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FOREWORD

The International Information and Networking Centre for Intangible Cultural Heritage in the 
Asia-Pacific Region under the auspices of UNESCO (ICHCAP) is a UNESCO Category 2 Centre estab-
lished under the Agreement between the government of the Republic of Korea and UNESCO. ICHCAP’s 
main role is to strengthen the ICH-safeguarding capacity of the forty-eight Member States of the 
Asia-Pacific region. While the Centre’s primary functions are related to information and networking, 
ICHCAP supports activities directed towards ICH safeguarding among the Member States. ICHCAP 
intends to help enhance cultural diversity in the Asia-Pacific region within the framework of the 2003 
Convention and promote sustainable development through various safeguarding activities. 

Intangible Cultural Heritage NGOs’ Strategy in Achieving Sustainable Development: The Relationship 
between Safeguarding ICH and Education is the 2nd output of Project PINA. UNESCO acknowledged 
the importance of NGOs in implementing the 2003 Convention, yet there have been few NGO networks 
and activities in the Asia-Pacific region. Amid recognition of their values and roles in ICH safeguarding, 
ICHCAP’s NGO Project Promoting ICH Safeguarding Activities of NGOs in the Asia-Pacific Region 
(PINA) has been undertaken since 2016 in this regard.

This book is a collection of the eight selected NGOs’ ICH safeguarding activities in accordance with 
achieving Sustainable Development Goals, especially Goal 4: Quality Education. With the inclusion 
of NGOs from Azerbaijan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Indonesia, Mongolia, and the Philippines, this 
book provides an opportunity to look into the current ICH safeguarding status and environment of 
the seven countries and to seek measures to overcome the many different challenges involved with ICH 
safeguarding. 

In closing, I would like to thank all our partners who participated in this project for their dedication 
and contributions to this work. I truly believe this book will be an important resource for ICH NGOs 
in the world and hope their stories will inspire present and future generations in their journeys into 
ICH safeguarding.
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INTRODUCTION

A nation’s culture resides in the hearts and in the soul of its people.

-Mahatma Gandhi

Referring to Article 2.3 of the 2003 Convention, education plays a significant role in safeguarding 
intangible cultural heritage (ICH) as a means of implementation. Its discussion has been continued and, 
in recent times, emphasized during the 12.COM in Jeju, Korea. Education does not mean just teaching 
one another; it refers to activities or steps to enhance value as a human. In this inextricable connec-
tion between ICH and education, this book introduces eight NGOs from seven countries—Azerbaijan, 
Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Indonesia, Mongolia, and the Philippines—showing how they safeguard ICH 
and contribute to achieving the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly Goal 4: Quality 
Education. 

The methods and practices to achieve SDGs may vary depending on contexts. One of the most well-
known schemes is to integrate ICH in the SDGs locally. Not surprisingly, NGOs entered the spotlight 
as a means of accomplishing the SDGs because they not only have useful resources and competencies 
in many fields of ICH but also keep close relationships with the communities that best understand the 
local context. NGOs’ ideology is based on the idea of serving “many” in general. As a buffer zone between 
thesis and antithesis, an NGO can draw synthesis. To catch a glimpse:

First, The Public Association of Azerbaijani Carpet Weavers (ACMU) was founded to promote the 
revival of the carpet-weaving heritage of Azerbaijan and to support weavers’ communities. For carpets, 
which are not only handicrafts for utilitarian purposes but also reflect Azerbaijani lifestyles, ACMU puts 
efforts toward safeguarding the traditional weaving technologies. 

Nagorik Uddyog (NU), as an advocate of human rights for underprivileged minorities, strives to 
empower community people through upholding their cultural heritage in Bangladesh. To raise awareness 
of the importance of indigenous people, NU focuses on their very basic lifestyles. 

Loden Foundation-Shejun Cultural Programme was founded for preserving Bhutanese cultural 
identity while facing globalization. Particularly through the project of documenting and disseminating 
Bhutan’s oral, written, and artistic heritage, Loden Foundation tries to emphasize the importance of ICH 
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through formal and non-formal education. 
Centre for Environment Education Himalaya (CEE-Himalaya) focuses on protecting biodiversity 

and ecology through traditionally transmitted knowledge related to nature. Its “Schools That Learn” 
project pays much attention to keeping nomadic cultures shared among Gujjars and Bakarwals. 

Folkland-International Centre for Folklore and Culture puts its efforts toward enhancing the impor-
tance of various Indian intangible cultural heritages, particularly in the field of performing arts. 

Rumah Angklung, with the slogan “When Culture Becomes a Pride,” works for the preservation 
and development of angklung (traditional Indonesian bamboo instrument) communities. By targeting 
different groups, level-based community classes are offered to many Indonesian people, but Rumah 
Angklung also tries to make stages for performing in terms of raising awareness. 

Tao Foundation For Culture And Arts, Inc. runs diverse education programs with traditional music 
of the Philippines and tries to harmonize voices from bearers, professionals, and various stakeholders for 
transmission. 

Lastly, Mongolia’s Foundation for the Protection of Natural and Cultural Heritage works for not 
only the safeguarding of ICH but also the integration of the tangible and intangible cultural heritage of 
Mongolia in the moment of modernization. Efforts for viability in such a changed environment are well 
dissolved here. 

What all the organizations have in common is that every NGO introduced is trying to gather minds to 
safeguard their ICH in front of globalization, development of technologies, and economic effectiveness. 
The efforts that went into compiling the sections of this book include the elaborations by the authors, 
editors, and advisors to ensure that it is both valuable and meaningful for our readers. The local, regional, 
and global public awareness about NGOs and their ICH safeguarding activities in the Asia-Pacific regions 
will be substantially raised by this book. Not only because of its specialty, but because ICH has resided 
within people’s lives, safeguarding ICH is in the hands of future generations in every country. It is the 
duty of the people, by the people, for the people.



The Azerbaijani Carpet Makers Union 
The Azerbaijani Carpet Makers Union (ACMU), founded in January 2010, is a voluntary 
self-governmental public association of citizens rallied to support Azerbaijani carpet weaving.

The ACMU seeks to promote a revival of the powerful spiritual heritage of carpets, the national 
traditions of the Azerbaijani people, a consolidation of the creative potential of seen figures of 
society and culture, support for talented children and youth, and creative carpet dynasties.

The purpose of the ACMU is also to convey objective information about the unique national 
culture, rich historical heritage, and diversity of the carpet art of Azerbaijan to the international 
community.

In 2012, the ACMU was accredited as a non-governmental organization to provide advisory 
services to the Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage of UNESCO.

Reviving Carpet-Weaving Traditions 
in Azerbaijan

Roya Taghiyeva





▲ Carpet weaver, Modern Potential for the Development of Carpet Making in Karabakh Project

The surveys and results obtained during the projects, the interest of 
the population, and the creation of new jobs can create conditions for 
the assessment of carpet development potential. The monitoring is an 
important part of projects to survey the economic situation in the regions 
and to enable carpet making to be regarded as a traditional economic 
sector aimed at the non-oil sector of economic development.
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Azerbaijan is one of the unique carpet-pro-
ducing regions in the world. As a cultural 
manifestation of the Azerbaijani people, 

the carpet is the bearer of information about not 
only the present days of the people but also their 
ancient roots and cultural values over the past 
hundreds of years.

Traditionally, local carpets met both aesthetic 
and utilitarian requirements. The patterns repre-
sented the folk beliefs, religious outlooks, and 
cosmological conceptions that were handed down 
from generation to generation. On the other hand, 
the carpet, as an object of household purpose, was 
used to decorate dwellings, create a comfortable 
living environment, and protect people against the 
cold. As an Azerbaijani proverb says, “My home is 
wherever my carpet is spread.” 

But the carpets were not only handicraft prod-
ucts with utilitarian and household purposes; they 
were also an important detail of the lifestyle of the 
people. 

Traditionally, carpets were woven by nomads, 

as well as by rural and urban artisans. In many 
regions of Azerbaijan, this production was a source 
of substantial income for a large part of the popu-
lation. Carpet weaving was the most important 
industry of the country, which produced carpets 
for both domestic and foreign markets.

Carpet weaving was closely connected with 
the daily lives and customs of the communities 
involved, and the role of carpets was reflected in 
the symbols, the designs, and their applications. 
The carpet was widely used as home furniture or 
decoration, and special carpets were woven for 
wedding ceremonies, medical treatments, births 
of children, and mourning rituals or prayers. 

For example, carpets with a red background 
played a huge role in wedding ceremonies. The red 
color symbolizes a life-giving beginning, birth, 
wedding, or protection against evil. The red carpet 
was an indispensable part of the bride’s dowry. 
During wedding ceremonies, the red flat-woven 
kilim rug was used as a curtain for protecting 
a bride against the evil eye and for setting up a 

▲ Educational program: “Wedding Ceremony”
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wedding tent for the newlyweds. The red color, 
combined with motifs of the moon and stars on 
the carpet, was connected with notions of fertility 
and abundance. During the spring New Year 
holiday, Novruz, unmarried girls seated on red 
shadda rugs, called beht khalchasi (luck-bringing 
carpet), told their fortunes and sang traditional 
songs. Then, the girls, saying, “Let it see the sky, 
the moon, and the stars,” spread the rugs in an 
open field for a week so that their wishes would 
come true. Clothes made of the fine red shadda 
were also used as a cure in traditional medicine.

Carpet making includes such traditional skills, 
transferred through practice and oral methods, 
as wool processing, natural dye collecting, yarn 
making and dyeing, and, lastly, carpet weaving 
and knotting. Large sectors of the society are 
engaged in carpet making: shepherds, masters of 
wool shearing and wool processing, yarn spinners, 
dyers, loom and weaving tool makers, designers, 
weavers, and masters of carpet restoration.

Carpet making is, first of all, a family business, 
in which children take an active role. In spring 
and autumn, fathers and sons shepherd sheep and 
shear them. In the spring, summer, and autumn, 
women and girls are occupied in collecting dyes 
and in spinning and dyeing yarn. In winter, after 
finishing agricultural tasks, looms start working 
in most rural houses: the daughter weaves 
together with her mother and grandmother, and 
the daughter-in-law with her mother-in-law, as a 
single family unit. 

Relatives and neighbors also help make carpets. 
This collective work is called imadgi. All of the 
process of carpet making is connected with the 

special customs of congratulations and feast days. 
Two to three people are needed to wind and stretch 
the warp around the loom, because this work is a 
basic stage for preparing the future carpet. The 
process is supervised by a skilled master. When the 
work is finished, a gift is given to the master, and 
on this day a feast is celebrated. After the initial 
border and half of the carpet are woven, feasts are 
also arranged to finish the carpet successfully. The 
cutting of a finished carpet from the loom is an 
unusually solemn celebration. This day is consid-
ered lucky, and on this day people make wishes.

