reserves, nature parks) and specially protected 
forest, primarily intended for the conservation of biodiversity. 

 Production forest, primarily intended for the production of timber and non-
timber forest products, but actually multifunctional forest, according to modern 
concepts of sustainable forest management. 

 Conversion forest, intended for other land use. 

In the coastal plain, some types of swamp and savanna forest are exploited for wood 
production. During the last 50 years, the most important wood production area has 
been the “forest belt”, a 40 - 100 km wide strip crossing the country from East to 
West and made accessible by the second East-West connection road. This area of 2.5 

                                       
1  Global Forest Watch, 2015. 
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million ha. was designated as production forest because of the timber stocks present 
and the favorable condition of the ground. In the past decade this strip has been 
expanded. For the coming years the production area could amount to some 4 million 
ha. Within this area there are less productive forest types, so that the potential net 
production area will be approximately 2.5 million ha. This area offers the possibility 
to harvest 1-1.5 million m3 annually. 

Starting from a cutting cycle of 25 years, 10 to 15 m3 per ha. will be harvested if a 
steady expansion of the package of currently lesser-known species is realized.2 

 

The forest belt.  

 

 
Source: Tropenbos Suriname, Rudi van Kanten, PPT Presentation, “The importance of forest 
management in Suriname”.  

 

                                       
2  Ministry of Natural Resources & Foundation for Forest Management and Production Control (SBB). 
 2006. National Forest Policy of Suriname, p. 4. 
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Source: Government of Suriname. Suriname Nationally Determined Contribution 2020. Submitted 
December 2019 in fulfilment of obligations under the Paris Agreement on climate change. 
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Source: FAO, Forestry Department, Global Forest Resources Assessment 2010, Country Report 
Suriname. 
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9.2  A brief history of forest management in Suriname3 

In the second half of the 17th century Suriname became a colony of the Netherlands 
with the main objective to develop a settlement of Dutch planters. Until the end of 
the 18th century, the colony was prosperous and able to produce cotton, coffee, and 
especially sugar for the European markets. The agricultural system was based on 
African slave labor employed on large plantations along the navigable sections of the 
Suriname River, the Commewijne River, and the Marowijne River. 

Exports of agricultural products, generating essential revenues for the colonial 
government, decreased substantially even before the abolition of slavery in 1863. 
Before the turn of the 18th century the mother country had to finance the budget 
deficits of the local government. After 1863 the plantation system could only 
temporarily survive with contract labor from India, and a few decades later from 
Indonesia. The colony remained agrarian, but no longer was a significant exporter of 
selected products. The Asian immigrants changed the pattern towards a more diverse 
production system with rice as the main crop. With the decline of the plantation 
economy, a more stable local market was developed with a higher level of self-
sufficiency for food crops. 

In 1916, the Surinaamsche Bauxiet Maatschappij (Suriname Bauxite Company) was 
established by the Aluminum Company of America (Alcoa) and has successfully 
prospected many bauxite reserves in Suriname. Alcoa was the single operator in this 
field and began with a bauxite mine in Moengo, on the north east side of Suriname. 
In 1938, Billiton Maatschappij Suriname (Billiton Company Suriname), related to the 
Australian-owned BHP-Billiton, also entered into bauxite mining in Suriname next to 
Alcoa. During and after the Second World War bauxite became the main export 
commodity. The mining industry became the corner stone of the economy, especially 
after the construction of a hydropower plant in Afobaka. The primary purpose of the 
dam is to generate hydroelectric power and it supports a 180 MW power station. In 
1958, Suriname Aluminum Company LLC (Suralco), a subsidiary of Alcoa, signed an 
agreement with the Suriname government to build the dam to power an aluminum 
smelter. Construction began in 1961 and it was completed in 1964. About 75% of 
power generated was used for processing aluminum, while the rest was used in 
Paramaribo downstream. In November 2015 Alcoa stopped the production of 
aluminum due to a decline in the supply of bauxite. On December 31st 2019 Alcoa 
transferred the Afobaka hydropower plant to the government of Suriname. 

Suriname gained independence from Holland in November 1975 and received from 
the Dutch government the largest package in development aid ever given to a 
country, at that time. Until 1984 the substantial amount of approximately one billion 
                                       
3  This section is largely based on Hendrison, J. and de Graaf, N.R., 2011. “History of use and 
 management of forests in Suriname”, in: Werger, M.J.A. (ed.). Sustainable Management of Tropical 
 Rainforests: The CELOS Management System. Wageningen (Holland), Tropenbos International 
 Suriname, pp. 9 – 28. 
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USD had been invested in the development of infrastructure, agriculture and forestry. 
Since the early 1990s oil exploration and processing, and gold mining became two 
new sources of revenue for the country. During the last two decades trade and 
industrial activities increased and became more diverse and this can be considered a 
moderate achievement of the development goals of 1975. 

Since the first attempts of the government around 1904 to regulate the forest sector, 
it progressed with ups and downs. Until the 1940s the forest sector was weakly 
developed, but grew since 1947, after the re-establishment of the Forest Service. 
The present contribution of the forest-based industry to export, gross domestic 
products and employment is less than 3% of national GDP.  

Forest management development in Suriname can be characterized by five periods, 
which are not sharply and somewhat arbitrarily marked. The transfer from one period 
to the next was mainly determined by initiatives of the forest management and 
research organizations, and not by a change of government policy or by the 
implementation of new strategies. The development plans since 1950 were 
predominantly influenced by the views of forestry experts from The Netherlands and 
from international agencies such as FAO, but also often substantially modified by 
governmental policy makers and politicians. Professional foresters in civil service, 
such as the academic staff of the Surinam Forest Service, were often key innovators 
while the government itself remained for a long time an observer who set the 
constraints for forest legislation. 

9
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 Review of the development of use and management of forests in Suriname 

 

9.3  The interior war: the turning point in forest management in Suriname 

Suriname formally became part of the Kingdom of the Netherlands on December 15th 
1954, an important upgrade from its positions as a full-fledged colony of the 
Kingdom, from 1667 till 1954. This new semi-independent relationship was governed 
by the Statute of the Kingdom of the Netherlands, which regards the Kingdom of the 
Netherlands as consisting of different countries, all former colonies of the 
Netherlands. As a new member of the Kingdom of the Netherlands, Suriname was 
allowed a large degree of self-rule and could take care of internal issues on its own. 
The people of Suriname received the Dutch nationality. In 1975 Suriname became 
independent.4 

The year of entry into force of the Statute is also the year that Suriname passed its 
first Nature Conservation Law, on April 3rd, 1954. This law states that “for the 

                                       
4  The current members of the Statute are: the Netherlands, Aruba, Curaçao and Sint Maarten. 

Source: Hendrison and de Graaf 
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protection and conservation of Suriname’s natural resources, the President can . . . 
decide to designate land and waters that belong to the State as a nature reserve”.5  

The Nature Conservation Division (NCD; Dutch acronym is NB), as part of the State 
Forest Management Service (Dutch acronym is LBB), was set up in 1954 as the 
government institution responsible for enforcement of the Nature Conservation Law. 
The NCD is responsible for the control and supervision with respect of Wildlife and 
Protected Areas. In addition, NCD provides information and education on the 
importance of the forests and biodiversity with a special focus on school children. 
Additional priorities for NCD are research into wildlife populations as well as captive 
breeding, in addition to the installation of the Nature Protection Commission and the 
revision of the Game Act of 1954 and Nature Protection Act of 1954.  

Until 1997 the Suriname Forest Service was also 
responsible for enforcement of the Forest 
Management Act. This changed fundamentally 
after the ravages of the Interior War, a guerilla 
war fought between the military regime of Desi 
Bouterse and a Maroon guerilla army, the Jungle 
Commando, led by the Maroon soldier Ronny 
Brunswijk, since July 16th, 2020, the Vice-
President of Suriname. This guerilla war lasted 
from 1986 to 1992. The war was primarily 
located in Eastern Suriname, the tribal region of 
Ronny Brunswijk.6  

The army could not defeat the Jungle Commando 
and the Jungle Commando was not able to 
permanently occupy villages. Brunswijk 
therefore changed the goal of his strategy from 
overthrowing the military government to 
paralyzing the Surinamese economy, in the hope 

that the subsequent unemployment would spark a mass uprising and displace the 
military regime. By sabotaging palm oil plantations and bauxite companies thousands 
of people lost their jobs. However, despite the anger and dissatisfaction, people did 
not rise up against Bouterse. The retaliatory actions of the army killed hundreds of 
innocent Maroons. In their search for members of the Jungle Commando the military 
destroyed the border town of Albina and many Maroon villages.  

In 1986, inhabitants of the Ndyuka Maroon village of Moiwana, the home village of 
Ronny Brunswijk, were brutally slaughtered by the Surinamese army. According to a 
judgment of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights in the Case of the Moiwana 

                                       
5  The law was adapted in 1980 and in 1992 to changes in the governance structure of Suriname.  
 That is the reason the law now mentions ‘the President’. 
 
6  See also Part II, chapter 5.3, “A brief history of the Maroons of Suriname”. 

Situation of the Civil War of Suriname: In 
red, areas convulsed by war. In orange, 
areas convulsed by the arrival of refugees 
(includes French Guiana). Source: 
Wikipedia. 
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Community v. Suriname, on June 15, 2005, 39 of the 130 village members died. 
Moiwana Village and its surrounding traditional lands have been abandoned since the 
1986 attack. Some community members have subsequently visited the area, but 
without the intention of staying there permanently.7 

 

Other war crimes were committed by the Surinamese army in, among other places, 
the well-known coastal town of Albina, (December 1986), Atjoni (December 1987), 
Pokigron (September 1989) and Apoera (1990). 

