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BEST PRACTICES FOR PROGRAM MANAGEMENT
PRESERVING AND REVITALIZING CULTURE 

PRESERVING 
AND REVITALIZING
CULTURE 

Land and culture are �ghtly woven together. Human cultures
are shaped by the landscapes that support them: the lifestyles,
diets, and livelihoods of pastoralists, huntergatherers,
fisherfolk, nomads, and agriculturalists have all evolved to suit
their local ecosystem. A community’s cultural iden�ty, ar�s�c
tradi�ons, and spiritual prac�ces are also o�en deeply rooted
in their lands. As such, culture is at the heart of all community
land protec�on efforts: it infuses all aspects of community life,
and informs how the community uses, manages, and relates to
its lands and natural resources. For these reasons, the
community land protec�on process has the poten�al to
posi�vely impact the revival, maintenance, and inter
genera�onal transfer of local cultures, languages, ceremonies
and tradi�onal knowledge.

WHY IS CULTURE CENTRAL TO THE
COMMUNITY LAND PROTECTION PROCESS?

There are several reasons culture is central to, and suppor�ve
of, the community land protec�on process:

• Personal iden�ty, dignity and empowerment are o�en
linked to a strong sense of local culture. Individuals’ sense
of self and connec�on to the wider community may hinge
on shared cultural prac�ces, stories, beliefs, and ways of life.
A strong connec�on to cultural iden�ty o�en strengthens
community members’ mo�va�on, personal responsibility,
and determina�on to protect their lands and resources. 

• Burial grounds, sacred sites, and the loca�ons of cultural
ceremonies are where a community’s religious beliefs meet
the land. The protec�on of community lands is also o�en

about protec�ng a community’s connec�on with its
ancestors and spiritual life. In many cultures, spiritual and
religious prac�ces are earthbased and �ed to specific local
sites and natural resources, such as mountains, lakes, caves,
and forests. When people lose access to sacred places
necessary for cultural rituals, key cultural ceremonies may no
longer be performed, forever altering the fabric of society.

• Explora�on of the original ra�onale behind discriminatory
cultural prac�ces can help transform them. Women’s rights
are o�en connected to cultural rules – so much so that failure
to discuss culture may result in never ge�ng to the roots of
customary norms related to land. “Tradi�onal prac�ces” – such
as “widow inheritance” or the recent trend of denying widows
the right to remain on their marital lands a�er their husbands’
death – are o�en modern day, badfaith “interpreta�ons” of
cultural prac�ces that were originally intended to protect
women’s rights. Though�ul, carefully facilitated community
discussions about discriminatory cultural prac�ces can lead
community members to uncover the original posi�ve
inten�ons behind customary prac�ces and help them to
update cultural rules to both align with custom and promote
the original, more posi�ve ra�onale behind customary rules.

• Art, music, theater, dance, song and storytelling can
mo�vate and strengthen community land protec�on
efforts. Fes�vals, celebra�ons, holidays, dances, rituals, and
rites of passage can build community cohesion, strengthen
social bonds, and enforce posi�ve ethics, beliefs and
tradi�ons. When a community’s lands are threatened,
cultural ceremonies and celebra�ons can help a community
feel strong and united. 
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• Promo�ng cultural prac�ces can help a community thrive
and prosper. History has shown how forced dispossession
from indigenous/customary lands – paired with oppressive
tac�cs aimed at stopping people from speaking their na�ve
language or prac�cing their culture – has led whole groups
of people to lose essen�al parts of their collec�ve iden�ty,
and to suffer nega�ve consequences as a result. Posi�vely,
efforts to promote or strengthen culturespecific livelihoods,
tradi�onal knowledge, local ar�sanship, and indigenous
methods of stewarding lands and resources can help stop
cultural erosion and contribute to local prosperity, health
and wellness, and an improved quality of life. For example,
when youth feel proud of their culture and tradi�ons, they
may be more likely to remain in the community as leaders,
rather than moving to distant urban centers.

HOW TO INTEGRATE CULTURE INTO THE
COMMUNITY LAND PROTECTION PROCESS?

Local culture can be woven into every aspect of community land
protec�on work. As appropriate, facilitators should directly
include culture – and discussion of the link between culture and
land – during the following community land protec�on ac�vi�es:

When defining the “community.” Ques�ons of culture and
iden�ty poli�cs will arise when discussing how to define the
community “unit.” A sense of who “belongs” or “does not
belong” is o�en �ed to peoples’ sense of cultural, ethnic or
tribal affilia�ons, and all of the associated lifestyles and
prac�ces that come along with culture. Relatedly, much conflict
o�en comes from rigid asser�ons of “this is us, this is ‘not us.’”
People may try to define the community as including only
“their” culture or ethnic group, to the exclusion of minority
groups who also live within the area of land they seek to
protect. In such instances, facilitators should stress the posi�ve
aspects of inclusion and openness: it is important to have
strong cultural prac�ces, but there is also strength in the
diversity of cultures living together in a community.