Since ancient centuries, local carpet makers 
have produced magnificent specimens, starting 
from simple flat weavings up to a vast variety of 
pile carpets. Azerbaijani carpets are classified into 
seven regional groups regarding the province of 
their production: Kuba, Shirvan, Baku, Ganja, 
Kazakh, Karabakh, and Tabriz. Additionally, 
Azerbaijani carpets are woven in various tech-
niques. Basically, they are divided into pile carpets 
and flat-woven textiles. Distinctive features of 
Azerbaijani carpets demonstrate highly stylized 
plant, animal, anthropomorphic, and geometrical 
motifs, along with bright colors.

Azerbaijani pile carpets are distinguished by 
a vast variety of ornamental compositions that 
number over one hundred designs. Some of the 
original designs were woven only in specific villages 
or towns, with the names of localities preserved in 
the labelling of the carpets. Frequently, the designs 
were handed down as valuable heritage from 
generation to generation. 

Flat-woven textiles, most popular among rural 
people, are divided into rugs (palas, jejim, kilim, 
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shadda, ladi, varni, zili, and sumakh) and various 
types of flat-woven bags and coverlets also inten-
sively used in the household: mafrash (woven 
trunk), khurjun and heyba (saddlebags), chuval 
(sack), chul (horse cloth), yahar ustu (saddle rug), 
etc.

However, today there is a need for reviving the 
national carpet-weaving and carpet traditions, 
as well as for safeguarding carpet patterns, tech-
nology, and diversity and the transmission of these 
to future generations. 

In the age of globalization and the free market, 
the safeguarding of the technological know-how 
of traditional carpet weaving is of particular 
importance. Today, Azerbaijani traditional carpets 
cannot compete with cheaper carpet products that 
are made in some foreign countries for the mass 
market. This comes, in turn, because of different 
social and economic problems that accumulated 
in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries in 
Azerbaijan. They are, for example, 

− using artificial yarns and low-quality dyes, 
− losing a variety of flat-woven techniques, 
− merging regional characteristics of pile carpets, 
− forgetting the prime meaning of motifs, and
− losing creativity to interpret old designs in the right 

way. 
In order to change the situation, the first step is 

to revive traditions of carpet weaving, such as the 
following: 

− applying natural yarns and dyes,
− reviving a variety of flat-weaving techniques, 
− following regional characteristics of traditional 

carpets,
− applying motifs in accordance with their meanings, 

and
− investing more creativity in the interpretation of 

designs.
It is important for Azerbaijan to stimulate the 

carpet production in areas where the traditions 
are disappearing and to protect the quality of 
the Azerbaijani carpet internationally. This, in 
turn, will encourage young people to focus their 
attention on cultural heritage and to respect it, to 
develop the creative potential of weaving societies, 
and to support the further development of carpet 
weaving in Azerbaijan.

In this regard, the Azerbaijani Carpet Makers 
Union (ACMU) pays much attention to the devel-
opment of local carpet weaving.

The ACMU, located in Baku, Azerbaijan, was 
established in January 2010. It is a non-govern-
mental association of people wishing to support 
Azerbaijani carpet weaving. The ACMU was 
accredited as a non-governmental organization to 
provide advisory services to the Intergovernmental 
Committee for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage of UNESCO in 2012. The union 
promotes the revival of the carpet-weaving heri-
tage of Azerbaijan and the national traditions of 
the Azerbaijani people, consolidates the creative 
potential of prominent figures of society and 
culture, and supports talented children and youth 
and weavers’ dynasties. 

At the moment, the ACMU has 65 members. They 
are specialists who live and work in the following 
areas of Azerbaijan: Baku, Guba, Sheki, Astara, 
and Ismayilli (Lahij). These members include 
three art historians; four painters and designers; 
15 carpet designers; three engineers-technologists; 
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eight carpet weavers; and 28 masters of embroi-
dery, batik, engraving, calligraphy, and jewelry.

The ACMU periodically conducts master classes, 
exhibitions, training courses, and round tables 
on carpet-weaving techniques and compositions 
of carpet centers of Azerbaijan for professionals, 
students, amateurs, and school children, covering 
all regions of the country. In this capacity, the 
ACMU participated in the preparation of the 
nomination of The Traditional Art of Azerbaijani 
Carpet-Weaving in the Republic of Azerbaijan, which 
was inscribed onto the UNESCO Representa-
tive List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of 
Humanity in 2010. 

The inscription of the art of Azerbaijani carpet 
weaving onto the Representative List followed 
the long-term policy of Azerbaijan to integrate 
its cultural heritage into the world cultural space 
and to promote a dialogue on the basis of cultural 
exchange and mutual understanding between 
various stakeholders. This inscription further sets 
obligations for Azerbaijan in the safeguarding and 
development of the cultural heritage of national 
carpet weaving. Earlier, in 2004, the National Law 
on the Preservation and the Development of Azer-
baijani Carpet Art was developed and adopted in 
collaboration with representatives of the weavers’ 
community.

ACMU’s Projects

Reviving Dastarkhan Rugs
In order to realize its goals, the ACMU implements 
projects on the stimulation and development 
of traditional carpet weaving in regions of the 
country. For this activity, it is very important to 
know information about the weaving zones, the 
number of carpet weavers involved in the produc-
tion of traditional carpets, and the raw materials 
they use. Within these activities, the NGO has 
realized special projects.

For achieving the goals of sustainable devel-
opment of the carpet-weaving communities, the 
projects aimed at making a database of carpet-
weaving communities, creating work places for 
female weavers, holding exhibitions and trade fairs 
of craftspeople, enabling opportunities for crafts-
people to enter foreign markets, and conducting 
trainings for young weaver generations and special 
education courses at universities. 

One of the ACMU’s long-term, continuous proj-
ects is the revival of making flat-woven dastarkhan 
(tablecloth) rugs. The dastarkhan was closely 
connected with the everyday way of life of the 
people and their customs, and its role is reflected 
in the deepest sense of its color, its patterns, and 
its applications. The carpet has been a protective 
home, family, and person. These protectors are 
ornaments and colors that give beauty to the 
carpet. 

The dastarkhan held an important place in the 
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life of the nomadic and sedentary tribes. Regard-
less of the homeowner’s social status, the table 
rug could be seen in every home. In some parts of 
Azerbaijan, they also referred to the thickly built 
pieces as hampers and used them for the quick 
opening of dough. The utensils were further used 
as household appliances in nomadic and sedentary 
tribes. For example, tablecloths were used to cover 
dough and to bake bread on top of.

The weavers of the ACMU make copies of old 
textiles, both dastarkhan and other carpets, and 
exhibit them at a number of events. This, a long-
term project, is based on the revival and application 
of traditional methods of dyeing carpet yarn. The 
current mass production of carpet in Azerbaijan, 
striving for minimal costs for production, uses 
low-quality, cheap dyes, which leads to a deteriora-
tion in the quality of carpets and negatively affects 
the preservation of the traditions of the Azerbai-
jani carpet.

However, in conditions in which modern artifi-
cial products are used in modern carpet making, 
there is a great demand in the world market for 
carpets dyed with natural dyes. Such carpets 
reproduce traditional shades that have been valued 
in the Azerbaijani carpet for centuries and which 
have created its glory. To this end, the ACMU is 
developing a long-term project to create a Tradi-
tional Dye Center, where carpet yarn dyed with 
natural dyes will be made for sale.

Azerbaijan has great raw materials and the 
industrial potential for the development of tradi-
tional dyeing: a variety of wild and cultivated 
plants, large areas of farmland, and a developed 
agro-industrial complex. To obtain the basic 

colors, the carpet traditionally used raw vegeta-
bles and sometimes products of animal origin. 
Therefore, most of the raw materials for the dyeing 
center can be obtained directly from enterprises 
processing agricultural products. For the produc-
tion of madder, a pigment used as the main source 
for obtaining red and violet shades, the industrial 
cultivation of these products is envisaged.

Given the market demand for traditional 
carpets, the establishment of mass production of 
inexpensive natural dyes and yarns will stimulate 
demand for this raw material not only among 
the weaving workshops of Azerbaijan, but also in 
neighboring countries.

Short-term Projects
Apart from these long-term projects, the ACMU 
also regularly realizes many short-term programs. 

In 2010, the ACMU participated in Monitoring 
Mechanisms for Supporting the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage of Azerbaijan, supervised by the Ministry 
of Culture and Tourism. In the same year, partic-
ipation in the development of a long-term state 
program on the stimulation and development of 
carpet-weaving crafts in traditional carpet regions 
was being drawn up, including inscribing the 
Azerbaijani Carpet onto the National Inventory of 
Intangible Heritage of Azerbaijan. 

The ACMU also organized the workshop 
“Modern Traditions of Nakhchivan Carpets” in 
Nakhchivan. In order to revive the traditions of 
the Nakhchivan carpets, an exhibition of local 
carpets and an exhibition of carpets reproducing 
the paintings by the Azerbaijani painter Tahir 
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Salakhov were organized. Presentation of the book 
Nakhchivan Carpets also contributed to the resto-
ration of technology. The opening of workshops on 
carpet weaving in the Nakhchivan Autonomous 
Republic after the work with local masters also 
influenced the sustainable development of the 
cultural product. Presentation of the magazine 
Azerbaijani Carpets, the documentary television 
film Azerbaijani Carpets Nakhchivan Group, and 
the internet website of the museum are the real 
results of the work that has been done and is still 
continuing to be done with the local communities.

In 2010 and 2011, the ACMU, in collaboration 

with the Azerbaijan Carpet Museum, participated 
in the project “Beyond Boredom, Dust and Decay 
– Museums as Life Long Learning Spaces for 
Intercultural Dialogue” for Azerbaijan, Armenia, 
Georgia, and Russia under the grant of the Insti-
tute for International Cooperation of the German 
Adult Education Association (DVV International).

The project addressed and remedied problems of 
intercultural relationships in the South Caucasus 
and the Russian Federation by making use of a 
variety of adult education and lifelong learning 
concepts and contributing to changing the image 
of the museums and transferring them into lively 

▼ “Beyond Boredom, Dust and Decay – Museums as Life Long Learning Spaces for Intercultural Dialogue”
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lifelong learning spaces for cultural diversity and 
social inclusion. 