At least 25,000 Maroons, almost half the population, became war refugees and fled 
to the slums of Paramaribo and to French Guyana. The majority never returned to 
their villages. There is a large community of Surinamese Maroon refugees in Saint-
Laurent-du-Maroni, a village in French Guyana, on the other side of the Marowijne 
river. Their children and grandchildren speak French. In the late eighties and nineties 

                                       
7  Inter-American Court on Human Rights. Case of the Moiwana Community v. Suriname, Judgment of 
 June 15, 2005 
 (Preliminary Objections, Merits, Reparations and Costs). https://tinyurl.com/y5ndkbp7. 

Maroon women put flowers in remembrance of the massacre of the villagers of Moiwana by the army 
during the interior war. Picture: Ranu Abelakh. Source: https://www.amnesty.nl/wordt-vervolgd/desi-
bouterse. 
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traumatized children of refugees in Paramaribo were considered a nuisance and 
criminals by the city dwellers and Maroon refugees experienced severe racial 
discrimination. The Jungle Commando did not have much support outside of their 
tribal area in the district of Marowijne. 

A cease-fire was signed in June 1989. An emergency aid program to rebuild Maroon 
villages, an end to a state of emergency in the eastern part of the country, and the 
return of refugees to Suriname were among the actions launched by the peace 
agreement. The government had proposed that the Jungle Commando troops were 
to be transformed into a security unit, to patrol the interior of the country.8 

 

A group of Indigenous people felt betrayed by the 1989 Treaty of Kourou, which gave 
the Maroons more rights, but neglected Indigenous rights. On 31 August 1989, they 
took possession of the ferry near Jenny and called themselves the Tucayana 
Amazonas. The group went on to take possession of the villages of Apoera, Washabo, 
and finally Bigi Poika where they set up their headquarters. The Tucayana Amazonas 
were headed by Thomas Sabajo and his brother Hugo “Piko”. In-fighting occurred 
and Thomas switched sides to the Surinamese Army which quickly moved in to regain 
control over the area. Piko fled to Guyana, but was arrested by the police in February 
1990 and returned to Suriname where Piko and his supporters were killed. 

On March 19, 1991, a meeting between representatives of the Suriname government 
and the Jungle Commando took place in the eastern mining town of Moengo. The 
newly elected civilian government offered integration of the Jungle Commando into 
the Suriname Army, and jobs for Maroons in gold prospecting and forestry in return 
for complete disarmament. On 27 March 1991, final talks were held in the town of 
Drietabbetje, effectively putting an end to the conflict. On 8 August 1992, a peace 
treaty was signed between the National Army, the Jungle Commando and the 
Tucayana Amazonas 

The war severely impacted both the Maroons, and especially the Aucaners tribe, and 
the interior of Suriname. Villages were razed to the ground, roads (such as the 
eastern part of the important East-West Connection Road), water pipelines, electricity 
connections, schools, government offices, health care centers and businesses were 
destroyed. The Interior War severely damaged the Surinamese economy which 
resulted in very high levels of unemployment, poverty and scarcity of goods and food. 
It also did not improve the economic situation of the Maroons, which has not changed 
twenty-eight years after the war.   

                                       
8  Source for this section: Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Surinamese_Interior_War. 
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The Interior War was devastating for nature 
conservation in Suriname. Before the war, the 
Nature Conservation Division had a staff of 
around 1000 people who were in charge of the 
conservation areas in Suriname. Because of the 
war their numbers dramatically decreased to 58 
game wardens who had to protect 2,1 million 
hectares. All the forester’s stations were 
destroyed. One of the results is that illegal 
logging flourished, even in the Boven-Coesewijne 
Nature Reserve, that is not even in the war zone.  

It is important to note however that the Interior 
War was not the immediate cause of the 
deterioration of the forest sector and the 
Suriname Forest Service (LBB). The deterioration 
was set in motion after the declaration of 

independence in November 1975. When Suriname became independent in 1975 the 
Forest Service was still an active organization and a role model for the Caribbean 
region. But the brain drain of the early 1970s had also affected the forest sector.  
 
Already at that time there were problems in recruiting managerial and skilled staff at 
all levels and, as a consequence, the Forest Service had to end or suspend a number 
of its activities. The situation worsened the next decade after a military coup in 1980 
that had impact on the stability and democratic status of the country. Thus, the 
Interior War made a bad situation worse. 
 

 

 

 

9.4  The Forest Management Act and economic development 

The colonial government had been neglecting the extensive forest land of Suriname 
as a sustainable source of income for a long time. The focus was too much on 
plantation agriculture, while forests were considered an obstacle that had to be 
cleared for agrarian development. Even after the re-establishment of the Forest 
Service in 1947, it took almost half a century to change this approach and to gain 
public awareness for sustainable forest use and biodiversity conservation. After the 
first attempt, in 1905, to make the tropical rain forest of Suriname more productive 
as a source of quality timber, forest management concepts changed, but were not 
based on national forest policy objectives.  

The promulgation in 1992 of the Forest Management Act (FMA), which had been 
strongly modified since the first draft of 1974, gave the government a more powerful 
tool than the Timber Ordinance of 1947 to manage Suriname’s forests and to 

Upper-Coesewijne Nature Reserve. 
Source: Wikipedia. 
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supervise forest use and nature conservation. But even after a period of almost 20 
years of preparation, successive governments failed to effectuate the FMA and to 
reorganize the Suriname Forest Service. 

The Forest Management Act of 1992, which replaced the Timber Act of 1947, contains 
requirements intended to promote sustainable forest management practices for the 
production of timber and non-timber products, including those related to confiscation 
of illegally-logged timber.9 It sets out rules regarding timber production and export, 
as well as defining the various licenses for forest harvesting available. The act also 
takes into account the interest of forest-dwellers and conservation of biological 
diversity. Furthermore, it provides rules governing timber production (and, to some 
extent, timber processing) and export. 

The preamble of the Act states that it is “An Act to provide for the management and 
conservation of forest resources, and to regulate forest exploitation and the primary 
forest processing industry, in order to increase the economic, social and ecological 
functions of forests as a national resource and to enhance a responsible development 
of the forestry industry.” 

The Forest Management Act stipulates that timber concessions larger than 5000 ha 
should be managed according to a management plan designed by the concessionaire. 
The management plan has to be submitted to the forest authority (at that time the 
Forest Service) for approval. The Forest Management Act includes stipulations 
regarding the layout of a forest management unit, the felling cycle, the allowable 
annual coupe, and the maximal per ha harvest of commercial species. Yet, it took 
another decade before forest production could be controlled effectively by the newly 
assigned governmental foundation, the Foundation for Forest Management and 
Production Control (SBB). 

Another major achievement was the increase of the royalty on timber harvesting 
from USD 50 cents to USD 6.00 per m³. As a result of the development of SBB, the 
forest sector could finally again contribute to the government’s budget, something 
that had not happened since the balata boom of 70 years earlier. In addition, 
concessionaires were better guided and controlled and new actions were taken to 
improve forest management. Furthermore, the new organization took initiatives to 
promote forest and timber certification. Suma Lumber Inc. was the first company to 
be certified in 2008. 

The Foundation for Forest management and Production Control (SBB) has become a 
respected organization, which has reached remarkable achievements with regard to 
the quality of its inspection and extension tasks. It presently employs about 130 
persons, including academic, college and lower technical staff. The Foundation 
promotes sustainable forest management, not only by implementing regulations and 
control, but also by guiding and training logging operators including those from forest 
communities. 

                                       
9  https://www.ecolex.org/details/legislation/forest-management-act-of-1992-lex-faoc032831/ 
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However, even though forest governance and nature conservation in Suriname were 
internationally widely admired, there has always been a tension between these two 
approaches to the forest. The Forest Governance Service (LBB), established in 1947, 
was responsible for both aspects of forest governance. However, even in colonial 
times there was a problem with the financing of nature conservation. The prevailing 
sentiment was and mostly still is, is that nature conservation does not generate 
income, whereas logging and wood processing were and are cash generators. That is 
why Dr. Johan Schulz (1921-1999), who established the Nature Conservation 
Department in 1965, also established the Foundation for Nature Conservation in 
Suriname (Dutch acronym is STINASU) in 1996, which he saw as a way to generate 
income for the Nature Conservation Department. STINASU manages some of the 
protected areas in Suriname. In the coastal areas these are Galibi, Coppename 
estuary, Peruvia (Coronie swamp), Wia Wia and Matapica. In the central area, these 
are the Upper-Coesewijne and the Wanekreek. In the interior STINASU manages the 
Brownsberg Nature Park, the Central Suriname Nature Reserve and the Sipaliwini 
Nature Reserve. 

STINASU is known for its tourist packages to visit nature reserves and for many years 
they were not dependent on the government for their operational budget. However, 
because of Covid-19 their income generating activities had to stop and since June 
2020 STINASU is dependent on the government for subsidies.10 

The historical tension between nature conservation and forest management for 
economic purposes became a point of contention in the early ninety nineties between 
opposing groups regarding how to restore the damage done to the forest and to the 
logging industry by the Interior War, so that the government could restore the 
economics of forest management.  The intention was not only restoration but also 
improvement of forest governance and timber production. The Dutch government 
was willing to finance the start-up cost to set up a forest management structure for 
this end. 

After the Interior War the government was confronted with the challenge to rapidly 
restore control on logging. Various attempts to reanimate the Forest Governance 
Service failed, mainly because of the weakness of governmental departments at that 
time. A radical solution was the establishment of a new forestry venture in 1998, the 
Foundation for Forest Management and Production Control (SBB), which took over 
the management and inspection tasks from the Forest Governance Service (LBB). 
The Foundation for Forest Management and Production Control was established on 
August 22, 1998 by the Minister of Natural Resources. Since 2005 the Foundation 
reports to the Minister of Land Policy and Forest Management. The goal of the 
establishment of the Foundation was to facilitate the transformation of the Forest 
Governance Service to a new Governance Authority. The Foundation was a temporary 
solution. 

