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Unlike many of his Massachussetts neighbors, who think of indigenous people as something from the distant past, Mark Camp grew up in Alaska, surrounded by indigenous culture.

“I was aware that indigenous people are just other people who have a slightly different culture than we have, and that having a different culture and speaking a different language is not a mutually exclusive concept from driving a car or owning a telephone, that Native Americans are not just people who wandered the Great Plains following buffalo herds and living in teepees.”

But his work with indigenous people didn’t begin until after college, and it was far from the snowy north. He had decided to come to Guatemala to study Spanish and was immediately struck by the vibrancy of the majority indigenous culture here.

 “You set foot in Guatemala and that’s something that just jumps out at you even just stepping out at the airport in Guatemala City: all of these indigenous people, especially women, wearing hand-woven traditional clothing.”

Camp was struck by the sheer magnitude of Guatemala’s indigenous textile market, with millions and millions of independent producers and a miniscule percentage of that supply being exported or sold to tourists. So when members of a Mayan cooperative in Quiche asked him to help them market their weaving, he agreed. 

A history major in college, Camp nonetheless had put himself through school managing several businesses, so he set about learning the intricacies of the import-export industry. Eventually he helped organize a fair-trade network of 14 cooperatives throughout the country to market their work, and set up a weaving school in Quetzaltenango, where Spanish students could study weaving while they were learning Spanish.

He worked with the group for five years, and when a position opened up with Cultural Survival, a nearly 40-year-old international organization working to support indigenous groups around the world, he applied. Eleven years later, he’s still at it.

One of the organization’s missions was to produce the magazine Cultural Survival Quarterly, which is directed mostly at a Western or Northern audience.

“Part of our mission is to inform non-indigenous people about indigenous culture. The magazine and website are largely pursuing that mission. About 7 years ago we started to look for ways of providing information to indigenous people that would inform them about their rights and about what other indigenous communities in other parts of the world or other parts of the country have done in pursuit of defending their own rights.

“One of the things you hear from indigenous people when they’re facing a crisis in their community – when a large hydroelectric dam is being built that is going to flood out their community, or if they are losing they’re native language, or if they’re threatened by a road coming through their territory that’s going to bring in lots of settlers from other parts of the country, one of the things you hear over and over from indigenous people is that they feel very, very alone in this. And when they hear stories about how other communities have responded to similar crises, they feel fortified, and they feel no longer alone in this. And they’re encouraged to see in some cases indigenous people have faced these problems and overcome them – or even won, in an absolute sense – stopped the dam, stopped the road, stopped the mine, stopped the deterioration of the use of their language. We saw a need for sharing these stories between indigenous communities, but were challenged by the mechanism. So a website is theoretically accessible by everyone, right? But not really. Here in Guatemala only 7 percent of the population has Internet access at home. 

“When indigenous people write to us and say we’d like your magazine but we can’t afford it, we give it to them for free – but out of the 370 million indigenous people on the planet we’re reaching a few hundred by our magazine and maybe some thousands through our website, but that’s not very satisfying. 

“So we launched a small newspaper with funding from the Christensen Fund to translate a few times a year this type of information. What your rights are, talking about different international indigenous rights implements being used – ILO Convention 169, for instance, and the draft declaration of the rights of indigenous people – now it’s no longer a draft, it’s final. Talking about that sort of thing, and including success stories of indigenous communities that might serve as guidance. We got funding to translate this into several colonial languages – because indigenous people speak thousands of different languages – and we couldn’t realistically translate into all the different indigenous languages we wanted to. We chose Spanish, French, and Russian – Russian actually turns out to be a common language for lots of indigenous people in the former Soviet Union – and English. So those are the four newspapers we published in a small newspaper called Voices. We distributed that through a variety of indigenous organizations that we had met through the United Nations. There are about 400 indigenous organizations who have the resources to send representatives to the United Nations Forum in New York or the Working Group on the Declaration of Indigenous rights, so … we published this thing for a few years and it reached thousands of people – at the end we were doing print runs of 30,000. But we ran out of money.

“We were still unsatisfied with the numbers we were reaching. We were only reaching tens of thousands, and we were only doing it in colonial languages. We needed to find a medium that could reach tens or hundreds of thousands, or even millions of listeners, and could reach them in their own languages. 

“After thinking about it a very short while, the obvious choice is radio – and very local radio, because language in lots of indigenous communities is very local. The people in the next alley might speak a different language – or at least a very different dialect. So we started thinking about community radio and how we could work with community radio stations to put more information on the air for indigenous listeners that might help them defend their own rights.

“So we needed to find a place where we’d try this idea out, and we thought about either Guatemala or Bolivia because they’re two countries in the Western Hemisphere with majority indigenous populations. I happened to have had five years of experience working here, so we decided to give it a shot. That was in 2004, and by 2006 they were able to do a needs assessment, research the situation and find funding for the project.