In order to establish and develop the exchange 
of experience and cooperation with the EU and 
within the region, the ACMU held a training 
seminar on the topic “Creation and Importance 
of Support Networks for Museums,” in which 
museum workers from Baku and the regions 
exchanged experience with great pleasure in this 
direction, along with studying the European 
experience, as told to them by museum specialist 
Thomas Schneeberg, the head of the project of 
the Center for Lifelong Learning at the University 
of Charles von Ossietzky, located in the city of 
Oldenburg. The training workshop, along with 
adult education, also served to enhance the social 
role of museums through the involvement of the 
public and the improvement of the professionalism 
of museum workers.

While so far the museums had mainly worked 
with school children and tourists, this program 
gave an opportunity to individually approach all 
age groups, take into account their wishes, and, 
on the basis of these, create educational and enter-
tainment programs to serve the improvement 
of the economic situation of museums, having 
adopted the best international and local experience 
to improve museum management. Along with 
the museums of Baku, museums of the regions 
of Astara, Sheki, and Guba also took part in the 
trainings. They discussed the urgent problems of 
museums, including the role of the Friends of the 
Museum clubs in museum management.

In 2010, the ACMU also hosted a two-day 
training titled “Museums as a Place for Intercultural 

Dialogue,” led by Beata Schmit (DVV Interna-
tional). Within the framework of the project, on 
February 18–19, 2010, a regional training was 
organized in the city of Guba on the theme “The 
Network of Museums in Azerbaijan: Realities 
and Prospects,” inviting museum workers from 
northern regions of Azerbaijan (Guba, Gusar, 
Khachmas, Shabran, and Siyazan), the public, 
local entrepreneurs, and the media.

A month before the training, the union prepared 
and sent special questionnaires for museum workers, 
which were the main objects of discussion.

In the regional training, the following issues 
were discussed:

− educational programs for adults;
− increase in the professionalism of museum workers;
− strengthening of inter-museum connections;
− prospects for implementing joint projects;
− promotion of the national cultural heritage;
− impact of the worldwide practice of the Friends 
   of the Museum associations on the activities of 
   museums; and
− importance of joint projects within the Network of 
   Museums of Azerbaijan.
During the training, these main problems 

were discussed, and the museums exchanged 
experiences. The first event in the northern region 
of Guba was decided: to carry out a carpet tour 
called “Pearls of the Bay.” To prepare for the carpet 
tour, it was decided to conduct a survey among 
carpet masters, which was held by the museums 
of the region. Based on the results of this survey, 
organizers could learn about the development of 
carpet making in the region, introduce the public 
to people who preserve carpet art, and collect 
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folklore, customs, and traditions associated with 
carpet art.

According to the results of the survey, 58 
questionnaires had been filled in. Along with the 
names of carpet weavers, these questionnaires 
identified objects of interest for the carpet tour as 
well as types of preserved carpets and associated 
customs and folklore. The organizers learned 
about the problems of carpet weaving and decided 
to organize an exhibition of folk craftsmen and 
award winners by the end of that year.

Based on the polls conducted, a representative 
office was established in Guba, which was overseen 
by a member of the organization, a carpet weaver 
and entrepreneur named Fatima Agamirzoyeva. 
A local group of carpet weavers was established 
there, and, with the assistance of the United 
States Agency for International Development 
(USAID), this group organized small enterprises 
in November 2017 under the leadership of Fatima 
Agamirzoyeva in the villages of Alpan, Uzun-
meshia, Kurkun, and Susay, where they would 
revive the traditions of the Guba carpet-making 
school. Weaving enterprises would also contribute 
to the sustainable development of the economy and 
the opening of new jobs (for which women were 
recruited) and the development of rural lifestyles.

On July 11, 2010, within the framework of the 
project, a regional training seminar on the theme 
“Directions of Museum Educational Programs” 
was held in Belokan, where, besides representa-
tives of Belokan, representatives of the museums 
of Gakh and Zagatala also took part. During the 
training seminar, the speakers spoke about the 
importance of the following projects: “How to 

Take into Account the Needs of the Audience in 
the Activities of Museums,” “The Direction of 
Museum Educational Programs,” and “Organiza-
tion and the Importance of Clubs of Interests in 
Museums.” They were given a CD about activities 
and a manual on active methods of adult education. 
During the event, a survey was also conducted on 
the work of museums and on the development of 
applied arts in the region.

The regional training seminar created the oppor-
tunity to attract viewers to the museum with the 
aim of organizing museum education for a lifelong 
period. Also, regional kinds of folk-applied art and 
the interest of the population in their development 
through museums were studied. The possibilities 
of the stability of jewelry art, artistic embroidery, 
etc. were determined and conversations with local 
masters were conducted.

On September 14, 2010, within the framework 
of the project, a master class and a roundtable on 
“Non-changing Values   in a Changing Time Space” 
were held. The events were devoted to the resto-
ration of the lost technologies of flat-woven carpets 
through the training of adults, the improvement of 
the professionalism of museum workers, and the 
promotion of carpet art among various sections 
of society. Heads of production associations, 
carpet shops, weavers, carpet artists, teachers of 
the Academy of Fine Arts, art experts, fashion 
designers, embroiderers and patrons, carpet 
amateurs, etc. took part in the event.

During the master class, weavers Z. Guliyeva 
and G. Yusifova demonstrated the technologies 
of flat-woven carpets, which were simultaneously 
displayed on the monitor.
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In the second part of the event, questions 
were discussed at the roundtable and a number 
of proposals were put forward. For the event, a 
booklet was published on the technologies of flat-
woven carpets.

During the event, a survey was conducted in 
which the respondents specified their questions 
and wishes. At the request of the participants, 
courses on these technologies were then launched 

for eight people. In the future, organizers went on 
to hold discussions on the following topics, which 
were also of interest to the participants of the event:

− Azerbaijani carpet art and its comparison with 
    flat-woven carpets of other peoples;
− organization of an exhibition of carpets preserved 

in memorial museums;
− modern interpretation of carpet ornaments;
− competition of works by artists on the carpet;
− design of works of artistic and thematic carpets, 
    taking into account the requirements of the time;
− meaning of ornamental drawings; and
− intercultural dialogue.
At the end of the event, a modern interpretation 

of the carpet elements on the clothes by young 
fashion designer Minara Guliyeva was demon-
strated. The event was widely covered in the local 
media.

From 2010-2011, the ACMU realized the capac-
ity-building pilot project Mobilizing Museum 
Educational Resources for the Preservation and 
Development of Azerbaijani Traditional Arts and 
Crafts and Carpet Weaving Traditions. The project 
was supported by the UNESCO office in Moscow. 
This project included developing a guide for 
museum education for promoting the development 

of carpet weaving in traditional weaving zones of 
Azerbaijan. 

The purpose of the guide was to help museum 
workers and school teachers to apply the educa-
tional policy at museums and educational insti-
tutions for encouraging children and adults to 
engage in carpet weaving. The guide also described 
the basic characteristics of Azerbaijani carpets 
and technical principles of carpet weaving to use 
them in the learning programs of educational 
institutions. Finally, it included methodological 
instructions to help museum workers and school 
teachers to use it at their institutions. 

The project also included carrying out trainings 
among museum workers and school teachers from 
various regions of Azerbaijan. These trainings were 
to assist them to apply the guide at their educa-
tional institutions. As an initial step, there were 
nine trainings in total that were carried out at the 
Azerbaijan Carpet Museum in Baku. The duration 
of the project for trainings was six months, from 
December 2010 till May 2011. The trainings were 
intended for trainees from the Baku, Gazakh, and 
Shirvan regions of the country. 

In total, three groups of trainees (10-15 persons 
in a group) were formed. Each group had three 
consecutive trainings, with each training 
concerning one of the following age ranges of 
museum education: for preschool and primary 
school children, for secondary school children, 
and for adults. In total, the trainings involved up 
to 45 trainees and included discussions to get to 
know the problems of museum education facing 
museums in the regions. 

This methodological guidance served as the 
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basis for establishment of the Heritage Center, 
where courses on carpet design, guiding, and chil-
dren’s theater were organized for children. These 
courses are still functioning today. Courses cover 
all age groups. Children who have been engaged in 
training now plan to continue vocational training 
in high schools throughout the country. There 
are also exhibitions of works by children and 
youth engaged in these circles. The main features 
of these performances were their ethnographic 

foundations and traditions rooted in depth and 
propagandizing the national cultural heritage.

In 2011, the ACMU developed and implemented 
educational programs for all ages: in particular, 
for pre-school children, “Journey into the World 
of Patterns” and “Create Your Own Pattern”; for 
older children, “Let’s Continue the Tradition of 
Dress,” “Carpet Puzzles,” “Grandmother and 
Granddaughter,” “Magic of the Cell,” “Learning 
to Weave Carpets,” “Grandma’s Spinning Wheel, 

▲ An educational program titled “Journey into the World of Patterns”



23 

Grandfather’s Rolling Pin Take Care of Me,” 
“Magic Wheel,” “History of the Carpet of the 
World,” and “Clothes Make the Man”; for fami-
lies, “Where There’s a Will There’s a Way” and 
“Wedding”; and for adults, “Unchanging Values in 
a Changing Time” and “Carpet Technology.” 

From March 29 to April 3, 2011, the ACMU 
organized an exhibition, workshops, and a round-
table in Baku with the participation of the nation-
ally applied art of Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan 
in association with the Ministry of Culture and 
Tourism of Azerbaijan, the State Museum of Azer-
baijan Carpet and Applied Art, the Fund “Forum 
of Culture and Arts of Uzbekistan,” and the Asso-
ciation of Antiques of Uzbekistan (MEROS).

The invited masters of folk and applied arts of 
Uzbekistan opened an exhibition in Azerbaijan 
and held master classes and a round table, which 
were attended by members of the organization, 
masters of the folk and applied arts of Azerbaijan, 
young carpet artists, and students. The subjects 
of all the meetings were aimed at preserving the 
cultural heritage and reviving the craft traditions. 
Cultural exchange between craftsmen facilitated 
the organization of trade shows and fairs in the 
two countries.

The ACMU has organized a number of activ-
ities, including exhibitions and workshops of 
handicrafts. Among them, worth mentioning is 
the Constellation of Thousand Hearts international 
workshop-exhibition of handicrafts from the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) coun-
tries supported by the Intergovernmental Foun-
dation for Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Cooperation of the CIS (IFESCCO) in 2012. The 

exhibition demonstrated several hundred works 
by craftspeople from Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, 
Uzbekistan, and Ukraine.

Additionally, the international exhibition 
Renaissance of Traditional Wedding Costumes of 
Central Asia, organized by the ACMU in 2012 
in Baku, is worth noting. Azerbaijani fashion 
designers were given an opportunity to revive 
traditional elements and brands in the houses of 
celebrations and modern wedding clothes. Small 
rugs based on ancient ritual tablecloths in wedding 
ceremonies were also developed.