                                       
10  http://dwtonline.com/laatste-nieuws/2020/08/05/inkomstenderving-maakt-stinasu-weer-subsidie- 
 afhankelijk/ 
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The goal was to merge the Foundation with the Nature Conservation Department of 
the Forest Governance Service to realize an important prerequisite for the first phase 
of the institutional modernization process for the forest and nature conservation. 
Because of different reasons, including political reasons, this new institution has not 
been realized yet and the Dutch funds that were allocated for this process are not 
available anymore. 

The Forest Governance Service (LBB) refocused its goals after the forest inspection 
tasks had been delegated to SBB, and it reorganized the nature conservation and 
training departments. However, LBB was and is continuously hampered by budget 
deficits. LBB currently employs 52 game wardens and is not able to finance their 
clothing, travel and so on. It is also dependent on donor funding to do its work. Game 
wardens do not generate cash. It would be better if the Forest Governance Service 
could become an Authority and collect fees, just like the Foundation for Forest 
Management and Production Control (SBB). 

In spite of the promising projected policy, forest legislation and forest management 
reforms, the logging and wood-processing industries are yet far from modern. Since 
the financial crises of 2008, export of timber declined by approximately 20% and 
investments in new ventures came almost to a complete stop. Yet, in the last quarter 
of 2009 there were indications that this negative trend started to recover. A number 
of temporarily closed forest enterprises started again with logging and timber trade, 
while local lumber prices increased with a mere 5 %.11 

The need for modernization of the logging and wood-processing industry is confirmed 
by Vanessa Simson who says: 

Despite all efforts of the government, NGO’s and the forestry sector, they still have 
not achieved to increase the production and processing of roundwood to increase the 
contribution of the sector to the national economy. The crucial question is: why? . . . 
It seems that labor and capital are not enough to determine growth. Technological 
innovation and efficiency are important as well. The forestry sector is currently in a 
steady state. Investments are being made, but only in the replacement of means of 
production and not in investments for expansion. This results in stagnation of 
production growth.  . . . The current levies are not competitive and do not provide 
incentives to optimize efficiency. As a result, there is hardly any investment in 
modern production technology with a higher output. Inefficiencies in the forest sector 
lead to waste, excessive and thoughtless use of a valuable resource. To increase 
efficiency the government should increase the levies.12 

                                       
11  Ibid. Hendrison 
 
12  Simson, Vanessa. 2011. “A search for the optimal use of the Suriname forest: The economic value 
 of the forest measured on the basis of the potential contribution of the forest sector”. Institute for 
 Graduate Studies and Research, Anton de Kom University of Suriname, Master’s thesis. 
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The extensive literature on forest management in Suriname presents an interesting 
paradox. Everybody seems to know what should be done to sustainably increase the 
economic value of our forests, including the community forests. Everyone agrees that 
recognition of land rights is crucial for the sustainable use of the forest. The writers 
of these reports are mostly highly educated civil servants with very specialized 
knowledge and are active members of international forestry networks. They are 
absolutely well-informed about modern international developments in the forestry 
sector, including human rights issues.  

Report after report repeats the same analysis, presents the same solutions, but 
reaches the same conclusion: nothing has happened in the forestry sector for the 
past forty years. The outdated nature of the Forest Management Act is just one of a 
myriads of obstacles to implement the modern and often socially conscious policies 
of the civil servants. However, compared to the other problems the outdated Forest 
Governance Act is, contrary to popular opinion, the least of the obstacles.  

Below are two examples of reports that illustrate this paradox, which show that the 
obstacles are primarily political. The Foundation for Forest Management and 
Production Control openly states this on its website.13 

                                       
13  https://sbbsur.com/over-sbb/vooruitzichten/ 
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11..    FFoouunnddaattiioonn  ffoorr  FFoorreesstt  MMaannaaggeemmeenntt  aanndd  PPrroodduuccttiioonn  CCoonnttrrooll..  22000099..    
    ““IInntteerriimm  SSttrraatteeggiicc  AAccttiioonn  PPllaann  ffoorr  tthhee  FFoorreesstt  aanndd  TTiimmbbeerr  SSeeccttoorr  ooff    
    SSuurriinnaammee..””  
 

From the Introduction: 
 
“In 2003 the foundation developed and presented a National Forest Policy. In the 
same year the trade organization ‘Platform Timber Sector Suriname’ also presented 
a policy document for the private businesses in the forest and timber sector. In 2003, 
at the request of the government of Suriname, the International Tropical Timber 
Organization (ITTO) conducted a diagnostic mission to determine the current state 
of affairs regarding forest management in Suriname. Based on the recommendation 
of the diagnostic study two project proposals were submitted to ITTO. 

The ITTO Expert panel acknowledged that both project proposals were developed 
based on the findings of the ITTO mission, but it concluded that first a thorough 
analysis was necessary into the capacity needs which should be based on a clearly 
stated strategy to realize the sustainable development of the forest sector. The 
analysis of capacity needs should not only focus on needs within the public sector, 
but also within the private sector and the interior communities (emphasis ACT-S). 
ITTO suggested that first a strategic action plan should be developed to implement 
the national forest policy. 

Because of the amount of work that had to be done and the complex relationships 
between the different actors in the forest sector, it became clear that there was not 
enough time to develop a comprehensive and sustainable Strategic Action Plan to 
implement the National Forest Policy. It was therefore decided to write an Interim 
Strategic Action Plan with the stipulation that the plan should be reviewed annually 
and updated on the basis of experiences and feedback.” 

 

The Interim Action Plan presents a comprehensive and integrated 
approach to the implementation of five policy goals. These goals are: 
 
1. Increase of the contribution of the forest and timber sector to the national 

economy, including foreign exchange, government income, employment 
opportunities, and the welfare of the citizens; through increase of sustainable 
timber production, the added value of the wood processing industry and export. 

2. Increase of the material and financial contributions of the multiple-use 
management of community forests to the national economy, to the incomes of 
people living in the forest, to the government and to the wellbeing of the citizens, 
through the increase of sustainable production of timber, non-timber forest 
products and agriculture, for both commercial utilization and subsistence.  
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3. The increase of the material and financial contributions of non-timber forest 
products to the national economy, to the incomes of people living in the interior, 
to the government and to the welfare of the citizen, through the supply of 
sustainably harvested non-timber forest products from concessions and other 
terrains. 

4. The increase of the material and financial contributions of the ecological functions 
of the forests to the national economy, to the incomes of the people living in the 
interior, to the government and to the welfare of the people by selling ecological 
functions. 

5. Preserving biodiversity and the crucial environmental functions through, among 
others, the responsible expansion and sustainable management of a network of 
protected areas which are representative for the biological diversity of the 
Surinamese forests.  

 

The Interim Action Plan continues with a description of an enabling 
environment that has to be created to realize the above policy goals. The 
Action Plan sums up the barriers and opportunities for the realization of 
the policy goals. It says: 
 

“Research into the historical and current situation regarding forest management in 
Suriname provides a few very clear conclusions. Several reports have been published 
in the past 30 years about the question why it is that the vast forest area of Suriname 
contributes just 2% of GNP. Especially during the past 10 years many 
recommendations have been made to change this. The National Forest Policy pays 
attention to the same issues. The following reasons have been brought forward. 
These are: 
 Lack of land use planning. 
 The Forest Management Act of 1992 does not correspond with current assumptions 

of sustainable forest management. 
 The Forest Management Act is counterproductive for the development of a healthy 

forest and timber industry, bad accessibility and infrastructure of the natural 
resource forest. 

 Outdated policy for granting of concessions. 
 Lack of educated personnel on every level. 
 Obsolete and badly maintained equipment in forest exploitation and sawmills. 
 Problems in the areas of land use and land use rights for communities in the 

interior. 
 Exhaustion of community forests and wood cutting permits (HKV’s) and ineffective 

traditional and regional authority of communities in the interior. 

Very few of these recommendations from abovementioned report have been 
implemented”. 
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The Interim Action Plan emphasizes the importance of creating supporting 
measures which are necessary to realize the policy goals. Some of these 
supporting measures are: 
 

 Land rights. 
 The realization of structured consultation between the government and the 

communities in the interior. 
 Laws and regulations. 
 Integral change of the laws regarding forest and nature management to adapt 

these to the current times and to achieve a better mutual coordination. 
 Encouragement of changes in policy and law outside of the forest sector that are 

obstructing a good implementation of forest policy. 

 

 

Furthermore, the Interim Action Plan also discusses risks and assumptions 
for effective forest management and economic development. The Plan 
considers a strong political commitment on the highest level of the upmost 
importance. 
 

“This commitment has to be sufficiently long lasting to support the further 
development of the Interim Action Plan, but the implementation as well. Recent 
history has shown that insufficient political commitment is the greatest risk for the 
realization of institutional and legislative changes in Suriname. This is one of the 
reasons why the majority of the recommendations from the FAO project (1998 – 
2003) have not been realized. A large number of these recommendations are 
mentioned again in the Interim Strategic Plan, such as: land rights, zoning according 
to land use, revision of the Forest Management Act, financial autonomy of the 
management authority, revision of the concession policy and revision of the levy 
system for the forest sector. 

. . . . . .  
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The development of the Suriname forest sector has stagnated since the beginning of 
the 1980s. Since 1996 many attempts have been made to change this, notably the 
establishment of the Foundation for Forest Management and Production Control and 
the FAO project from 1998 till 2002. The FAO project was partially successful and the 
further development of the Foundation for Forest Management and Production 
Control has not taken place yet. This is partly due to insufficient political commitment, 
but also because of the lack of necessary funds. 