During the community defini�on process, facilitators should
support a community to carefully reflect upon such ques�ons as:

• What are the values that define us as a group of people living
in the same area? What are our shared interests, goals,
prac�ces, beliefs and ethics?

• Is our community made more vibrant because various
cultures or ethnic groups live together in one place? How
does the variety of cultures living here give us strength as a
community unit? 

• How can we live together on our land with people that
prac�ce other cultures, while con�nuing to maintain our
own cultural iden�ty? 
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ADDRESSING FACILITATORS’ PERSONAL BIASES

Facilitators who have been raised in ci�es and/or who are
members of organized religions may be personally
challenged by some communi�es’ spiritual beliefs or
cultural prac�ces, such as appealing to ancestors or local
spirits/dei�es for their approval or input. Facilitators must
not let their personal viewpoints and religious beliefs
interfere with community members’ cultural prac�ces
and beliefs. These beliefs are central to a community’s
rela�onship to the landscape, and will con�nue to be,
whether discussed openly or not. Facilitators must remain
open to – and not judgmental about – cultural prac�ces
and beliefs that impact a community’s rela�onship to its
lands and natural resources. Facilitators must be aware of
their own personal beliefs and biases and make sure that
they are allowing the community land protec�on process
to truly reflect the community’s cultural tradi�ons.

In Liberia, more and more private homes and largescale
investments are being built next to sacred forests, where
youths’ rites of passage ceremonies have tradi�onally
taken place. Mining opera�ons are also encroaching into
sacred areas where cultural prac�ces occur. In reac�on,
elders and spiritual leaders have had to make efforts to
“remove” the sacred character of the forests and find new
venues far from the edges of expanding towns to hold
indigenous ceremonies and sacred rites. Such efforts have
not been easy; in some regions finding a new, remote area
to reestablish cultural ac�vi�es has not been possible.
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During Visioning. When communi�es are discussing the past,
they o�en speak joyfully of the rich cultural prac�ces,
ceremonies, dances, celebra�ons and fes�vals that used to take
place in their common areas. Yet when talking about the
present, they o�en describe how these prac�ces have fallen
away (due to conflict/war, coloniza�on, loss of lands, etc.), and
express sadness that people no longer organize community
wide cultural events. Facilitators can ask ques�ons about why
such prac�ces have fallen away, how the community has
changed as a result, and what has been lost or gained as a result
of the community failing to maintain cultural tradi�ons. Then,
when the community envisions its “desired future,” facilitators
might ask if and how the community would like to revive or
con�nue cultural prac�ces related to art, dance, tradi�onal
medicines, celebra�on, rites of passage for youth, etc.

During Valua�on. The value of a community’s common areas
is not purely economic: an accurate calcula�on of common
lands is not complete without including values related to the
land’s cultural, spiritual and recrea�onal uses. During the
valua�on exercise, facilitators can ask community members
ques�ons such as:

• What cultural ac�vi�es take place within common areas?
Ceremonies? Dances? Gatherings for youth? Collec�on of
medicinal plants for healing?

• What value do community members place on these
ac�vi�es? If the land is lost, where would these ac�vi�es
take place? What would be the compensa�on value to
request, if an investor sought the lands upon which cultural
or recrea�onal ac�vi�es occur? 

It is very difficult to calculate the “market value” of cultural
ac�vi�es – facilitators should aim to help community members
understand exactly what would be lost if community members
leased their land to an investor – as well as the challenges
associated with finding new places for these ac�vi�es to occur. 

While mapping and zoning community lands. No mapping or
zoning exercise is complete without the marking of burial
grounds/crema�on areas, sacred sites, cultural and historical
sites, and the loca�on of recrea�onal areas. Communi�es
mapping their lands should clearly indicate such areas on their
maps (unless their loca�ons are secret, in which case the
general area should be noted) and clarify any relevant
conserva�on, access rights or protec�onary rules that go along
with the way the land is used. When zoning community lands
for future use, such areas – and the rules that accompany them
– should be clearly included in the zoning plan. Communi�es

may also want to make zoning rules to protect sites where
important cultural resources, such as clay for making pots,
certain rare reeds or grasses for weaving baskets, or tradi�onal
medicines. Communi�es may also want to zone areas for
cultural sites they would like to build in the future, such as a
community theatre and dance performance space, or a place
for youth to go for rites of passage ceremonies. 

When harmonizing boundaries and resolving land conflicts
with neighbors. Culture and tradi�on can play a large role in
helping resolve conflicts related to boundary harmoniza�on.
For example:

• Longstanding cultural tradi�ons – and landscapebased
evidence of those cultural prac�ces – can help provide
evidence of a community’s right to claim or use land. 