In 2014, the ACMU and the Azerbaijan Carpet 
Museum also organized an exhibition of works 
by Azerbaijani designer Sabina Huseyn. In her 
works, Sabina Huseyn uses the folklore and rich 
culture of Azerbaijan, synthesizing traditional 
styles and modern fashions with great imagina-
tion and originality. Her works made in knitting 
and plaiting techniques show no particular prefer-
ences. Patterns represented in her costumes were 
borrowed from old carpets and textiles. 

In the exhibition, headdresses, woolen chemises, 
women’s trousers adorned with beads, and saddle-
bags made in traditional weaving techniques were 
on display. The author’s most original works, 
covers, were on display, too. They are made in the 
shape of thin handbags and look like saddlebags. 
The designer prefers to use red, coral, dark blue, 
and brown colors in her works. The bright works 
of Sabina Huseyn displayed here gave an idea 
about the beauty, refinement, and richness of her 
collections. 

In 2015, the ACMU implemented a project for 
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developing the online resource library to preserve 
the cultural heritage of the Karabakh zone, 
including its carpet-weaving heritage. The project 
was supported by the Council on State Support 
to Non-Governmental Organizations under the 
Auspices of the President of the Republic of Azer-
baijan (CSSN).

From April to November 2016, members of the 
ACMU actively participated in the project The 
Role of Women in the Development of Rural Life, 
carried out by the Social Organization in Support 
of Studying of Cultural Heritage (MIRAS) and 
sponsored by the CSSN, which took place in three 
villages of Agsu: Hegeli, Bijo, and Gashad. During 
the project, members of the society were involved in 

the preparation of a questionnaire on the situation 
of carpet weaving in the region and a report on the 
basis of the data obtained. They also conducted a 
series of trainings on the topics “The Management 
and Marketing of Cultural Products,” “E-trade 
of Nationally Applied Products,” and “Business 
Basics for Women Entrepreneurs” for 100 local 
carpet weavers, discussed problems with them 
during roundtable meetings, and carried out 
master classes on dyeing and the rational use of 
local dyes in the development of carpet weaving 
in the region. As a result of the project, a Carpet 
Fair was organized to match the time of the Carpet 
Weavers’ Day on May 5, and a presentation was 
also held for a book about the results of the project, 

▲ Exhibition of costumes by Azerbaijani designer Sabina Huseyn
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co-authored by members of the society.
On December 28, 2016, the ACMU and the Nur 

Art House organized a program and exhibition 
called From the Past to the Future, which was 
attended by the followers of the school of Azer-
baijani carpet designer Latif Kerimov, adding a 
new spirit to the classical traditions of the Azer-
baijani carpet with their works. The program also 
featured the teachings of Haji Eldar Mikailzade, 
Latifa Garayeva, Eldar Hajiyev, Eliar Guliyev, 
and Adil Mammadov, reviving and instilling 
into the youth the art of weaving in Azerbaijan. 
Carpet artist Taryer Bashirov, who studied the 
art of the traditional carpet from his masters, 
also imparted a volume of knowledge and used 
color in a peculiar style, presenting the audience 
with youthful enthusiasm, harmony, and a new 
interpretation. Others included carpet-making 
designer Narmin Aliyeva, occupying a peculiar 
place in the history of art of the country, who left 
a deep trace in his craft and revived the art of felt; 
artist Rauf Abdulhuseynoglu, whose every loop is 
an example of elegance; Shahla Askerova, whose 
embroidery pleases the eyes and whose beaded 
woven carpets and creations each revive already 
forgotten compositions of the carpet; and master 
of embroidery Badira Aliyeva, whose examples 
of folk-applied art as carpets were demonstrated, 
each one more beautiful than the last.

In February and March of 2017, the ACMU and 
the Nur Art House Gallery organized a master class 
called “Learning from Masters” for students of the 
Azerbaijan State University of Culture and Art. 
At this event, besides the students themselves, art 
amateurs also participated with great enthusiasm. 

Interactive classes covered the following topics: 
flat-woven carpets, weaving, types of artistic 
sewing, embroidery with beads, felt, pile carpets, 
Azerbaijani carpets of Novruz as a national 
cultural heritage, tapestry, batik and kelagai tech-
nique, our ornaments, our history, nowadays past, 
carpet technology, management and marketing 
of cultural product, and Azerbaijani carpet as a 
kind of widely used folk art. The trainings were 
conducted by Roya Taghiyeva, researcher Gulshen 
Huseynova, and designers Taryer Bashirov, Eldar 
Hajiyev, Rauf Abdulhuseynoglu, Badir Aliyeva, 
Gunel Huseynova, and Mehriban Aliyeva.

On June 30, 2017, the Russian Information and 
Cultural Center and the Nur Art House, under 
the framework of the project Talks about Art, held 
an event called “Birds Hovering in the Gardens,” 
where the chairman of the ACMU conducted 
a thematic, interactive lecture titled “The Art 
of Time and Peoples: The Mutual Influence of 
Mutual Enrichment.” Spectators also attended 
the program and exhibition of the works of the 
members of the Azerbaijan Association of Carpet 
Makers: the carpet designer Eldar Haji; masters in 
the art of sewing, Elmira Gasimova and Hokuma 
Gasimova; and carpet viewer Rahila Akhmedova. 
Carpet weaver Gulnara Aliyeva, with her graceful 
fingers, presented a different technology of carpet 
weaving to the attention of spectators. 

For Eurovision in 2013, for the European Games 
in 2015, and in connection with the Islamic 
Olympic Games in 2017, the organization has 
constantly engaged in the selection and production 
of souvenirs of the cultural heritage, an initiative 
which promotes national crafts and develops and 
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assists the sales work of members of organizations. 
The chairperson of the organization, Professor 
Roya Tagiyeva, is a member of the commission 
for the selection of works for international events 
and forums. Badir Aliyev, Shahla Askerov, Frangiz 
Aliyeva, and other members of the organization 
exhibited their works and souvenirs for sale there.

Ongoing Projects
From August to November 2017, the ACMU 
launched the project Modern Potential for the 
Development of Carpet Making in Karabakh, 
funded by the Council on State Support to 
Non-Governmental Organizations under the 
Auspices of the President of the Republic of Azer-
baijan (CSSN).

The project involved collecting information 
about traditional handmade carpet production 
among carpet markers and refugees from Kara-
bakh: carpet producing localities, designers, their 
number, and the carpet types they wove. The 
information database to be established during the 

project envisaged the preparation of proposals and 
recommendations to inform the local authorities 
about Karabakh carpets, specimens, and carpet-
weaving facilities existing there.

The project aimed to revive traditions of the 
Karabakh carpet-weaving school, which was 
an important part of the carpet-weaving art of 
Azerbaijan, and to restore forgotten designs and 
develop carpet-weaving technologies. In this 
regard, the project intended to monitor the poten-
tial of carpet weaving in Karabakh and carry out 
surveys among carpet weavers. The project also 
included a study of modern carpet products. 

The implementation of this project contributed 
to the preservation of the heritage of Azerbaijani 
carpet weaving by stimulating the interest of the 
weaving community in expanding carpet produc-
tion and developing its creative potential. A tool 
for such growth of production and exchange of 
ideas could become a database that will include 
information about weavers, modern types of 
carpets, weaving tools, patterns, and sources of 
raw materials.

▼ Karabakh Rugs, an educational exhibition for schoolchildren, Modern Potential for the Development of Carpet Making in Karabakh Project
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The project was realized in four months and 
included the following steps:

− collecting information about weavers;
− drawing up a questionnaire for weavers;
− visiting workshops, collecting data, and conducting 

a survey among weavers;
− collecting photographic materials;
− developing a computer database and inputting 

collected information into it; and
− drawing up proposals for the revival and develop- 

ment of carpet weaving in this area.
Results of the project were expected as follows:
− increasing respect and attention to national culture 

and history;
− promoting the revival of traditional crafts and lost 

weaving technologies;
− promoting the improvement of opportunities for 

the growth of carpet production in Azerbaijan;
− strengthening the role of information technology 

as an instrument in the development of carpet 
weaving;

− searching for and developing economic tools to 
stimulate carpet production;

−  strengthening the communication between weavers  
and potential buyers through a database; and

− creating new jobs for weavers.
Results included the database contents, the 

information about Karabakh weavers, the possi-
bility of establishing a connection between the 
producer and the consumer, and the situation of 
eight weavers working at the factories in Agdam 
and two weavers in Goradiz.

Implementation of all of the projects mentioned 
above was intended to help preserve the carpet 
weaving of Azerbaijan, which will be achieved 
by expanding the carpet production and caring 
potential of the carpet-weaving community. This 
kind of development and exchange of ideas can be 
an instrument for textile carving, modern types of 
carpets, techniques, patterns, and raw materials.

The surveys and results obtained during the 
projects, the interest of the population, and the 
creation of new jobs can create conditions for the 
assessment of carpet development potential. The 
monitoring is an important part of projects to 
survey the economic situation in the regions and 
to enable carpet making to be regarded as a tradi-
tional economic sector aimed at the non-oil sector 
of economic development.

In general, the realization of projects by the Azer-
baijani Carpet Makers Union in reviving weaving 
technologies and carpet designs can promote the 
spread of carpet-making technologies among the 
younger generation, which will contribute, eventu-
ally, to the sustainable development of the carpet-
weaving regions in Azerbaijan.



Community Empowerment through 
Promoting Intangible Cultural 
Heritage
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Nagorik Uddyog
Nagorik Uddyog (NU) was founded in 1995 by a group of nationally and internationally 
renowned Bangladeshi human rights activists and academics aiming to promote good gover-
nance, access to justice, and the institutionalization of democracy at the local and national level. 
In the beginning, the organization worked on voter education programs and raised awareness 
among women that they could claim their rights from local government institutions and from 
the community. In this awareness-raising initiative, community cultural heritage properties 
like the Baul folk songs were used and earned immense popularity. Over a period of time, NU 
extended its activities across the country with specific focus on the rights of marginalized people, 
especially Dalit rights, land and human rights of Indigenous peoples, and access to justice for 
rural communities. 

Nagorik Uddyog envisages a Bangladesh with full enjoyment of rights for every citizen irre-
spective of gender, caste, race, religion, or language as well as full realization of ethnic identity 
and culture. In this context, NU highly values the cultural heritage of its target community while 
working with them under various programs. One of NU’s objectives is to empower community 
members through popular cultural practices that exist in the communities.