Because of the circumstances in 1998, the Foundation emphasized fundamental 
controls, especially to guarantee that levies were payed and that the lawlessness in 
the forest sector was reduced. However, it was clear from the beginning that the new 
procedures could not be successfully introduced without a substantial strengthening 
of the capacity in the private sector and the communities in the interior. The available 
foreign financing was just enough to establish the Foundation as an institute for 
production control, but insufficient to shape it into a full-fledged forest management 
authority and definitely insufficient to strengthen the capacity of the private sector 
and the communities in the interior. It is therefore of the utmost importance that 
sufficient national and international funding can be generated to realize at least the 
first three policy goals. Otherwise, implementing the Interim Strategic Plan will lead 
to failure”. 

 

22..    TTrrooppeennbbooss  IInntteerrnnaattiioonnaall  ((TTBBII))  SSuurriinnaammee..  22001100..  RReeppoorrtt  ooff  WWoorrkksshhoopp    
    ““DDoommeessttiicc  TTiimmbbeerr  MMaarrkkeett::  IInnssiigghhttss  aanndd  DDeevveellooppmmeenntt..  
 

On 12 November 2010 TBI Suriname organized a 
workshop titled ‘Domestic Timber Market: Insights 
and Developments’. The goal of the workshop was to 
acquire insights in the deficiencies in the areas of 
knowledge, research and capacity within the 
domestic timber market. Another goal was to provide 
recommendations with regard to policy 
(government), practice (private sector) and research 
(TBI Suriname and partners). This was to be achieved 
through group discussions. 

It is striking that in this workshop the 30 years of 
stagnation in the forestry sector is mentioned again. 
The same issues that are discussed in the SBB 
Interim Strategic Plan are also discussed in this 
workshop but from a slightly different angle. 

The current government which took office in July 
2020 inherited a bankrupt country with a heavy debt load, both domestic and foreign. 
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This means that the priorities to restore economic health might not be immediately 
focused on implementing the recommendations of these and other reports.  

 

9.5  The Forest Management Act and land rights of Indigenous and  
  Maroon people 

On April 20, 2020 five members of Parliament submitted a draft law on land rights 
for Indigenous and Maroon people to parliament. As they say in their Explanatory 
Memorandum14: 

“This law is in many ways a novelty for Suriname. It is about rights, collective rights, 
that never before were part of Surinamese law. It is about the rights of Indigenous 
and Tribal People, who up till now received little legislative attention. The process to 
formulate this law is unique in many ways as well. Many government Land Rights 
Commissions have submitted reports before and several land rights conferences were 
held. The Indigenous and Tribal People have also been very active to speed up the 
process to legally recognize their rights. 

The process that led to the first concept of this law had the unique approach of a 
collective endeavor, with participation of representatives of both the government as 
well as the traditional authorities of the Indigenous and Tribal People. This was the 
case since the setting up of the first “Working Group Land Rights” (“Werkgroep Gron 
Leti”) by the Ministry of Regional Development in 2011, the establishment of the 
Presidential Commission on Land Rights in 2016 and 2017, and with the staffing of 
the management structure for the implementation of the “Roadmap for the 
Realization of the Legal Recognition of the Land Rights of Indigenous and Tribal 
People of Suriname.” 

The commissions who did the technical work consisted of representatives from the 
government, from the Indigenous and Tribal people and from different civil society 
organizations. Information and consultation moments were held with traditional 
authority, with government agencies, political parties, civil society organizations and 
international organizations. 

                                       
14  “Law on Collective Rights of Indigenous and Maroon People”, submitted to Parliament on April 20, 
 2020. 
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It is noteworthy that the principles 
of the process for the 
implementation of the Roadmap 
were: mutual respect, consensus, 
broad participation and 
transparency between parties. 
These principles not only 
influenced the letter but also the 
spirit of this law. It is important 
that these principles will be 
adhered to in the application and 
execution of the law. 

 

 

 

This law is also a milestone, because it is the basis for adherence to Suriname’s 
international obligations on human rights and especially the internationally 
recognized rights of Indigenous and Tribal People. With this law further effect is given 
in the national legislation to, among others, the American Convention on Human 
Rights and the verdicts of the Inter-American legal system. With this Suriname 
acknowledges that she adheres to her international obligations.”   

 

  

Source: CELOS 
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9.5.1  THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF THE LAND RIGHTS LAW,    
   SUBMITTED TO  PARLIAMENT ON APRIL 20, 2020 
 

The Land Rights Law is indeed a milestone and the culmination of a decades long 
fight of Indigenous and Maroon people for land rights. In this section we discuss three 
descriptions of the historical context of this important law. The first is an approach 
from a social science standpoint (Marieke Heemskerk), the second is an approach 
from the standpoint of human rights (Nancy del Prado) and the third is the standpoint 
of a forestry expert who is also a well-known trial lawyer (Irvin Kanhai). Together 
these three approaches provide a multi-dimensional insight into the struggles of the 
Indigenous and Maroon people for the recognition of their basic human rights.  

 

A. Marieke Heemskerk report 
 

In her excellent 2005 report, “Rights to Land & Resources for Indigenous Peoples & 
Maroons in Suriname”, written for Amazon Conservation Team Suriname, the social 
scientist Marieke Heemskerk describes the long road to recognition of land rights. In 
the Introduction she says: 

“Indigenous and Maroon customary laws contain detailed arrangements for access to 
land and resources, natural resources management, and resolving disputes about 
these matters. These traditional laws were recognized in the various peace treaties 
that were closed between colonial rulers and Indigenous Peoples (17th century) and 
Maroons (18th century). The treaties did not provide new rights but rather confirmed 
arrangements in contemporary legal documents, such as the Governmental Order of 
1629; the 1667 Capitulation treaty between the British and the Dutch; and the so-
called exemption clause (uitsluitingsclausule or garantieformule), which prohibited 
settlers to molest Indigenous and Maroon occupants of the land and obliged them to 
respect customary law rights. 

The historic rights of Indigenous and Maroon groups to inhabit and use certain 
territories were not included in the legal framework of the new Republic of Suriname. 
The domain principle in the 1986 constitution declares all land to which no-one has 
real title as property of the state. The 1992 Forestry Act and the Nature Protection 
Resolution of 1998 do refer to customary land and resource rights. Yet these rights 
are subordinate to vaguely defined “public interests”. After the Interior War (1986 - 
1992), the Suriname government committed itself to resolving the land rights issue 
by signing legally binding national-level documents (e.g. Lelydorp Peace Accord 
(1992) and the Buskondre Protocol (2000)). In addition, Suriname has ratified 
several international treaties in which it promises to respect Indigenous rights. To 
date (2005), however, the government has not acted upon its obligations forthcoming 
from either international or national documents.  
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In the mid-20th century, Suriname’s colonial government began to focus on the 
interior for industrial development. This process exhilarated in the 1990s, primarily 
in the form of resource extraction, in an effort to solve Suriname’s economic crisis 
after the Interior War. Today, informal small-scale gold miners have invaded Maroon 
and Indigenous territories throughout Eastern and Central Suriname. Meanwhile 
concession policies legally permit large-scale mining and logging on traditional lands. 
Also, the installation of national parks, which frequently occurs without local 
consultation or participation, imposes restrictions on traditional livelihood activities. 
More recent developments in the interior include a palm oil plantation at Patamaka 
and a proposed hydropower plant in West Suriname. Indigenous and Maroon 
communities are typically not consulted or compensated when these developments 
occur, and rarely share in the benefits. Indeed, without legal recognition and 
protection of their land rights, Indigenous Peoples and Maroons depend on the 
arbitrary goodwill of the government and multinational companies in the wake of 
increasing industrial development on their homelands. 

An analysis of government perspectives suggests that land rights have not been a 
policy priority. The low ranking of this issue on the political agenda can be partly 
explained by inadequate historical awareness in Suriname society; the limited 
political power of Indigenous and Maroon groups; and the low social status of 
traditional peoples. Subsequent governments have failed to formulate a feasible 
target for their land rights policy in the interior. Neither have they managed to 
develop a national strategy to advance the issue. Actions taken to ‘resolve’ the land 
rights issue have been more like rapid responses to quiet down discontent rather 
than true efforts to provide tenure security for traditional societies. The various 
committees that have been installed to study the issue have produced few tangible 
results, hindered by a lack of resources and political backing, and their dissolution at 
each change of government. In addition, personal interests obstruct political reform. 

The perspectives of government officials and those of Indigenous and Maroon 
representatives are opposed to one another in various ways. In the first place, the 
State will not transfer rights to subsoil resources to any citizens, whether they are 
Indigenous or not. Indigenous Peoples and Maroons, however, see rights to resources 
above and below the land as inseparably related to rights to land. Secondly, the 
Ministry of Natural Resources does not want to lose its right to use land in the interior 
for development initiatives that serve the public interest, such as the construction of 
a hydropower plant. Indigenous rights activists plead for real land titles that are 
inalienable, imprescriptible and intangible. In the third place, traditional authorities 
are requesting the withdrawal of concessions that are overlapping with their 
homelands. The Ministry of Natural Resources may decide not to renew or grant new 
logging and mining concessions on traditional lands but it will not withdraw existing 
concessions. 

On other issues, the perspectives of Indigenous Peoples and Maroons are more in 
line with those of government officials. Both parties believe that recognition and 
protection of traditional rights to land in Suriname’s legal framework is desirable, and 
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that these legal arrangements should also prescribe procedures for consultation, 
compensation, and profit sharing. Both the government and Indigenous and Maroon 
groups have called for the demarcation of traditional lands. Furthermore, both parties 
favor the installation of a commission to deal with complaints by traditional 
communities about violations of customary (land) rights. 