• Communi�es may have cultural ways to resolve land
disputes, such as consul�ng the spirits of the land and
listening to their answers. For example, in some areas of
Myanmar, if there is a boundary conflict, leaders cut evenly
into a tree at the loca�on of the conflict, then watch how
the tree falls as an indica�on of which community the spirits
want to govern the land. 

• In some cultures, people must consult with their ancestors
before finalizing a boundary agreement with neighbors.
There have been cases where, while the living members of
a community have agreed on a boundary, the ancestors have
not given their approval, and the community has had to re
nego�ate the boundary. 
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One intercommunity land conflict in Mozambique was
solved through reference to past historical cultural
prac�ces. In this conflict, a final point of conten�on
concerned a large stone in the middle of the Indian Ocean.
The leaders of the first community argued that the stone
was considered to be part of their community. Yet the
leaders of the second community maintained that this
stone was as a cultural site for their community, where
their ancestors had performed tradi�onal ceremonies.
When facilitators asked the leaders of the first community
if they were aware of the cultural significance of the rock
to the second community, they conceded that it was true;
the second community’s ancestors had performed cultural
rituals on that rock, and had legi�mate claims to it, and the
beachfront associated with it. With this concession, the
boundary conflicts were resolved.
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When dra�ing bylaws. Experience has shown that community
members are extremely mo�vated to discuss rules related to
culture. In fact, without facilitators intervening to ensure
discussion of rules about land governance and natural resource
management, community members o�en focus the majority
of their a	en�on on social and cultural rules. Facilitators should
use this mo�va�on to build interest and excitement in the by
laws process. Do not discount cultural rules as “less important”
than the other categories of rules, as culture and landscape are
in�mately linked, and many other rules will be informed by
culture and tradi�on, such as rules about the rights of women
or minority groups. 

During the bylaws process, communi�es may “remember”
longforgo	en or ignored cultural rules that promote intra
community equity, good rela�onships, and accountability of
leaders. If, on the other hand, exis�ng cultural and customary
prac�ces are discriminatory or promote noninclusive,
unaccountable leadership, then the bylaws process can
encourage a communityled analysis of such rules and
discussion of how they might be changed.

When crea�ng rules and plans that promote sustainable
natural resources use and ecosystem regenera�on.
Communi�es o�en have hundreds – if not thousands – of years
of exper�se managing local natural resources sustainably. Some
of these prac�ces are so embedded in local iden�ty that they
are linked to spiritual or religious beliefs. Facilitators should
keep an eye out for spiritual prac�ces that impact the
environment; for example, research has shown that sacred
areas and the areas around shrines and burial grounds are
some of the most biodiverse places on the planet, as strict
rules forbid communi�es members from entering these areas,
or from hun�ng, gathering and fishing within their bounds.
Communi�es should be encouraged to promote local spiritual
and cultural rules that allow biodiversity to flourish.

In addi�on, cultural prac�ces related to tradi�onal medicine
rely on plant biodiversity. Facilitators might suggest that
knowledgeable elders meet and create a list of plant species
important to tradi�onal medicine, and then ensure that the
community’s bylaws ensure that the community maintains an
abundance of these plants for local use. 

When diversifying livelihoods and crea�ng a community
ac�on plan to make a community’s “future vision” into
reality. A community may seek to promote its cultural heritage
or local tradi�onal knowledge as part of its future vision and
livelihood strategies. When working with communi�es to create
“Ac�on Plans,” facilitators may encourage goals such as building
training centers for youth or performance spaces for local
dance and theatre, as well as other projects that can help
revitalize local culture.

During the visioning process, community elders o�en bemoan
the youths’ failure to par�cipate in rites of passage or learn
cra� and handiwork skills that are slowly disappearing for lack
of youth interest. During the community ac�on plandra�ing
process, facilitators can support the community to make
prac�cal plans to revive cultural prac�ces. For example:

• In Ethiopia, one organiza�on helped elders to create an
a�erschool program to teach local youth cra�making skills
that are in danger of ex�nc�on.1

• In Namibia, one organiza�on has supported elders to create
a “tradi�onal knowledge training” program, in which elders
teach adolescents to be experts in reading the local
landscape, natural resources management, and other
prac�ces that the youth can then use to seek formal
employment in na�onal parks, conserva�on areas, and
tourism ou�its.2

Such programs have the impact of both passing on culture and
providing youth with skills that they can use to earn their
livelihoods. Moreover, tourism has created a rising demand for
locally produced arts and ar�facts: communi�es with rich cultural
tradi�ons of po	erymaking, basket weaving, jewelry making,
etc., can seek training and support in how to best bring locally
produced arts and cra�s to regional and interna�onal markets. 

1. For more informa�on, see h	p://melcaethiopia.org/.

2. For more informa�on, see h	p://www.irdnc.org.na/.