▲ Pal Community (Dalit) working on potteries

NU has carefully observed the targeted communities, identified their 
potential cultural heritage and practices, and designed project strategies 
that can reach the beneficiaries and stakeholders easily in the most 
convenient way.
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Bangladesh is a country with rich cultural 
heritage and with a diversified population 
of multi-ethnical identity. Along with 

the literature, music, dance, and other forms of 
cultural heritage of the Bengali community, the 
country is blessed with the lifestyles and cultural 
heritage of Indigenous peoples and an excluded 
minority community. However, aggression in 
modern civilization and evil motivations of people 
in certain communities and practices have made 
the country’s tangible heritage extinct or at risk 
in many communities. To safeguard this tangible 
heritage is very significant to ensure our progress 
toward development, leaving no one behind.

Nagorik Uddyog (NU) is a nonprofit, nation-
al-level development and human rights organi-
zation that has been advocating fundamental 
human rights for excluded, poor, and underpriv-
ileged minorities since its establishment in 1995. 

With these goals in mind, NU strives to empower 
community people through upholding their 
cultural heritage. NU recognizes the potential 

of popular cultural activities as a medium for 
educating the people of Bangladesh on important 
social and human rights issues, as many of them 
are illiterate. Working closely with popular local 
entertainers, NU’s Uddyog Theater and Cultural 
Activities for Human Rights Awareness Program 
aims to increase social awareness of human rights 
and, in this way, reduce discrimination against 
women by way of progressive cultural activities 
aimed at the rural communities. These activities 
include theater and folk music performances 
about the duties of local government organiza-
tions with respect to the rights of women, their 
empowerment, and their dignity. 

NU’s strategy is to pick up already existing 
cultural groups with potential in the commu-
nity. These groups are usually engaged in 
performance, generally for rural entertainment. 
Before NU’s intervention, NU trained them 
to deliver the messages on different issues for 
raising awareness broadly at the community 
level. The messages include women’s rights 
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issues (dowry, maintenance, polygamy, child 
marriage, etc.), Indigenous land and citizens’ 
rights, untouchability practices against the Dalit, 
and popularizing the Right to Information Act 
to encourage people to ask for information. NU 
organizes inclusive training for the cultural teams 
and provides musical instruments, garments, 
and other necessary equipment. NU helps them 
become established in the community. Beyond 
NU’s activities, they now attend shows organized 
by other NGOs, organizations, or the government. 
They also organize performances in the local 
haat bazaar (market places) for entertainment, 
through which they earn their livelihood. 

NU found effective changes in the community 
settings after its intervention: that is, the commu-
nity’s inherited strength was revived and func-
tioning, which was important for establishing 
communal harmony. All people, including the 
poor and women, now have equal participation 
in the community. Popular cultural programs 
through folk song-based theater shows played an 
important role in building awareness, along with 
entertaining the people. 

NU also works to promote the socio-economic 
and cultural heritage of the Dalit, excluded, and 
Indigenous communities in Bangladesh. Each 
community has a separate cultural identity, 
including language. However, due to a centu-
ry-long deprivation in the name of untouchability, 
many of their cultural heritages have already gone 
extinct or are in danger of being extinct. These 
marginalized communities are aware of their 
rights and tangible heritage, and practice of this 
cultural heritage builds their confidence to fight 

for and claim their rights and entitlements. For 
example, the Dalit people are not recognized as 
sweepers or cleaners; rather, they are acquainted 
with their rich cultural heritage. 

Promoting intangible cultural heritage through 
human rights education is a difficult task in a 
sense, but without infusing a sense of ownership 
among the affected community, human rights 
and equality would not be possible. From the 
experience of Indigenous peoples, as with the 
Dalit community, we see that evil perpetrators 
often resort to attacking the cultural values of the 
targeted community. Thus, NU feels the impor-
tance of safeguarding intangible heritage in all its 
programs and activities. 

NU’s projects and programs on various 
issues target the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) and, thus, have adopted strategies 
according to the targets and indicators of SDGs. 
NU’s activities especially focus on human security 
in terms of gender equality, absence of poverty, 
decent work through education, etc. NU believes 
priorities for traditional cultural practices greatly 
help to engage the target beneficiaries in the inter-
vention, which contributes to creating ownership 
of the community over the course of the project 
or program.
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Nagorik Uddyog (NU): Introduction  
of Organization

History
Nagorik Uddyog (NU) was founded in 1995 by a 
group of nationally and internationally renowned 
Bangladeshi human rights activists and academics 
aiming to promote good governance, access to 
justice, and the institutionalization of democracy 
at the local and national level. Since its establish-
ment, NU has been working to strengthen the local 
government via the dual imperatives of, on one 
hand, raising awareness among the general masses 
of basic human rights and, on the other hand, 
building people’s capacity to pursue and realize 
these rights. In the beginning, the organization 
worked on voter education programs and raised 
awareness among women that they could claim 
their rights from local government institutions and 
from the community. In this awareness-raising 
initiative, community cultural heritage properties 
like the Baul folk songs were used and earned 
immense popularity. Over a period of time, NU 
extended its activities across the country with a 
specific focus on the rights of marginalized people, 
especially Dalit rights, land and human rights of 
Indigenous peoples, and access to justice for rural 
communities. 

Since its initial development, NU made itself 
visible on the regional and international level 
through establishing its network of different 
international human rights groups and has been 

participating on the international level, including 
with UN bodies. The organization has also been 
playing a key role in establishing a national-level 
campaign on the issues of the right to food, the 
right to information, Dalit rights, Indigenous 
peoples’ rights, and informal-sector labor rights. 
Besides these, in collaboration with local and 
national organizations, NU has been involved in 
and later started to lead different national-level 
campaigns through its engagement in those 
different campaigns. 

Objective and Mission
The mandate of NU is to promote human rights 
and good governance with a particular focus 
on local governance. It is committed to democ-
ratizing the conventional system of mediation, 
salish, so as to establish social and gender justice. 
It facilitates the realization of the rights of women 
at the grassroots level through education on civil 
rights, human rights, and women’s rights and by 
resolving community and family disputes through 
mediation. NU also works to promote the rights 
of minorities, with special focus on the Dalit, 
linguistic minorities, and Indigenous peoples.

Vision: NU envisages a poverty-free nation with 
equal rights and dignity irrespective of race, color, 
sex, language, religion, ethnic or social origin, 
income, birth, or other opinion or status.

Mission: NU strives for a society based on social 
and gender justice, equality, and rule of law 
with accountable, transparent, and responsive 
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institutions. This is achieved by mobilizing 
community people through building their own 
self-sustainable organizations so that they can 
realize their rights and entitlements, with special 
focus on women, the socially excluded, the under-
privileged, Indigenous peoples, and minorities.

Objectives of NU: The objectives of NU include 
the following:

- Improve access to justice through human rights 
education, community mediation and legal aid;

- Strengthen women’s leadership by promoting their 
individual and collective capabilities to realize 
women’s rights;

- Strengthen local government institutions (LGIs) 
by supporting local justice mechanisms, ensuring 
good governance, and building institutional 
capacity;

- Protect and promote the rights of the Dalit, Indige-
nous peoples, the socially excluded, children, and 
minority communities;

- Enhance environmental sustainability by reducing 
the adverse impact of climate change and building 
linkage between human rights, the environment, 
and development;

- Undertake research, fact finding, and investigations 
on socio-economic, cultural, civil, and political 
rights; and

- Lobby, advocate policy, network, and campaign to 
promote human rights on the national and inter-
national level.

Fields of Expertise
Access to Justice: NU has been playing a pioneering 

role in promoting access to justice at the grassroots 
level. Since its establishment, NU has helped with 
thousands of conflict resolutions through village 
mediation, for which the most frequent beneficia-
ries are women. Gender and human rights educa-
tion among rural people is the core approach in 
which community cultural heritage is used widely.
 
Strengthening Local Governance: Strengthening 
local government is another key intervention 
of NU. The activities to further this aim include 
involvement of the community in open budgeting 
and capacity building of the elected representatives 
to prepare annual budgets and raise taxes. 

Rights of the Marginalized: NU is working with 
different minority and marginalized commu-
nities including the Dalit, linguistic minorities, 
and plain lands Indigenous peoples. Their key 
focus is promoting land and human rights and 
safeguarding the cultural heritage and socio-eco-
nomic practices of the Dalit, excluded, and Indig-
enous peoples. NU has succeeded in raising the 
issue of the Dalit at the national, international, and 
UN level. A good number of research studies and 
publications have been produced on the issues of 
the Dalit and the excluded community.

Project Backgrounds
Voter Education Program through Popular 
Cultural Activities: Popular cultural programs 
like theater performances and performances of 
Baul folk songs were the first formal activities of 
NU when it started its journey in 1995 with the 
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aim of creating awareness among citizens about 
their voting rights in the national election in 1996. 
During this period, in many places women were 
not allowed to vote in the election due to religious 
barriers. Besides this, men were aware neither of 
the importance of casting their votes nor of the 
responsibility and accountability of the candidates 
and elected persons. The project was implemented 
in four districts of the country: Tangail, Rajshahi, 
Khulna, and Chittagong. The project aim was to 
arrange a Baul folk song show and drama show to 
deliver the message of the importance of voting 
rights, etc. 

Access to Justice: NU believes in the necessity for 
more affordable and accessible systems of justice 
than those inherent in Bangladesh’s existing 
formal court and judicial systems. The lack of 
awareness among poor people of their civil rights 
compounds the issue. NU thus strives to see 
an increase in administrative participation and 
stronger representative structures at the grassroots 
level, giving poor people improved access to justice 
and other social services irrespective of gender or 
social class.

The project Access to Justice aims to contribute 
to the improvement of the legal system in 
Bangladesh, in particular to the strengthening of 
women’s rights as a contribution to a just and fair 
society. The core objective of this project activity 
is to promote access to justice through promoting 
human rights, gender justice, and mass awareness. 
The implementation strategy is to recuperate and 
promote the traditional practices in the rural 
community, like popular traditional mediation, 

people’s participation, strengthening the tradi-
tional governance process, etc. 

The project is being implemented in six districts, 
10 upazilas (sub-districts), 94 unions, three munic-
ipalities, and two city corporation areas. Raising 
mass awareness through popular folk songs 
and theater performances is another important 
strategy of the project. 