As the government appears reluctant to move forward, Indigenous and Maroon 
interest groups are increasingly pressing for change. They have sent petitions, 
organized workshops and meetings, run awareness campaigns in forest communities, 
and mapped their territories. Moreover, the positioning of the Maroon political party 
A-Combinatie in the government coalition has given Maroons more political voice. 
Meanwhile the Organization of Saramakan Authorities has taken the issue to an 
international level by filing a complaint against the government with the Inter-
American Commission on Human Rights. Even though the mentioned efforts have not 
generated adequate government response, they have increased political 
consciousness and understanding of the land rights issue in Indigenous and Maroon 
societies. The activities also are telling the government that Indigenous and Maroon 
land rights can no longer be ignored, and have likely stimulated political parties to 
refer to the issue in their political party programs. Moreover, the krutu’s, press 
releases, and formal protests show multinationals that traditional communities are a 
factor to take into account, regardless of their legal status.”15 

During the military rule from 1980 till 1992, land rights were no longer on the formal 
political agenda. However, they remained slumbering in the minds of people from the 
interior. The Tucayana Indigenous group, for example, claimed complete authority 
over a substantial area surrounding their villages. An early attempt at peace, the 
Kourou Accord between the Government of Suriname and the Jungle Commando, 
explicitly refers to resolution of the land rights issue.  

As the Interior Conflict was coming to an end, applications for timber and gold 
concession in the interior began to flood the Ministry of Natural Resources. Meanwhile 
old concessions and community timber cutting licenses (HKVs) were being 
reactivated or sold. Increasing infringement on Indigenous and Maroon lands caused 
friction. In 1990 the inhabitants of the village of Klaaskreek held the laborers of a 
concessionary hostage. Around the same period, the employees of a gold 
concessionary were sent home after threats by the local population in the Aluku area. 
Protests also arose in Santigron, Marijkedorp, and various other villages along the 
Marowijne River near Albina. Here the source of conflict was the allocation of lands 
claimed by Indigenous peoples and Maroons to accommodate second homes for 
urban citizens and national parks. 

The Interior Conflict formally ended on August 8, 1992, with the signing of the 
Lelydorp Peace Accord. This Accord included various resolutions on development of 
the interior, land rights, and the position of traditional authorities. Among others, it 
                                       
15  Heemskerk, Marieke. 2005. “Rights to Land & Resources for Indigenous Peoples & Maroons in 
 Suriname”. Paramaribo, Amazon Conservation Team Suriname. 
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explicitly stated that the government would allocate legal titles to land, including an 
economic zone, for Indigenous and Maroon societies. Article 4 of the Accord also 
ordered the creation of a Council for the Development of the Interior (Raad voor de 
Ontwikkeling van het Binnenland, ROB), to be established in consultation with interior 
representatives. This Council was to advise the government on interior development 
and evaluate progress towards this aim. Among its tasks would be to determine the 
borders and size of the lands lived on by Indigenous Peoples and Maroons. At the 
time of this writing (2005), none of the Lelydorp Peace Accord provisions have 
materialized into improved living conditions or changes in the legal status of 
Indigenous Peoples and Maroons. 

 

B. Nancy del Prado report 
 

In her very informative report, written for Amazon Conservation Team Suriname in 
2006, the environmental lawyer Nancy del Prado describes the international court 
rulings that have vindicated the struggle of Indigenous and Maroon people for the 
recognition of their land rights.16 She describes two court rulings that could have 
consequences for the approach to land rights issues in Suriname. These court rulings 
are: 1) The case of Moiwana vs the State of Suriname (2002), and 2) The Case of 
the Twelve Saramacca Clans. 

“On June 8, 1977, Suriname joined the convention on the establishment of the 
Organization of American States (OAS). On November 12, 1987, Suriname also 
joined the American Convention on Human Rights and unconditionally accepted the 
jurisdiction of the International Court of Human Rights. 

  

                                       
16  Del Prado, Nancy. 2006. “An Analysis of Land Rights of the Indigenous Peoples and Maroons in 
 Suriname: Adaptation of Legislation in Suriname”. Paramaribo, Amazon Conservation Team  
 Suriname. 
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As mentioned earlier, the OAS has a body, the Inter-American Human Rights 
Committee (IACRM), that monitors compliance with the human rights instruments. 
In the Inter-American Human Rights System, individuals do not have the right to 
directly submit a case to the Court. This may solely be done through the mediation 
of the IACRM. If the case is considered well founded, it may be forwarded to the 
IACRM. The court rulings are binding to the States, including Suriname, that have 
recognized the authority of the court. The rulings of this court are also final and 
conclusive, in other words they are not open to appeal. Maroons have turned to the 
Inter-American Human Rights System at least 3 times, more in particular: 

•  The Aliboetoe case with the Court. 

•  The Moiwana case with the Court. 

•  The Association of Saramaccan Authorities and the 12 Captains on behalf of
 their lo’s to the IACRM. 

Within the framework of the land rights problem, a short review of the last two cases 
will be given below. 

 

The Case of Moiwana vs. the State of Suriname 
 

This case concerns the slaughtering of more than 40 N’djuka Maroon men, women 
and children by the Suriname army in the village of Moiwana. This case was submitted 
to the IACRM, after which it was presented to the Court. In June 2005, the Court 
pronounced a ruling in this case. 

On June 27, 1997 the human rights organization Moiwana ’86 filed a petition before 
the Inter-American Committee. After a long process, the Court decided in June 2005. 
The Court declared unanimously, that: 

1. “The State violated the right to humane treatment enshrined in Article 5(1) of the 
American Convention on Human Rights, in relation to Article 1(1) of that treaty, to 
the detriment of the Moiwana community members. 

2. The State violated the right to freedom of movement and residence enshrined in 
Article 22 of the American Convention, in relation to Article 1(1) of that treaty, to the 
detriment of the Moiwana community members. 

3. The State violated the right to property enshrined in Article 21 of the American 
Convention, in relation to Article 1(1) of that treaty, to the detriment of the Moiwana 
community members. 

4. The State violated the rights to judicial guarantees and judicial protection 
enshrined in Articles 8(1) and 25 of the American Convention, in relation to Article 
1(1) of that treaty, to the detriment of the Moiwana community members. 
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5. This judgment constitutes, per se, a form of reparation.” 

The Court unanimously decided, that: 

1. “The State shall implement the measures ordered with respect to its obligation to 
investigate the facts of the case, as well as identify, prosecute, and punish the 
responsible parties. 

2. The State shall, as soon as possible, recover the remains of the Moiwana 
community members killed during the events of November 29, 1986, and deliver 
them to the surviving community members. 

3. The State shall adopt such legislative, administrative, and other measures as are 
necessary to ensure the property rights of the members of the Moiwana community 
in relation to the traditional territories from which they were expelled, and provide 
for the members’ use and enjoyment of those territories. These measures shall 
include the creation of an effective mechanism for the delimitation, demarcation and 
titling of said traditional territories. 

4. The State shall guarantee the safety of those community members who decide to 
return to Moiwana Village. 

5. The State shall establish a community development fund. 

6. The State shall carry out a public ceremony, whereby Suriname recognizes its 
international responsibility and issues an apology. 

7. The State shall build a memorial in a suitable public location. 

8. The State shall pay the compensation ordered in paragraph 187 of the instant 
judgment to the Moiwana community members for material damages. 

9. The State shall pay the compensation ordered in paragraph 196 of the instant 
judgment to the Moiwana community members for moral damages. 

10. The State shall pay the compensation ordered in paragraph 223 of the instant 
judgment for costs. 

11. The Court will monitor compliance with this judgment and will close this case 
once the State has fully implemented all of the provisions. Within one year of the 
date of notification of this judgment, the State shall furnish the Court with a report 
on the measures taken in compliance therewith, in the terms of paragraph 232 of 
said judgment.” 

. . . (T)he Minister of Justice and Police installed a sub-committee for the 
implementation of the Moiwana ruling. 

The State has already enforced parts of the ruling, more in particular, compensation 
to the surviving relatives, offering an official apology to the surviving relatives and 
payment to some NGO’s that were involved in the Moiwana judgment. Initiatives for 
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the building of a monument have already been taken. A design has been approved 
and an artist has been designated. 

Regarding the reparations of the Moiwana village, it was indicated that first an 
inventory will have to be made of the people that actually desire to return to the 
village. 

The investigation into the killings is very complicated and has not started as yet. 

TThhee  ppaarrtt  ooff  tthhee  ccoouurrtt  rruulliinngg  tthhaatt  iiss  rreellaatteedd  ttoo  tthhee  ttaakkiinngg  ooff  jjuuddiicciiaall  aanndd  
aaddmmiinniissttrraattiivvee  mmeeaassuurreess  ttoo  eennssuurree  tthhee  oowwnneerrsshhiipp  rriigghhttss  ooff  tthhee  MMooiiwwaannaa  
ccoommmmuunniittyy  ttoo  tthheeiirr  ttrraaddiittiioonnaall  aarreeaass,,  hhaass  bbeeeenn  rreeffeerrrreedd  ttoo  tthhee  LLaanndd  RRiigghhttss  
CCoommmmiitttteeee..  
The Land Rights Committee, however, is engaged in an investigation to come to a 
national solution for the land rights issue in general. The judicial, administrative and 
other measures to safeguard the land rights of the Moiwana community, to which the 
State was sentenced, will be incorporated in the national land rights policy. The 
Committee believes that this approach is more efficient, than to bring first a partial 
solution that is specifically aimed at the Moiwana case. 

With regards to the reconstruction of the Moiwana village, a member of the 
Foundation for the development of the Moiwana Community stated that “the 
foundation heavily depends on demarcation of the territory of Moiwana, in order to 
propose and implement projects for reconstruction.” 

According to its planning, the Land Rights Committee will present a national solution 
model in April 2007. At the same time, it has been indicated that Indigenous people 
and Maroons will have to be closely involved and that they are also expected to 
contribute to a solution model. 

