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Durham-San Ramón Sister Communities: A new kind of Eco-Partnership 

By Lonna Harkrader

"When I first started working at Finca Esperanza Verde, I was like

other farmers around here in my lack of appreciation for the natural

world. I would whack into trees with my machete as I walked along to

pass the time just like all the rest. Now I have changed. The tourists

and natural scientists who have come to San Ramón have shown so

much respect and fascination for the natural world I used to take for

granted, that now I, too, value the wildlife and plants around me. It is

like a new world before my eyes. And the income I make as a

naturalist guide, which I have been trained to be thanks to this project,

helps my family have a better life."

-- Ernesto Morales, San Ramón, Nicaragua

Ernesto's remarks brought an emotional reaction from the

Durham, NC representatives present and nods of

agreement from the other staff at Finca Esperanza Verde

(Green Hope Farm), a community-based eco-lodge

located in the mountains of the Matagalpa

region in central Nicaragua. His words

epitomize the goal our two communities

share as we create opportunities for people

in San Ramón to improve their lives through

ecotourism.

While many community-based eco-lodges have found it

difficult to develop a steady flow of tourists, San Ramón's

decade old, multi-dimensional connection with Durham

helps provide this and a variety of other benefits. As such,

we believe the Durham-San Ramón sister communities

might serve as a model for other eco-projects around the

world.

Durham-San Ramón Sister Communities came about in

1993 when people representing five Durham congregations

went to San Ramón to build ties of peace and friendship in

the wake of the U.S. supported "contra" (counter-revolutionary)

war in the 1980s that left Nicaragua

devastated. We wanted to find ways for our two

communities to share what we found most useful and

attractive about our own community. For San Ramón that

meant shade grown coffee, herbal medicines, music,

primitive art, and beautiful countryside. For Durham, it

meant technological advancement, innovative ways to look

at age-old problems of poverty and economic stagnation,

and appreciation for the outdoors.

We didn't enter ecotourism at the beginning, and today,

ecotourism is only one of a variety of activities that unite us.

Our first projects as "sister communities" were collecting

and distributing school supplies to rural school children and

recruiting and paying the salary of a qualified teacher so kids

could complete high school in San Ramón. We worked on

these two projects together and were proud to bring

improvement to the community when the first class in the

100-year history of the town graduated. Our partners in San

Ramón learned from us the important role libraries play in

our society. We were able to help them make their own

library an important resource for the town by donating

equipment to show children's videos, by providing

newspapers daily (only 3-5 newspapers are sold daily to a

population of 30,000 people), and by improving the

availability of research materials and school textbooks.

We started bringing home suitcases full of coffee purchased

at a high price from farmers who grew shade grown organic

coffee to see whether we could market it here in Durham.

Our coffee project grew to 6,500 lbs last year, all of which

we sold by the pound to raise money to develop Finca

Esperanza Verde. Selling "Café San Ramón," a name we

trademarked, helped familiarize people in Durham with our

project as more and more people grew to love the rich

flavor of the high elevation coffee. Counter Culture Coffee,

a regional coffee roaster in Durham, became interested in

Café San Ramón and has just taken over our coffee

business and quadrupled the number of pounds purchased

in San Ramón this year at the certified organic-fair trade

price.

We then decided to collaborate with San Ramón to start an

ecotourism business because we hoped this would stimulate

the economy by providing opportunities for people to start

other small businesses. When tourists visit San Ramón, they

don't just see the howler monkeys, toucans, migratory birds,

and coffee farms, they also stay in the Finca Esperanza

Verde and in guest houses run by a group of single women.

They are guided around by high school and college students

who want jobs but more importantly want the responsibility

of teaching tourists about their town. For this these young

people garner the respect of their elders and peers.

Tourists also become interested in the community. A

former music director helped start a band by collecting

donated instruments. A musically skilled bandleader in San

Ramón subsequently organized a free music school for

young people and created part time jobs for young adult

members of the band who now earn money year round

from performances. Another tourist came prepared for her

group to teach crafts in the schools, a totally exhilarating

experience for the children and the tourists alike. Another

group worked on a reforestation project. Each tourist

worked side by side with a local farmer, planting trees and

practicing Spanish at the same time. Durham high school

students teach English in the San Ramón high school that

sometimes turns to playing games as the two groups react

joyfully to being together.

(Continued from page 4) The ecotourism project invests almost all its proceeds into

San Ramón. Those involved with the project in the US are

volunteers, allowing the trip fee to be a low $720 for a

week of culturally rich experiences, great meals, lodging,

and in-country transportation. Volunteer trip coordinators

recruit tourists and receive free trips in exchange for

signing up 10 or more travelers. Tour agencies also bring

groups to San Ramón. Ten percent or more of tourist fees

are earmarked each year for a community development

project. In 2002, we funded construction of a parent-built

elementary school near the eco-lodge so that young kids

now have a school within walking distance. Ten percent of

this year's tourism revenue will fund a new water system

for a rural community.

Since the first tour group arrived in 2000, the number of

tourists visiting for a week's stay has doubled every year

and totaled 60 this year. The number coming for one or

two nights has grown dramatically following TV and

newspaper stories about the farm. The Finca, powered by

photovoltaic panels and batteries, accommodates 22

guests in two cabins, a lodge, and three private double

rooms.

This year we plan to add herbal medicine to the number

of week-long ecotours that already include coffee, cultural

immersion, birds, reforestation, high school exchanges,

and family reunions. These different ecotours build on

what the local people already do well, whether it is a

cooking class, an ox cart demonstration, or traditional

music. The project uses a people-oriented, small-scale

approach to tourism, consistent with the values of the

people in San Ramon.

Our web site www.durham-sanramon.org provides more

detail on these activities.

Lonna Harkrader, a former Peace Corps volunteer in Ethiopia and

Ghana, founded Durham-San Ramón Sister Communities to raise awareness

in the U.S. of issues facing rural Nicaraguans and to give people from

different cultures the opportunity to develop ties of peace and friendship.

When not thinking about San Ramón, Lonna manages solar apartments

she and her husband built in Durham, NC. Email: info@durham-sanramon.

org.