Rights of the Dalit and Excluded Community in 
Bangladesh: NU aims to promote the rights and 
cultural diversity and to improve the quality of life 
of the most excluded and marginalized communi-
ties of Bangladesh, including the Dalits and Indig-
enous peoples. Around 6.5 million of the Dalit 
peoples in Bangladesh are facing discrimination 
in all aspects of life, though they have a significant 
role in the country’s economic, environmental, 
and social development. Besides the state’s recog-
nition of their identity, this community lacks basic 
provisions like food, water, shelter, and education. 
NU supports the Dalit-led CSOs and individuals in 
their struggle and the movement for realizing their 
rights and entitlements. NU helped in organizing a 
national platform of Dalit-led CSOs, known as the 
Bangladesh Dalit and Excluded Rights Movement 
(BDERM), for a collective movement for their 
rights across the country. NU also helped BDERM 
to gain international recognition and support 
for their cause and provided advocacy at the UN 
level. NU facilitates strengthening organizational 
capacity, leadership capacity, and advocacy at the 
local, national, and international level to establish 
their rights. Among all the activities, focus lies 
on realizing the strength of each people’s own 
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community, language, and culture and uniting 
the whole community against casteism through 
upholding those concepts.

Promoting the Cultural Heritage of Indigenous 
Communities of the Plain Lands: There are 
around 3.5 lakh (350,000) Indigenous peoples 
living in the northern region of Bangladesh. 
Among them, the Santal are the majority, with 
impressive socio-economic, political, and cultural 
heritage; however, others like the Oraon, Munda, 
Pahan, Malo, etc. also hold rich cultural back-
grounds. However, since the partition of India and 
independence of Bangladesh, these Indigenous 
peoples have been facing severe eviction from their 
lands, which affects their own cultural heritage. 
To remedy this problem, NU had an opportunity 
to operate a project with the Indigenous peoples 
of the Dinajpur district. The major focus of the 
project was to organize the Indigenous commu-
nity peoples to claim their rights with the spirit of 
their socio-economic and cultural heritage. The 
project was implemented in the Dinajpur district 
of the northern part of Bangladesh with a special 
focus on Parbatipur, an upazila (sub-district). 

Project Implementation and  
Its Relation to ICH Safeguarding

The voter education program through popular folk 
songs and theater earned popularity among the 
audience, as they are well oriented on the music and 

tunes as well as the storytelling. NU had taken the 
initiative to contact about 110 theater groups all 
over Bangladesh. The objective was to launch a 
nationwide program on voter education using folk 
theater as a medium. As a civil society watchdog, 
NU is committed to the construction of a commu-
nity-oriented public sphere. In rural communities, 
TV has largely displaced folk cultural industries; 
simultaneously, this electronic medium has also 
left large numbers of poor people without access 
to any form of entertainment. Both young and old, 
men, women, and children, came in large numbers 
to witness plays, and they stayed behind afterward 
for group discussions. The play and the follow-up 
discussions created a lively atmosphere, which was 
one of NU’s desired goals.

The voter education project targeted mainly 
women voters. For this project, NU had taken into 
account the limitations of the communication 
strategies for raising awareness for the voters. The 
program was designed mainly to educate those 
voters through using folk mediums. 

As part of the program, Jono Goner Pala (theater 
of the people) was dramatized in four districts: 
Tangail, Chittagong, Rajshahi, and Khulna. The 
basic premise behind the plays was the reinforce-
ment of the idea that, in a democracy, the right to 
vote is an inalienable right and that no one has 
the right to take that away through any form of 
intimidation. The plays employed imaginary party 
symbols and colorful characters with which the 
audience would easily identify. Music and local 
humor and flavor were abundantly used. On 
average, each play ran for about 45 minutes to one 
hour and was followed by a question-and-answer 
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session led by NU field workers, who used the 
issues raised in the play to lead the discussions. 

To publicize the events, NU took a commu-
nity-centered approach. The organization first 
identified key community leaders and sought 
their approval regarding the staging of the plays. 
In addition to word-of-mouth publicity, they used 
loudspeakers and posters to create a feeling of utsaav 
(festive mood). The plays were so well received that 
people came from different areas, and, after seeing 

them, requested to stage the plays in their commu-
nities as well. 

One of the key activities of the Access to Justice 
project is to facilitate traditional mediation for 
dispute resolution in the community. This is very 
popular and is part of the heritage of the rural 
society. NU strives to democratize this traditional 
practice through ensuring the participation of 
the people irrespective of their social, political, 
or gender status. Beyond this, incorporation of 

▼ Baul (folk song) performance for creating awareness at Tangail District
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formal laws and policies in regard to the verdict 
of the mediation is important, and NU strives to 
orient the mediators on formal laws and other 
concepts. Participation of the poor and women in 
the decision-making process of the mediation is an 
important focus of NU intervention in this regard. 

Another important focus of the project is to raise 
awareness among community people regarding 
human rights, gender, and justice through 
popular folk songs and theater performances. NU 
recognizes the potential of popular culture as a 
medium for educating the people of Bangladesh 
on important social and human rights issues, as 
many of them are illiterate. Working closely with 
popular local entertainers, NU’s Uddyog Theater & 
Cultural Activities for Human Rights Awareness 

program aims to increase social awareness about 
human rights and, likewise, to reduce discrimi-
nation against women through various cultural 
activities aimed at the rural communities. These 
activities include theater and folk music perfor-
mances to raise awareness about the duties of local 
government organizations with respect to the 
rights of women, their empowerment, and their 
dignity. The distinctive features of NU’s cultural 
activities for the human rights awareness program 
are that, on one hand, it raises awareness among 
communities, and that, on the other hand, it 
strives to promote local cultural heritage elements 
such as popular folk songs. For example, the Baul 
folk song team delivers human rights education in 
rural areas through performing lyrical dialogues 

▲ Baul minstrel folk song performance for creating awareness in the Tangail district
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or folk songs.
NU understands that people need to be aware 

of their rights before they can take steps to pursue 
and realize these rights; i.e., in all cases, awareness 
must precede fulfillment. NU thus strives to raise 
awareness among the masses on a variety of issues 
critical to human rights and a good governance 
situation in Bangladesh. Since many people in 
rural Bangladesh are illiterate, however, “uncon-
ventional” measures are thus often needed to 
cultivate a strong human rights and good gover-
nance consciousness. 

NU plays an instrumental role in reviving the 
Baul minstrel song culture in its working areas. 
This Baul culture was once very popular among 
the village folks and was the only source of enter-
tainment for them. But modern music, along with 
modern instruments, has come to occupy their 
position in the village community and has made 
this popular heritage vulnerable. In this context, 
NU thinks that it is now important to utilize this 
group of folk singers to sustain the cultural heri-
tage of grassroots people. 

Initially, NU explored the cultural practices of 
the targeted community. The organization then 
included Baul songs or theater shows as other 
alternative ways of raising awareness. NU values 
the existing or popular practices of the commu-
nity. For example, “Bhawaiya,” a popular folk 
song of the Rangpur region, is widely used in the 
working areas of the Rangpur district. It helps NU 
in delivering its awareness-raising message as well 
as in allowing this popular song to thrive among 
the communities. Similarly, local popular cultural 
practices are used in other working areas of NU. 

In the Tangail district, the Baul team of NU 
conveys various messages on human rights and 
women’s rights issues through such cultural 
performances as the following:

− kabigan, a Bengali folk performance in which folk 
poets sing and perform in two competing groups;

− torja, a similar yet simpler performance compared 
to kabigan that especially includes folk songs in 
question/answer format; and

− jhapan, the song of snake charmers, focusing on 
the greatness of Manasa Devi (Deity of Snakes), 
Chand Saudagar (Chand merchant), and Behu-
la-Laximndar (a popular folklore story of the Rar 
region of Bengal).

The mentioned types of folk culture are similar in 
kind and widely recognized in this area. However, 
due to the aggression of modern culture, many of 
those folk cultures are in risk of extinction. NU is 
striving to protect, safeguard, and promote these 
cultural practices through its core program on 
human rights awareness. In the southern districts 
of Bangladesh and the riverine areas of the country, 
other rich and popular elements of cultural heri-
tage are utilized in this effort:

− jari (song of sorrow), one of Bangladesh’s few 
Indigenous music art performances, mostly based 
on Muslim legends;

− sari, a traditional form of folk music typically sung 
by boatmen or other working groups; and

− bhatiali, a rural form of folk music known as 
“river song” that is mostly sung by boatmen going 
downstream.

In different upazilas (sub-districts) of the Barisal 
and Pirojpur districts, NU’s Baul team interprets 
various aspects of human rights issues through 
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▲ Traditional dance on Karam festival

▲ Folk song performance for enhancing awareness



41 

these performances. 
NU’s Community Cultural Program (CCP) is 

one of the organization’s key strategies aimed at 
educating rural Bangladeshis as to their rights as 
citizens. In collaboration with local entertainers, 
NU’s CCP delivers human rights education in rural 
areas by way of issue-focused popular cultural 
performances, including dramas, films, and folk 
songs. These performances engage issues like 
domestic abuse while simultaneously providing a 
space for rural people’s entertainment. 

The main objectives of NU’s CCP are to create 
grassroots-level theater and Baul teams that 
perform using issue-based local folk songs and 
dramas to achieve the following goals: to draw the 
community’s attention to various human rights 
issues; make people aware of the need for account-
ability and transparency in local government and 
the organizations that serve the people; and raise 
awareness of women’s rights.

The CCP is essentially composed of two distinct 
units: the Uddyog Theater Group and the Uddyog 
Baul Team. Both of these units are formed of 
popular local performers who have long been 
in touch with local cultural heritage and liberal 
cultural sensitivities. The Uddyog Theater Team 
consists of nine performers, while the Uddyog 
Baul Team utilizes performers as per its required 
musical instruments at the time of the perfor-
mance. After having formed its theater group and 
Baul team, NU then moves on to developing local 
demand-based folk songs and/or drafts of scripts 
for dramas. A three- to four-day workshop is orga-
nized to make the performers efficient and skilled 
to communicate to the audience the particular 

human rights issue in focus. Among them, the 
script for the folk song “Jahar Gachir Kechcha” 
refers to Bhawaiya music of the Rangpur area, 
while the script for “Kajol Kalo Rat” encompasses 
the rights of women and their contributions. The 
script and Baul songs vary in different areas, as 
they are performed based on the types of abuses 
known to be prevalent in a particular area. 

The cultural performances are arranged in a 
local haat bazaar (market place) or other conve-
nient place where people usually gather. Sometimes 
these performances are also arranged in the uthan 
(yard) of villagers in order to adequately reach the 
female audience. At the beginning of the show, NU 
staff brief the audience about the purpose of the 
show. As a further step, a member of the theater 
or Baul team is trained on legal and human rights 
issues so that he/she could answer the queries from 
the audiences regarding the issues raised through 
performances. Both the Uddyog Theater Group 
and Uddyog Baul Team deliver shows that dissem-
inate information regarding women’s rights, inher-
itance, dowry, children’s rights, child marriage, 
unlawful salish (conventional mediation), and 
the necessity for accountability and transparency 
in local government. Since community people 
typically lack such sources of live popular enter-
tainment, the theater and cultural shows have thus 
attracted a significant audience of rural people. 
This has provided an invaluable opportunity to 
help transform prevailing social attitudes.