 

The Case of the Twelve Saramacca Clans 
 

The Association of Saramaccan Authorities (Vereniging van Saramaccaanse 
Gezagsdragers, VSG), representing the Saramacca people, lo’s and communities of 
the upper Suriname river, and twelve Saramacca Captains acting in their individual 
capacity on behalf of the twelve Saramacca lo’s, submitted a petition to the IACRM. 
The case was directly submitted to the Inter-American Committee. 

Petitioners asserted excuse from the requirement of exhaustion of domestic remedies 
under article 46(1) of the American Convention and article 37(1) of the regulations 
pursuant to article 46(2) (a) of the American Convention and 37(2) (a) of the 
regulations. Article 46(2) (a) and 37(2) (a) provide that exhaustion of domestic 
remedies is not required when “the domestic legislation of the State concerned does 
not afford due process of the law for protection of the rights that have allegedly been 
violated”. 

9



140

Page 32 of 48 
 

The petitioners have indicated that the Suriname law does not legally protect land 
rights and other rights of the Maroons. At the same time, it has been indicated that 
the petition was submitted because logging and mining concessions on Saramaccan 
territory are still issued to third parties without the territorial rights of the 
Saramaccaners being recognized. 

The petitioners stated that the State has committed the following violations: 

1. The right to property and to effective measures to recognize and secure property. 
2. The right to be consulted and to participate in decision-making. 
3. The right to cultural integrity. 
4. The right to petition and to receive a quick response. 
5. The obligation to effectively ensure respect for rights and to give effect to those 
 rights. 
6. The right to due process of the law and to judicial protection. 

In addition, by virtue of article 29 of the American Convention, an additional 
enumeration of violations of rights under other human rights treaties has been 
indicated, more in particular: 

1. The right to own property individually and collectively and the right to effective 
 participation – articles 5c and 5d of the Convention on the Elimination of All forms 
 of Racial Discrimination. 
2. The right to self-determination and the right of minorities to enjoy cultures-article 
 1 and 27 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 
3. International and Inter-American Customary law. 

In the first half of 2005, the Inter-American Committee for Human Rights pronounced 
a ruling on this issue. In the process, recommendations were made to the 
Government of Suriname. Documentation about these recommendations was not 
available, but newspaper articles and interviews with members of the Committee for 
Judicial Expertise on Human Rights indicate that the IACRM has decided in favor of 
the twelve Saramaccan lo’s. The IACRM has advised the State to lift all legal obstacles 
and to develop regulations for the recognition of the communal properties of the 
Saramacca lo’s. This must take place without violating the rights of other tribal and 
Indigenous communities. More importantly, the State will have to refrain from issuing 
rights to others that may adversely impact the land rights of the Saramaccan 
community. All environmental damage caused by logging in the area has to be 
repaired. The recommendations had to be implemented within 60 days. The 
Committee for Judicial Expertise on Human Rights was charged with the 
implementation of the recommendations. 

It turned out that also this time the Government failed to comply and as a 
consequence, the case has been referred to the Court. It might have worked out in 
favor of Suriname with regard to the decision on admissibility, if the State had pointed 
out and proven to the IACRM that the State has already started with addressing the 
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land rights problem. To illustrate this, the approach strategy of the Land Rights 
Committee could have been indicated. 

This case of the 12 Saramaccan lo’s shows many resemblances with the court case 
of the Awas Tingni community. In this case, the court rules, among other things, 
that: “the State shall adopt measures of a legislative, administrative or any other 
nature whatsoever, which are necessary to create an effective procedure for official 
delimitation, demarcation and titling to the Indigenous properties, in agreement with 
customary law, the values, the use and the customs of these communities. It is to 
be expected that in case of a possible ruling by the court, this ruling will be of a 
similar purport. 

 

Consequences with regard to the land rights problem of the Indigenous 
people and the Maroons in Suriname 
 

The sentence of the Moiwana case clearly lays down that the State of Suriname has 
violated article 21 in conjunction with article 1 of the American Convention on Human 
Rights. The State is therefore sentenced and is judicially obliged to adopt the judicial 
and administrative measures to ensure the property rights of the members of the 
Moiwana community in relation to the traditional territories from which they were 
expelled, and provide for the members’ use and enjoyment of those territories. These 
measures shall include the creation of an effective mechanism for the delimitation, 
demarcation and titling of said traditional territories. As no appeal is possible with 
the Court, the State will have to implement the sentence as quickly as possible.  

Also, with regard to the recommendations that were made by the IACRM in the case 
of the 12 Saramaccan lo’s the Government did not show any decisive steps within 
the given term of 60 days. The decision of the IACRM will certainly create precedents 
for the Indigenous people and the Maroons in Suriname. If the Government does not 
soon proceed to recognizing the rights to land, an unbearable situation will be 
created. Meanwhile, it is known that a strategy will be followed by, among others, 
the Indigenous people to time and time again obtain a ruling of the international 
court. In addition to the moral obligation towards the Indigenous people and 
Maroons, the international sentences of the State will not be conducive to the image 
of Suriname towards the international community. The only option for the State is to 
legally recognize the rights of the Indigenous people and the Maroons.” 

 

C. Irvin Kanhai, essay 
 

Irvin Kanhai, a forestry expert and a well-known trial lawyer in Suriname, wrote a 
scathing critique of the Forest Governance Act of 1992. His essay, entitled “The Forest 
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Governance Act, the Peace Treaty and Land Rights”17 is still one of the most cited 
critiques of this law. He starts by saying that at the end of 1992 the Surinamese 
parliament hastily passed a law that was drafted in 1984. He continues with pointing 
out that this law for the most part is about the living areas of Indigenous and Maroon 
people and that it is therefore necessary to place this law in the context of the land 
rights issues of Indigenous and Maroon people. 

He refers to the ‘Accord for National Reconciliation and Development’, signed by the 
Jungle Commando of Ronnie Brunswijk, the Tucayana Amazonas and the civilian 
government of Ronald Venetiaan, on August 8th, 1992. Article 10 of this Agreement, 
part of the chapter “Land Rights”, stipulates the following: 

i. The government will promote a law that grants Indigenous and Maroon people 
title on land that they apply for with the government.  

ii. The demarcation of these lands will be determined by a study of the Council for 
the Development of the Interior (Raad voor Ontwikkeling van het Binnenland, 
ROB). 

iii. The traditional authority of the Indigenous and Maroon communities will provide 
procedures indicating how individual members of the communities can become 
eligible for a title on a parcel of land named in sub ii. 

iv. Around the in sub ii mentioned area, the government will designate an economic 
area where tribal people can do economic activities such as forestry, small scale 
mining, fisheries and hunting. 

 
According to the Minister of Natural Resources, the Forest Management Act was the 
model for this article in the Peace Accord. Kanhai points out that the article shows 
that the government is continuously trying to push the issue forward instead of 
seriously thinking about solutions. Instead, the government uses the Forest 
Management Act to make the Indigenous and Maroon people believe that the 
government is busy solving the land rights problems. 

According to Kanhai, the government in fact used a 1972 report by the Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO) , entitled “Suriname Forest Legislation”. Article 56 of 
this report says the following about the rights of Indigenous people: 

1. “The minister having heard the advice of the forest concession advisory board 
as provided by article 27, section 3 of this ordinance and having heard the advice 
of the Districs Commissioner of the district in which the area to be granted is 
situated, may reserve areas of forest land as communal forest for the use of 
tribal groups of Bushnegroes and Amerindians.18 Any communal forest shall be 
granted to a tribal group by virtue of a special concession under such conditions 

                                       
17  Kanhai, Irvin. 1993. “The Forest Governance Act, the Peace Treaty and Land Rights”, in Kanhai, I 
 and Nelson J, (eds). National Forest Governance in Suriname. Paramaribo, publisher unknown. 
 
18  The use of ‘Bushnegroes’ and ‘Amerindinans’ betrays the time of this FAO report (the nineteen 
 seventies), when the socio-economic status of the ‘interior people’ was very low and they were 
 generally considered to be second class citizens. 
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as to be laid down by regulation. The grant of communal forest may be made in 
compensations for the restriction or abolition of customary rights on other forest 
areas to be declared permanent forest land. 

2. Wood exploitation and the collection of minor forest produce for commercial 
purposes on areas granted as communal forest shall be subject to the regulation 
of a forest management plan to be preapred by the forest service in agreement 
with the tribal group in favor of which the communal forest had been established. 
The forest management plan may fix the annual allowable cut and the 
boundaries of areas in which logging shall take place.” 

Kanhai says that this report has three more parts that do not differ from the law that 
was passed. He says that the national and international issues with regards to the 
land rights of Indigenous people immediately raises the question if Parliament did the 
right thing by adopting wholesale this law from 1972. 

The Explanatory Memorandum of this law with regards to the land rights of the 
Indigenous people, immediately puts a limitation on these rights. Article 41, 
paragraph 1, states that the cutomary rights will be honored, and at the same time 
this article indicates the extent to which this customary right is applicable, that is, 
only on their villages, dwellings and agriculture plots. Surrouding forest areas may 
be assigned to traditional forest communities. 

This law takes away commercial utilization of their own forest from the Indigenous 
people. The conditions in this Forest Management Act to become eligible for a 
concession are very complicated and it can be established that Indigenous people will 
not be able to comply with the conditions. Kanhai says that if we look at the map, all 
of the Forest Belt has been issued as concessions. The areas that can become free 
are areas that have been granted as community cutting permits (HKV’s).  

While the rights of the Indigenous are restricted, opportunities are created for holders 
of concessions to get more terrain in areas belonging to the Indigenous. 

The Explanatory Memorandum of the Forest Management Act, page 20, states: “It is 
not inconceivable that in the future forest areas designated for timber production can 
be issued as land rent (grondhuur), for example as joint-ventures. 