We discovered there were already hundreds, if not thousands, of radio stations already here on the air but that they all complained about the same set of problems: first, they were threatened with closure by the government because, despite guarantees in the peace accords and the constitution, the government had not set up a way for the telecommunications ministry to assign frequencies to community radio stations. Second, they didn’t have enough high-quality content to broadcast to their listeners. Another complaint was they didn’t have enough income to really do what they wanted to do with the station. Some of the stations had reached a basic level of sustainability where they could pay the cost of electricity, maybe the rent of their location, maybe pay for some bits of equipment when they broke and needed to be replaced, but not really able to improve the station or make any investments in equipment, like equipping their staff with little recorders to go out into the street and do interviews. 

That economic problem, that income problem was affecting their ability to deliver really good service to the community. The fourth thing was a need for more training, in how to talk on the radio, how to run and repair the equipment, how to do reporting, how to create your own little radio programs. 

We also saw that the radio stations were loosely organized into more or less regional federations, called associations or coordinadoras. Those alliances were mostly focused on trying to change the law. Some of them were also doing some training for individual radio stations, but there was a real lack of coordination in some cases these coordinadoras really only existed as a symbolic alliance between radio stations; the extent of it would be the radio stations would attend a monthly meeting where they’d hear about how well or poorly the efforts to pass a law were going.

Also we saw that in cases where the associations did embark on larger projects, perhaps getting funding from an embassy or the European Union or some nonprofit to do a training project or provide equipment to radio stations, we saw the associations were lacking in the administrative infrastructure that’s needed in order to successfully execute that type of project.

So in addition to the four needs the radio stations had identified, we identified these two overarching global needs as well, which were building a real national network of radio stations, and installing the administrative and financial management skills and transparent management systems that could allow such a movement to receive funding and execute that sort of project.

In January 2006, we signed a five-year memorandum of understanding with five of these associations of radio stations, and that laid out those six objectives, and laid out a timeline of five years.

Tracy: Can you talk about some of the challenges you’ve run across in working with some of these stations?

Mark: Sure, there’s the example of Radio Tutuapense – an evangelical station, but they think of themselves as a community radio station; they think of themselves as being there to serve the community. They put information on the air about health and all sorts of stuff. That is a service to the community. But they looked at that service to the community through the lens of their own evangelical church. But after discussions with them, they said, wow, you’ve got a good point. Maybe we are a little bit closed – we don’t want to be, but I guess just by who we are, I guess we are ignoring the Catholic audience and the traditional Mayan audience. How do we fix that? They were open to it.

Tino (Recinos) and I were invited to a meeting, and attending the meeting were the director of the radio station and the personnel, and the evangelical pastor, but also the Catholic priest, the mayor, the COCODES (the village development committee), the vice-mayors from the surrounding communities, the county health official, one of the traditional Mayan midwives, a couple of traditional Mayan priests – this was a cross-religious, multigenerational, gender-representative gathering, talking about how the radio station wanted to be available to the whole community – and the Catholic priest was saying wow, this is great – I had no idea you guys were open to this, and starting next Sunday, the Mass will be on the air. This is great!

The whole meeting was broadcast live to the whole community – so it was a very public meeting. Not only public in the sense that it was in the school, in the town square, but also broadcast live for the whole community. 

So that’s what’s happening, and it’s really exciting. But still, there are all sorts of sticky points. So let’s say you’re a radio station, and let’s say you’re on the air about 16 hours a week, about 100 hours of programming – which is typical. So let’s say on Sunday morning you have the Catholic Mass, and on Tuesday night and Thursday night, a local traditional Mayan priest comes in and talks about the Mayan calendar today and traditional religion, and so forth. But then every day of the week, from 7 a.m. to noon, you have evangelical religious programming. So you’ve got all three – but 50 percent is evangelical, 2 percent is Catholic and 1 percent is Mayan. So does that qualify as a community radio station?

So this is the type of thing that will be regulated once the law is passed, and there is a body set up, a 10-member advisory group, that will work to make sure the regulation is followed.

Tracy: OK, so now I have a good sense of the history of the project. Can we take a step back and talk a little bit about the importance of community radio in Guatemala?

Mark: The importance of community radio is really simple and really understandable if you live in one of the communities but a little hard to understand if you’re somebody from Boston or Houston, because we’re used to rolling out of bed, grabbing our cup of coffee, flipping on the radio, the TV, the computer, and having the internet at our fingertips, and having the option of several daily newspapers delivered to our doorstep, or if we don’t want to use the paper, look at them all on the internet – in our first language.