A Brief Sample of Folk Song Performances 
Folk song performances are generally organized in 



42   2. Community Empowerment through Promoting Intangible Cultural Heritage

populated areas like haat bazaars, on the premises 
of houses or schools, or in other open spaces. The 
shows start with the greetings of the chief of the 
Baul. A typical greeting is as follows: 

I have confined the gathering, confined the 
audience through my spell of music

I am here to describe the rights and dignity of 
the people

If you worship mankind you will be a real man, 
as said by Lalon (legendary Baul singer and 
composer)

I remember how many renowned people sacri-
ficed their lives for mankind

I have composed my song remembering these 
prudent people 

I pay my respects to these veterans, touching 
their sacred feet

I have placed their importance even before our 
parents 

I have confined my mind for the nobility of the 
universe

I dream to build a world which is discrimination- 
free 

I feel in my heart that men and women have 
equal rights

So I urge you to confine your heart for the 
welfare of mankind 

I urge you to act according to our community 
harmony and heritage

Protect it and promote it against all the odds 
and evils 

Next, the singers raise various issues of social 
discrimination, the rights of women, the impor-
tance of education, good governance, communal 

harmony, and the philosophy of our cultural 
heritage elements such as folk music and deliver 
an awareness-raising message to the audience. An 
excerpt of the show is like this: 

Singer (through story telling): The woman in 
our community is generally neglected. The girl 
and boy of the same parents enjoy different 
opportunity. The parents arrange good clothes, 
food, and education for the boy children, but, 
on the other hand, what do we do for the girls? 
They eat the remaining food in the pot, they do 
all the household chores and help the mother. 
And what about girls’ education? Learning the 
counting of numbers is taken as enough educa-
tion for girls—that’s all for their education. Why 
does the girl need education? What an irony! 
What a world of error we live in! 

Then, the singers sing: 

Singer (with music): If you arrange education   
 for a girl child
           They will earn the fame for the family
Chorus: They will earn the fame    
                for the family

Thus, the singers reach the importance of girls’ 
education and also impart knowledge to the audi-
ence. Another stage of the performance: 

Singer (through story telling): When the story 
of torture against women has been raised, then I 
would share a story of shame. It is not a very old 
story. Last week we were doing music in a bazaar 
in Dinajpur. When I was telling of the equal rights 
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of men and women through my song, then an 
old man shouted, “Hey Baul, you have come 
from Badarganj to infuse knowledge among us... 
but we learned a few days ago some mediators 
tortured two women in broad daylight in your 
locality in a village mediation. First raise aware-
ness in the people of your area; then come to 
make us aware!” Now, audience, how could I 
endure this shameful event?

Singer (with music): Hey, audience, 
 listen carefully
              We cannot accept physical 
               punishment in the mediation
Chorus: We cannot accept physical    

  punishment in the mediation
Singer: Village mediation is our heritage, we  

  have to protect it
  However, we have to learn the law   

  and regulation also
Chorus:  However, we have to learn the law   

  and regulation also
Singer:  A few days ago our sisters were beaten  

                   in the mediation decision
               We all watched and did not protest
Chorus: We all watched and did not protest
Singer:  Think again, we sit for a peaceful solution 
               But we resort to torture, it is not   

                   acceptable 
Chorus:  But we resort to torture, it is not   

  acceptable 
Singer: Physical or mental torture, any   

                   punishment like it
              It is a clear violation of the law of the
              state

Chorus: It is a clear violation of the law of the 
               state
Singer: I urge the mediators—brothers and 
              sisters
             You must do mediation learning the 
             law and regulation of the state

Singer (through story telling): … remember, 
my brothers and sisters, village mediation is our 
heritage of thousands of years. Our communal 
harmony and unity has been protected by 
village mediation for a thousand years. If it goes 
wrong, what will happen? Our community will 
be destroyed. So it is time to realize our social and 
cultural heritage and concentrate to protect it.

A sample of the ending of a Baul song: 
Singer: Pay tribute to all through the music
             To Hindu, Muslim, Buddhist, 
             Christian, to all present here
             To Hindu, Muslim, Buddhist, 
             Christian, to all present here
Chorus: Remember this thing in all of your   

 work and think
 There is no difference between men   

 and women
Singer:  Remember this thing all day and night
 Women cannot be discriminated   

 against for their birth as women
Chorus: Women cannot be discriminated   

 against for their birth as women
Singer: Before leaving we again sing to all the  

 audience 
 Being human is the ultimate truth,   

 there is nothing above it 
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Chorus: Being human is the ultimate truth,   
 there is nothing above it 

Singer: Before leaving pay salute to all the   
 audience

 Being human is the ultimate truth,   
 there is nothing above it 

Chorus: Being human is the ultimate truth,   
 there is nothing above it 

Rights of the Dalit and Excluded 
Community
The people behind the project Rights of the Dalit 
and Excluded Community are fully compatible 
with safeguarding the intangible heritage of many 
communities whose identities are in question due 
to lack of recognition. There are 5.5 to 6.5 million 
Dalit people from socially excluded communities 
living in Bangladesh (three to four percent of the 
total population) both in urban and rural settings. 

▲ Bamboo works of the Dalit in Jessore
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These Dalit and excluded communities in Bangla-
desh face many complex and overlapping forms of 
discrimination—social, economic, political, reli-
gious, and cultural—affecting all aspects of their 
personal and public lives. There are two broad 
categories of Dalits in Bangladesh: Bengali Dalits, 
who live in villages all over Bangladesh, and Dalits 
who migrated (or were forced to move) from India 
to what was previously East Bengal. They were 
brought by the British colonial rulers to do menial 
jobs such as sweeping, clearing sewage, working 
in the tea plantations, and working at railway 
stations. The following lists combine categories of 
occupation, ethnicity, language, and family name 
of the Dalit community: 

− Rishi, Rabidas, Muchi, Majhi, Jaladas, Paroi, Kai- 
putro(Kawra), Beara, Nikari, Shikari, Swarnaker, 
Kapali, Kumor/ Kulal, Kuar, Sutradhar, Karmakar, 
Hari, Goala, Chamar, Bauri, Suri, Mali, Jogi, 
Bhuimali, Shiali, Kaibarta, Kahar, Keshra, Dholak, 
Nalua, Dhani, Napit, Bagol, Basar, Bajonder, Buno, 
Dai, Dhopa, Pandrakshatria (Pod), Patni, Fasua, 
Shahjee, Meso, Kotal, Bhuputra, Bhagobene, 
Chandal (Charal), Antoj, Namashudro, Dhangor, 
Mathor. 

− Bashpore, Sabari, Dom, Domar, Harijan, Masuwara, 
Mushaheries, Methor, Maithal, Balmiki, Lalbegi, 
Pasi, Sweeper, Mala, Madiga, Magaiya, Raut, Hela/
Hadi, Saberi, Chakali, Dewali, Kanpuri, Telegu, 
Madraji.

− Jhola, Tati, Tele, Kolu, Kulu, Behara, Hajam, Bede, 
Bainna Bede, Darji, Mazi/Khottra, Kasai.

Like occupation, ethnicity, language, and family 
name, all the categories of the Dalit community 
have distinct cultural characteristics, many of 

which have decayed over the course of their 
marginalized status. Being socio-economically 
deprived of their rights, many of them have almost 
lost their cultural practices, especially in regard to 
language. Dalits who migrated from India speak 
in their own languages like Telegu, Kanpuri, or 
Bhojpuri, but there are no written books of their 
languages in Bangladesh. As a result, the new 
generations do not know how to write in Telegu, 
Kanpuri, or Bhojpuri. Sometimes they use the text 
books of India, but these are not adequate to cover 
all the Dalit people scattered all over the country. 
Local Dalit communities also have distinct 
cultural heritage which has a close relation to their 
professions.

While working to promote the human rights 
and dignity of the Dalit and excluded community, 
NU identifies their potential socio-economic and 
cultural heritage. The core of NU’s activities with 
the Dalit people is to facilitate organization of the 
Dalit community, strengthening their capacity 

▲ Pal community member (Dalit) working on pottery
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to advocate for their rights, support educational 
development, facilitate human rights defenders 
among the Dalit, support youth to sustain their 
social and cultural heritage, etc. NU also provides 
skill-development training and financial support 
to the Dalit community to continue their tradi-
tional professions. A glimpse of NU activities to 
revive cultural heritage of the Dalit community is 
given below. 

Bamboo and Cane Heritage: Bamboo is an 
environmentally friendly material that was once 
heavily used by the rural community of Bangla-
desh. Bamboo is available in the rural areas and 
has multiple uses. Bamboo-made household tools 
like the kula (winnowing fan), dala (tray), jhuri 
(basket), and chalni (sieve) are part of everyday life 
and are still popular both in rural and urban areas. 
Cane-made materials are also popular among 
village and urban folk. Through involvement in our 
daily household core for centuries, the bamboo-
made and cane-made materials have become an 
important part of our heritage. However, this 
heritage is facing decay due to heavy use of plastic 
materials. The rural community people who used 
to be involved in bamboo and cane production 
have had to change their traditions, and many 
of them are wage laborers. There is little or no 
initiative from the government or non-govern-
ment agencies to support or protect this cultural 
heritage. Cane-made furniture and handicraft 
production is occupied by corporate agencies, 
and, as a result, local communities involved in 
this sector have had to change their professions. 
However, some communities are still engaged in 

making bamboo and cane-related products. In 
this context, NU tries to boost bamboo and cane-
made material production through the partners 
engaged within the Dalit community who are 
usually involved in this industry. NU also provides 
financial assistance to this community so that they 
can continue with their rich heritage and maintain 
their livelihoods. 

In the Jessore district of the southeastern part of 
Bangladesh, NU organized the poor Dalit people 
and provided them with skill-building training as 
well as financial support so that they could earn 
their livelihood through their traditional heritage. 
After the training, some of them began to produce 
different crafts from cane and bamboo. The 
success of cane-made products attracted others 
to become involved in this business. Now, in the 
Bahadurpur area of Jessore Sadar, 30-40 families 
are involved with cane-made and bamboo-made 
products. Around 120-130 Dalit people are doing 
this business, of which 60 percent are women. 
In Fatehpur, part of the same district, around 
40-50 families are involved with cane-made and 
bamboo-made products. Around 150 families 
from Ghumulia village, 70 families from Bhagar-
para, and 40 families from Dhormagati village are 
also making materials from bamboo and cane. In 
total, around 1,200 Dalit people from this area are 
now involved with cane and bamboo products, of 
which 60 percent are women. 