At the time of this writing, the holders of concessions, mostly people from the capital 
Paramaribo, do not have any property rights regarding land in the living area of the 
Indigenous, but there are already conflicts between these two parties. 

Property rights, such as land rent, are legally of a higher order than concession rights. 
Property rights for example give the possibity to establisch a mortgage. Kanhai 
imagines a holder of a concession given property rights on an area of 50.000 hectare 
for forestry activities and that he establishes a mortgage in the middle of a village in 
the interior. Kanhai believes that issuing forestry areas under property rights will 
increase the tension. 
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The Forest Management Act of 1992 is based on work from the nineteen seventies. 
The idea that local communities execute their own plans and projects with some 
external support means that government and institutions repsonsible for the forest, 
should reassess their tasks and functions.  

Until the nineteen seventies, according to the FAO, the relationships between forest 
experts and local communities was focused on the protection of the forest against 
depletion caused by people whose livelihood was dependent upon gathering wood 
and other non-timber forest products. These forestry experts proposed policies to 
preserve the forest as provider of industrial wood. The FAO believed that by involving 
the local communities the forest would have a higher yield.  

This Social Forestry idea wants to convert the concerns about trees for industry into 
concerns about the people in the interior. This means that institutions responsible for 
forest management should be radically changed, as well as curricula of forestry 
education. Forestry experts will have to learn to work with sociologists, theologists, 
anthropologists, lawyers and other experts with which they have had almost no 
contact up till now. 

In the beginning of the nineteen eighties international organizations wrote a Tropical 
Forest Reaction Plan (TFRP). The goal of this plan was a better management and 
policy for forests and trees. The TFRP was the foundation for the 1992 Forest 
Management Act. According to the TFRP national governments should draw up plans 
that should pay attention to the following: 

1. Forestry should be integrated into existing agricultural systems. 
2. Promotion of sustainable forest industy. 
3. Ecosystems of tropical forests should be preserved. 
4. Institutions that are committed to forest conservation should be supported 

locally and nationally. 

The World Rainforest Movement objected against the TFRP, because these plans are 
primarily in the interest of commercial forestry and logging. In fact, these plans 
encourage deforestation because of heavy investments in industrial forestry. This 
policy drives Indigenous people to more and more smaller pieces of forest which, as 
a result, degrade even quicker. 

Kanhai says that if we compare the FAO plans as presented in Social Forestry and 
the plans of the TFRP, it is clear that these plans do not differ much which justifies 
the fear of environmental groups. 

He concludes by stating that the passing of the Forest Management Law in no way 
guarantees the land rights of the Indigenous and Maroon people. 
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9.6  Conclusion 

With the submission to Parliament, and hopefully the passing of the Land Rights Law, 
Suriname will soon no longer be referred to as “the only country in the Americas that 
has not legally recognized the collective rights of indigenous and tribal peoples to the 
lands and resources they have occupied and used for centuries.”19 The submission of 
this law to parliament puts more pressure on the need to change the Forest 
Management Act of 1992. As Nancy del Prado says:  

“The 1992 Forest Management Act is the legal fundament in the forestry sector. This 
act articulates provisions with regards to forestry management, as well as forest 
exploitation and the wood-processing sector. 

Within the framework of land rights, two new concepts were introduced in this act: 
communal land and communal forest. Communal land refers to land, that tribal 
inhabitants of the interior occupy and live on and where they have established villages 
or settlements, or land that they are cultivating or are allowed to cultivate. The word 
“are allowed to” in the previous sentence implies that permission must be obtained 
to cultivate the land. The law is not clear on who has the authority to grant that 
permission. 

Communal forest refers to forest areas that are situated around communal land and 
that have been designated as communal forest on behalf of the tribal inhabitants of 
the interior that live in villages and settlements and which serve to provide in their 
supply for food commodities, forest production and extraction for agricultural 
purposes.”20 

  

                                       
19  Kambel ER. (2007). “Land, Development, and Indigenous Rights in Suriname: The Role of 
 International Human Rights Law”. In: Besson J., Momsen J. (eds) Caribbean Land and Development 
 Revisited. Studies of the Americas. Palgrave Macmillan, New York. 
 
20 Del Prado, Nancy. 2006. “An Analysis of Land Rights of the Indigenous Peoples and Maroons in 
 Suriname: Adaptation of Legislation in Suriname”. Paramaribo: Amazon Conservation Team 
 Suriname. 
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The new land rights law creates new opportunities for the Indigenous and Maroons, 
but challenges as well. Many documents point to the lack of knowledge about laws 
and regulations that govern the Indigenous and Maroons in Suriname. For the law to 
have a measurable irreversible effect on the quality of life of the people in the interior, 
stakeholders must come together to discuss how to bridge the knowledge gap of 
Indigenous Maroons, how to empower them so that they can effectively demand and 
work with FPIC, which is mentioned in the Land Rights Law, how to become 
economically savvy to take advantage of the economic opportunities of the forest, 
and so on. 

At any rate, the Land Rights Law opens opportunities for people in the interior to take 
control over the nature, the direction and the future of their communities. The law is 
a very welcome development in the human, social and economic rights record of 
Suriname. 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: IDB – Greening Suriname A Promising Opportunity. 
http://www.medischezending.sr/en_home/ 
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10.  Overview of Forest        
   Governance Stakeholders 
 

 

10.1  Government stakeholders 

 

 a.  Ministry of Land Policy and Forest Management21 
 

 The Ministry is responsible for: 

 Land allocation, in cooperation with the relevant ministries, and where 
necessary in interdepartmental context. 

 The land register and the public registers at the mortgage office. 
 The supervision of the legally and purposefully use of allocated land, where 

necessary in interdepartmental context. 
 Control on the compliance with rules and regulations with regards to 

geodesy. 
 Inventory, exploration, optimal exploitation and the management of the 

resource, flora and fauna. 
 Responsible nature management and nature conservation. 
 Control on the adherence to rules and regulations regarding the production 

of timber and timber products, flora and fauna. 

The Ministry has an important role in forest management and nature 
conservation. The Foundation for Forest Management and Production Control 
(SBB), the Forest Management Division (LBB) and the Department of Nature 
Conservation (NB) are all actively involved in forest management and nature 
conservation. The Ministry is therefore a primary stakeholder. 

  

                                       
21  
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 b.  Ministry of Natural Resources 
 

The Ministry is responsible for the care, management and development of 
Suriname’s natural resources: energy, mining and water. To this end the 
Ministry has the following tasks: 

 Write a national policy regarding energy and natural resources, except for 
forest policy. 

 Inventory, exploration, optimal exploitation and the management of 
minerals, the natural resource water and the natural resources necessary 
for energy. 

 Water management, where necessary in interdepartmental context. 
 Provision of drinking water. 
 Energy supply. 
 Control of adherence to rules and regulations regarding water 

management, minerals, and the generation, transport and distribution of 
energy. 

 

Specific tasks by policy area are: 

 Energy 
Affordable and continuously available electrical energy for the total 
populations and for projected economic growth. The following institutions 
are responsible for this policy area. The Suriname Energy Company (EBS) 
is responsible for electricity in urban and semi-urban areas.22 The 
Department of Electricity Supple (DEV) is responsible for electricity supply 
in the interior. State Oil Power Company Suriname (SPCS) is now able to 
generate thermal energy thanks to a new 24 MW power station.23 

 
 Water 

Secure and guarantee the availability of sufficient potable water of reliable 
quality for the population of Suriname for affordable prices. The following 
institutions are responsible for the potable water supply. The Suriname 
Water Company (SWM) is responsible for the water supply in urban, semi-
urban areas.24 The Department of Water Supply (DWV) is responsible for 
water supply in the interior. 

 

                                       
22  https://www.nvebs.com/ 
 
23  https://www.staatsolie.com/ 
 
24  https://www.swm.sr/ 
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 Mining 
The sustainable development of the mineral sector in such a way that the 
State receives optimal revenues while at the same time the added value of 
Suriname increases. The following institutions are responsible for this policy 
area. The Department of Geological Mining (GMD). This department is 
responsible for stimulating mining in general. The Bauxite Institute is 
responsible for gathering, processing and analyzing data regarding the 
bauxite industry, nationally and internationally. 

 
Grasshopper Aluminum Company (Grassalco 
NV)25 is responsible for the sustainable 
development of the mineral potential of 
Suriname, excluding hydrocarbons. 
Grassalco can do the development itself or 

cooperate in joint-ventures to ensure the economic and social welfare and 
prosperity for Suriname. The State Oil Company26, a state owned enterprise, 
is responsible for: the exploration and exploitation of oil occurences for the 
national and international market; the promotion of third party participation 
to contribute to the work of Staatsolie to increase government income; 
sustainable development in the areas of technology and management, with 
attention to health, safety and the environment. 

 

 

 c.  Ministry of Regional Development and Sport 
 

The previous name of this ministry was Ministry of District Governance and 
Decentralization. It is still responsible for these areas but the name changed 
in 1988 to ‘Regional Development’. In July 2020, with a new government, 
‘Sport’ was added to the responsibilities of the Ministry. The Ministry has five 
Directorates: 
 Regional Development 
 Agrarian Development of the Interior 
 Sustainable Development Indigenous People 
 Sustainable Development Afro-Surinamese (Maroons) in the Interior 
 Sport 

 

                                       
25  https://grassalco.com/about-us. 
 
26  https://www.staatsolie.com/ 
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 d  Ministry of Health 
For health services in the interior the Ministry 
has a special relationship with the Primary 
Health Care Foundation (Medische Zending 
Suriname, MZ).27 The objective of the 
foundation is to promote and secure physical-, 
mental- and social wellbeing of the population 
in the interior of Suriname according to primary 
health care principles. The motivations to do so 
stems from the urge to evangelize in word and deed. 