Well, if you live in Concepción Tutuapa, let me tell you, there’s no daily delivery of La Prensa Libre or any other newspaper, and your first language is likely to be Mam, and there ain’t no newspaper in Mam, and you turn on the TV – if you have a TV, and if you have electricity in your house to run a TV – which 30 percent of the people don’t have – and everything’s in Spanish, a lot of the news is likely to be from Peru and Mexico – and there’s nothing wrong with that, it’s good to know what’s happening in Peru and Mexico, but it doesn’t really give a whole lot of coverage to issues that are important to you as a citizen of Concepción Tutuapa. 

Same with commercial radio; you can pick up commercial radio from San Marcos, the capital of San Marcos department; they’re going to concentrate on what goes on in the capital of Guatemala, and the capital of San Marcos; they’re not going to cover much about what’s going on in Concepción Tutuapa unless you are unfortunate enough to have a major disaster. Then they’ll cover that. If there’s a big bus crash, you’ll hear that. But a debate between mayoral candidates; no. Local environmental issues? Forget it. Analysis of whether the town is properly spending its money to fix the roads they’re getting from the national government? No. Local cultural stories? Forget about it. Interviews with local personalities? No. The only place you get that, is on the community radio – that’s it. That’s why it’s important. It is the only media that has local coverage.

I’ll give you another example: Palin Esquintla – a Poqomam town. There aren’t very many Poqomams left. Their capital when the Spaniards got here was Mixco Viejo – a very lovely ruin about two hours north of here. Their territory used to cover the area of what is now Guatemala City as well. When they were conquered by the Spanish they were sent off to various parts of the country – so the various Poqomam communities are isolated from one another. Palin is one of them; it’s about 30,000 people, it’s only about 30 km from the capital, so every radio station from the capital reaches there, every television station from the capital reaches there. It’s close enough to the capital that lots of colonias, gated communities of people from the capital, are living there. So there are threats to the cohesiveness of the Pocomam community there from all sides. About 10 years ago, right after the war ended, a group of concerned citizens in Palin were very concerned they were losing their culture; their children weren’t learning the language, the traje had almost disappeared. They asked, how can we combat this? What can we do? They started two new institutions. One, they started a bilingual school; and, side-by-side with that, they started a bilingual community radio station. 

The bilingual school and the bilingual community radio station have worked hand-in-hand to turn around culture loss in Palin. You go to Palin now, and you hear young Poqomam kids talking on the phone to each other in Poqomam. You hear advertisements for Maria’s Panaderia on the radio in Poqomam. Women have started to go back to wearing their traje. There is a cultural revival going on there, and the revival is because of these two institutions working hand in hand. 

Aother example, also very close to here – just 20 miles in the other direction, in Sumpango Sacatapéquez. It’s a Kachikel Maya town, and it’s a town where there’s a very strong musical tradition. Also they’re close to the capital, so all the capital radio stations are there. Ten years ago you’d walk down the street and nobody was listening to local traditional music anymore. It was all Colombian and Mexican rock and rancheras. There’s nothing wrong with that, but they were losing their local musical tradition. That’s one of the chief reasons the founder of the community radio station started the radio station – to help revive, to keep alive the local music. So they play a lot of local music. In Sumpango, local music means marimba and harp. Well, now, you walk down the streets of Sumpango and everyone’s playing marimba. There’s a marimba school in Sumpango now. Many of the big famous national marimba bands that get hired for big national concerts have a player from Sumpango. Putting marimba on community radio has revived a local tradition.

So these are some of the important effects that community radio can have from our point of view.

That’s not even touching on the benefits for health or women’s rights or children’s rights for the environment – all these other things that go into building a healthy, thriving indigenous community – you might not think of those as indigenous rights, but you certainly need good health and a healthy environment and participation from women and children and everyone in order to defend your rights on a larger level. So it all plays in.

Tracy: Speaking of the environment, can you give me some examples of stations that have provided especially good environmental programming?

Mark: Sure I can. In San Pedro Laguna, there’s Radio Sembrador – You want to talk to a personality – go talk to Miguelito. The radio station in San Pedro La Laguna has a youth auxiliary – a youth committee. It’s about nine young kids – 8, 7, 10 – and they do their own radio show on Saturday mornings, and Miguelito is the elected president of this committee. He is 8 years old. This guy’s gonna be the mayor, let me tell you. They do mostly environmental things. That’s what they think is important in their town. So they have partnered with – and when I say they, this bunch of eight year olds – have partnered with local NGOs to put together a clean-up-the-lake campaign. 

It’s a real joy to spend time at the radio stations. I feel like I spend way too much time stalking the halls of Congress, trying to track down problematic Congress members, or sitting in political strategy meetings with political strategists, or organizing events – which is important – but I love the days when I’m just out at radio stations. Those are great days.