 
The work area is divided in 5 regions with the respective resorts, namely: 
 Region East Suriname 

Stoelmanseiland 
Dritabiki 

 Region Brokopondo 
Brokopondo North 
Brokopondo South  

 Region Upper Suriname 
Ladoani 
Debike 
Djoemoe 

 Region Middle Suriname 
 Region Upper Amerindians 

The Foundation describes its working method as follows: 

Essential primary health care in rural areas according to practical, scientific 
sound and socially acceptable methods and techniques, realized by an 
intersectoral approach, community participation and education of the 
community on prevention of illness, rendering a durable primary health care 
system characterized by uniformity, attainableness/sustainable, affordable by 
both the provider and the receiver. 

The target group of the Medical Mission are the inhabitants of the hinterland 
who have the right to health care free of charge on behalf of the Government. 
Furthermore, the Medical Mission provides health care on request to fee-
paying organizations and individuals working in the hinterland. 

The health care is being provided by health assistants of different schooling 
levels with a clear-cut level of responsibility. The greater part of the health 
assistants are persons from the local community, who have been trained by 
the Medical Mission. 

                                       
27  The website of the Primary Health Care Foundation has extensive information about its policies and 
 activities.  http://www.medischezending.sr/en_home/. 
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In daily practice the health assistants have the first contact with the 
patients. These health assistants have a diploma acknowledged by our 
Ministry of Health and fall under the department of the Chief of Nursing 
Officer. They have been trained on such a level that they can handle a great 
range of demands for medical aid from the patient/clients. This varies from 
consultations, health education, vaccination, infant welfare consultation up 
to the suturing of wounds and conducting of child deliveries All of this with 
the legal qualification. Besides these health assistants there are also malaria 
microscopists working in the clinic, who can examine patients on malaria. 
Furthermore, there are clinic helpers who assist the other workers as a 
team. 

Besides the medical trained personnel are the capable boatswains, drivers, 
maintenance workers, technical service workers and administrative workers 
indispensable for the managing. 

The different health workers are supervised through an extensive network 
of radio communication and regular, periodic visits and at almost each 
moment of the day they can ask for advice to a nurse, doctor or a medical 
expert. 

For this health care system, the Medical Mission has received the Clarence 
Moore Award from the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) in 
December 1994. 

 

 

 

  

PMZ Primary Health Care medical workers.  
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10.2  Stakeholders that are government related 

 

 

 a. National Institute for Environment and   
  Development (NIMOS).28   
 

  NIMOS was established in 1998 as an autonomous  
  working arm of the National Environmental Council  
  (NMR, Nationale Milieu Raad). The primary goals of  
  NIMOS are: 

  To realize the national environmental legislation. 
  Prepare and realize rules regarding nature   

   conservation. 
  Coordinate and control compliance with the 

legislation.29 

NIMOS is involved with many different environmental problems from pollution of 
surface waters caused by synthetic fertilizers to mercury pollution, poaching of fish 
and shrimp, discharge of industrial wastewater and many more hazardous 
environmental practices, and granting of concessions in areas inhabited and used by 
Indigenous people. 

Internationally NIMOs is involved in cross-border pests and diseases, discharge of oil 
and different kinds of waste streams in the ocean, climate change and decrease of 
biodiversity and land degradation. 

NIMOS has worked on procedures and regulation for the following issues: trade and 
use of ozone depleting substances, car spraying companies and warehouses and 
petrol stations. 

  

                                       
28  See also, Part One, chapter . . . .  
 
29  http://nimos.org/en/ 
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NIMOS works together with the following stakeholders: 

 The District Commissioners 
 The Public Health Bureau 
 Ministry of Labor and Technological Development 
 Ministry of Trade and Industry 
 Ministry of Natural Resources 
 Ministry of Public Works 
 Ministry of Social Affairs and Public Housing 
 Ministry of Health 
 Ministry of Defense 
 Ministry of Health 
 The Ozone Secretariat of the United Nations Environment Program ( UNEP) and 

the United Nations Development  Program ( UNDP) 
 

b. Foundation for Forest Management and Production Control (SBB) 

As is clear throughout this document, the Foundation plays a pivotal role in forest 
management, focusing on timber production. 

 

c. The Center for Agricultural Research30 

The Center for Agricultural Research in Suriname, CELOS, was established in 1967 
as a branch of the agricultural college of Wageningen, the Netherlands in 1967. 
With the independence of Suriname in 1975 the foundation was formally placed 
under the umbrella of the Anton de Kom University of Suriname.  
 
At the CELOS, an integral research is carried out in the field of agriculture, forestry 
and management of natural resources. This often happens in collaboration with 
national and international institutes and universities, the local government and 
NGOs. 
 
CELOS has three departments: Agricultural Production, Forest Management ad 
NARENA. With regards to forest management, CELOS is well-known for the CELOS 
CELOS Forest Management System (CMS). Especially since the world’s oldest 
experimental areas for natural forest rejuvenation are located in the Mapane and 
Kabo area in Suriname. The study for natural forest rejuvenation is continued, in 
order to obtain more data and thus to draw up regulations for sustainable logging. 
 
With respect to Community forestry, the department works with various 
communities in the interior to achieve responsible land and forest use. Within the 
communities of e.g. Apoera, Marchall Creek and Pokigron we have investigated 
what their forests have to offer and how to obtain and develop these products. In 

                                       
30  http://www.celos.sr.org/en/ 
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addition to wood, the so-called non-timber forest products (NTFPs) are part of an 
inventory. Projects have been initiated that will, among others, yield more 
information about Surinamese nuts such as awara (Astrocaryum vulgare), amana 
(Bactris gasipaes), krapa (Carapa guianensis), maripa (Attalea maripa), sawaria 
(Caryocar nuciferum) and various herbs. 

 
More information can be found on the website, www.celos.sr.org. 

 

10.3  International Conservation Organizations 

 
a. Amazon Conservation Team Suriname 
 
b. World Wildlife Fund (WWF) Guianas.31  

WWF Guianas a part of WWF International. From our humble beginnings with just 
5 staff members in 1999, we grew into one of the most recognized and influential 
environmental NGO’s in the Guianas. Our focus expanded from marine turtle 
conservation to large forest conservation programs to now an integrated approach 
that balances conservation and human well-being. This is also the focus of WWF 
International, as we strive to build a future in which humans can live in harmony 
with nature. 

c. Conservation International Suriname32 

Conservation International is an environmental organization that has worked in 
Suriname for the last 25 years, and 30 years internationally in 40 countries to 
protect nature for the benefit of people. Conservation International Suriname was 
established as a foundation under Surinamese law on 29 December 1992 and 
officially registered on 18 January 1993.  
 
In the last 20 years Conservation International-Suriname has worked to spur on 
green development in the country and in the region. 
 
Our earliest projects focused on generating income from tribal knowledge and 
medicinal plants. The project – International Cooperative Biodiversity Groups - 
broke new ground on intellectual property rights and supported community 
development and additions to Suriname's national botanical inventory. 
 
Our further achievements include signing a Memorandum of Understanding with 
the Government of Suriname in 1998. This was done to create the 1.6 million ha 
Central Suriname Nature Reserve and to develop a management plan and set up 

                                       
31  https://www.wwfguianas.org/ 
 
32  https://www.conservation.org/suriname 
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a trust fund to ensure maintenance of the Reserve. The Reserve was swiftly created 
in six months and recognized as a World Heritage Site in 2000. The Suriname 
Conservation Foundation was officially established in 2000 as the fund for the 
Reserve, with Conservation International, the Global Environment Facility, and the 
Government of Suriname as its major funders. 

 

10.4  Indigenous and Maroon NGO’s and CBO’s working in forest   
   governance 

 

a. Association of Indigenous Village Leaders in Surinam (VIDS).33  

The mission of the VIDS is strengthening of traditional Indigenous authority and 
Indigenous leadership, realizing recognition of Indigenous land rights and other 
rights, a larger self-efficacy and regional collaboration between Indigenous villages 
and regions and a strengthened participation in political and other social policy 
processes. VIDS also supports activities related to culture preservation and cultural 
education and the improvement of adequate culturally conscious education in 
Indigenous villages. VIDS will also strengthen the Indigenous gender and youth 
policy, with special focus on development of leaders. 

 

b. Organization of Indigenous in Suriname (OIS)34.  

The OIS is fighting for the rights of Indigenous people, of the four tribes Carib, 
Arowak, Trio and Wajana, but also the Maroons. Everybody can become a 
member. OIS strives to improve the marginal position of Indigenous people 
in Suriname. This is done by making the culture of Indigenous people more 
visible. Indigenous Day, a national holiday, is one of the achievements of 
OIS. OIS is also fighting for land rights. 

  

                                       
33  https://vids.sr/ 
 
34  https://www.facebook.com/Organisatie-van-Inheemsen-in-Suriname-261239247278009 
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c. Indigenous Platform ESAV,  

established in 2015 is an educational research center for Indigenous people in 
Paramaribo.35 The motto is “As leaders we need to have self-responsibility and 
serve the cause for which we have been chosen from the heart”. 

 
d. Mulokot Foundation,36  

is a Wayana CBO who is very focal about Indigenous issues 
in general and Wayana needs in particular. Their Chair, 
Jupta Itoewaki, is a well-known Indigenous activist. The 
partners of Mulokot are: Nia Tero, Cultural Survival, UNDP 
Small Grants Program, and UTSN Twinning (the 
Netherlands).  

 
e. Avittie Mauw Foundation, Matawai.  

The Foundation is a community-based organization that focuses on 
the development of the Upper Saramacca area.37 

 

 

 

                                       
35  https://www.facebook.com/Inheemsplatformesav/ 
 
36  https://mulokot.com/ 
 
37  https://www.facebook.com/Avittie-Mauw-Foundation-291499637938799/?ref=page_internal 
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