Uddyog Dalit Theater: NU found that due to lack 
of groups taking care of their rich cultural heritage, 
many of their heritages are now getting endangered. 
With this backdrop, NU is striving to support the 
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Dalits to keep going with their own identity along 
with their rich cultural heritage and language. One 
of the programs NU proceeds with among the 
Dalit is to organize the communities, allow them 
to understand their identity, and encourage them 
to let those identities flourish. At various events, 
NU conducts group discussions using the groups’ 
own languages and traditional practices. NU has 
formed the cultural team Uddyog Dalit Theater 
to explore the different cultural identities of Dalit 
communities and to promote their practices. So 
far, three groups from Uddyog Dalit Theater have 
formed in Dhaka, Jessore, and Joypurhat. A script 
has been developed titled “Amra Dalit” (“We are 
Dalit”), performed by Uddyog Dalit Theater. The 
different kinds of discriminatory practices that 
affect the Dalit are shown in the show, and through 
it the actors try to draw the attention of the audi-
ences toward the dignity of the Dalit people to 
elicit a social and state response to ensure their 
dignity and rights and to abolish discriminatory 
customs and untouchability. 

Pal Earthen Pottery: The Pal community of the 
Dalit has a distinctive role in making earthen 
potteries, which were once only a means for food 
preparation, serving, and preservation or for 
decoration. Bangladesh is an agricultural country 
and has a long heritage of earthen pottery. In fact, 
a few decades ago, almost all the population had 
to depend on pottery. This strong heritage of the 
country is facing extinction due to industrializa-
tion, as now metal and plastic-made materials have 
replaced the necessity for earthen pottery. Most 
of the people involved with this craft have had to 

change their professions. The land grab is another 
important barrier for preventing the decay of this 
heritage. In many places, the Pal communities 
have to face violence due to their minority identity 
and have thus migrated to other places to save their 
lives. The perpetrators adopted various strategies 
to oust the Pal community from their villages; 
among them, the destruction of raw earthen 
pottery, burners, etc. is of note. In this context, to 
protect this important heritage along with protec-
tion of the human rights of this community, NU is 
providing legal aid and other support to them so 
that this community can survive with both their 
livelihood and rich heritage. 

The Tea Community: Promoting the cultural 
heritage of the tea community is another 
important aspect of NU’s activities with the Dalit 
and excluded people. Around one million people 
of different castes and ethnic identities, known as 
the tea community, are regarded by some as the 
most wretched and destitute people ever because 
none of them are indigenous to this land. They had 
different lands, cultures, languages, and religions, 
but now, living together, they enjoy a privilege 
lower than that a human being requires. As a 
result, all of their ballads carry a deep melancholic 
rhythm:

(In Sadri language)
Ranchiker Mangal Kuli
Dey delai tukri
Jhumuri jhumuri tapa turela
Chara bari
Haire deia
Kahan gelak hamniker
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Gharbari 

(In English)
We were taken from Ranchi (India) and made 
“servants”
And given the basket for plucking leaves
All the day we move to the tea garden
Plucking the leaves
Hey God
What has happened to our real home?

Another popular ballad:
(In Sadri language)
Sardar bole kam kam
Babu bole dhore an
Shahed bole libo phither cham
Ohe Ghonosham
Faki die anle Asam

(In English)
The supervisor says do more work
The manager speaks forcefully to engage them in 
work
The English (lords of the tea estate) say lash them 
on their backs
Oh God
You have brought us to Asam through deception

Over a million people known as tea workers 
remain as the most economically vulnerable, 
socially stigmatized, and culturally exploited in 
Bangladesh. Once there were 116 communities 
in the tea garden, but now only 92 communities 
are recognized. Most of them were brought for tea 
work from what was then India. What is distinctive 

about tea gardeners is that almost all the commu-
nities have their own cultural practices, including 
language. But severe economic exploitation has 
affected their social and cultural practices, and 
now much of their heritage has been ruined or is 
about to become extinct. 

No government or non-government initiative 
had been founded a decade ago to protect the 
rich heritage of the tea community. NU has 
worked exclusively with the tea communities of 
Maulavibazar district, focusing on the promotion 
and protection of their social and cultural practices 
along with their language. NU has documented 
different cultural practices of the tea communities 
and has regularly visited youth groups to observe 
their cultural festivals. NU also operates 10 schools 
in this area and prioritizes their mother tongue as 
a medium of instruction for their education. 

The tea community people came from different 
states of present India. According to their language 
and culture, they can be divided into the following 
groups: the Orian community, Bhojpuri commu-
nity, Sadri community, Telegu community, Bangla 
community, and Santali community. Besides 
these, there are also the Garo, Nepali, Tripura, and 
Bengali communities.

Below is a list of the rich range of deity and cultu- 
ral festivals that exist according to community.

− In the Bhojpuri community: De, Shaer, Kalkamari, 
Bagat baba, Brittia, Est Puja, Ram Navami, Panch 
Pir, Deia, Poromeshori, Gram Puja, etc.

− In the Orian community: Mangala devi, Ushakuti, 
Danda, Ishanpuza, Baghdei, Grampuza, etc.

− In the Telegu community: Matamai, Pretperen, 
Talu-Manglabomu, Grampuza, etc.
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− In the Sadri community: Bon pahari, Gohal Puja, 
Karam Puja, Jitia Parab, Suryaaipuja, Est Puja, 
Natun Khao, Jhanda Puja, Sharul Puja, Bansoti 
Karma Dharma, Baghut, Goraia, Gram Puja, 
Sohorai, Dulha baba, Boisasur Baba, Baira Baba, 
Ra Baba, etc.

− In the Bangla community: Karam Puja, Jitia, Tusu 
Puja, Gohal Puja, Natun Khaoa, Ashari Puja, Est 
Puja, Sandon Debi, Gram Puja, etc.

− In the Santal community: Baha, Sohorai, Bon 
pahari, Dansai, Gorabonga, Dom, Baghut, etc.

Besides these, almost all the communities and 

castes have their own distinct dances and songs 
that are performed on different occasions. 

Among the popular cultural events of the tea 
community, Peria Parab, Jetia Parab, Lathi Khela, 
Karam Puja, Danda Choraiay, Fagua, Jhumur 
Dance, Chot Puza, Paush Sankranti, etc. are the 
most remarkable. Peria Parab is a festival in the 
Bhojpuri-speaking communities. The Peria is 
observed for a month to wish for something good 
for the brothers of the family. Lathi khela (stick 
fighting) is another popular subject for festivals 
among the tea communities. The men of the 

▲ Traditional dance of Indigenous peoples in the Karam Festival
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communities wear special and colorful dress and 
fight each other with sticks while singing of the 
pride and heritage of the tea community. Karam 
puja is also observed for a month, and women 
lead the festival. They render a special dance in 
this festival which is known as the Karam dance. 
Danda Chariya is somewhat like a religious play 
performed by the people who speak in the Uria 
language. Fagua is a common festival in all of the 
tea communities. During the month of Falgun, 
youths go door to door and render special dances 
with sticks and sing special songs, coloring each 
other with dry and liquid colors. 

Protecting Indigenous Peoples of the 
Plain Lands
Around 3.5 lakh (350,000) Indigenous peoples of 
the plain lands in the northern districts (16 districts 
under Rajahsahi and Rangpur Division) live with 
their own distinct socio-economic and cultural 
characteristics. More than 50 ethnic communi-
ties such as Santal, Hajong, Khashi, Oraon, Dalu, 
Patro, Pahan, etc. live in these areas. Since the 
British regime, they have been facing exploitation 
by the Bengali ethnic people, and many of them 
have migrated to what is now India. They have also 
lost much of their rich cultural heritage, along with 
their traditional governance system. The Indige-
nous peoples of the plain lands have been strug-
gling to protect their land, rights, and heritage but 
have been unable to address vicious or evil peoples. 
Besides these challenges, government encroach-
ment on their land in the name of development 
projects has also caused the Indigenous peoples 

of the plain lands to be displaced, which further 
affects their socio-economic and cultural heritages. 

Nagorik Uddyog finds that there is less atten-
tion to the Indigenous peoples of the plain lands 
when compared to Indigenous peoples of hilly 
areas. The plain lands peoples are generally found 
in the northern part of Bangladesh. Among the 
Indigenous peoples of the plain lands, Santal is 
the biggest community and has a rich cultural and 
social heritage. This community once had a very 
distinctive heritage of religious ritual, social struc-
ture, marriage, food habit, clothes, etc. But the 
advancement of modern culture affected the rich 
cultural heritage of Santal and other communities 
of these plain lands. Moreover, socio-economic 
exploitation of Indigenous peoples by the state 
and mainstream society is also liable for dimin-
ishing their culture. At the initial stage, NU tried 
to understand the socio-economic and cultural 
status of the communities. NU has identified the 
importance of the use of the potential of youth 
and active community people and has started 
organizing them in certain forums. This forum is 
now exploring and advocating the protection of 
the cultural heritage of Indigenous peoples of the 
Dinajpur district. 

The Santal community used to have a rich 
democratic social structure. There were four 
layers in this structure: Manjhi Parishad, Pargana 
Parishad, Daushim Parishad and Lo-bir (the 
highest) Parishad. This structure was so strong 
that the Santal community could organize a huge 
resistance against the intrusion of British rulers 
in this region. However, at present, the Santals 
are very weak and often lose their lands to the 



51 

mainstream community, as their social structure 
is not functioning. Such vulnerability also affects 
their literature and music as well as social and reli-
gious rituals and practices. NU is supporting the 
community to be reorganized and to revive their 
social structure so that they can keep going with 
their pride and heritage and can stand on their 
own footing.

NU thinks cultural empowerment can be 
regarded as a strong basis for sensing self-rights, 
which helps in building unity and in the collective 
struggle for realizing basic rights. Land grabs and 
eviction of Indigenous peoples from their tradi-
tional lands not only affect their socio-economic 
lives but also impede their cultural practices, 
especially in regard to language. Historically, 
Indigenous peoples of the plain lands have had 
rich cultural heritage that includes art, dances, 
songs, ornaments, etc., all of which now might be 
ruined due to lack of nurturing. In fact, when their 
survival is in question, other aspects are given 
less importance. In such a circumstance, project 
activities often try to motivate Indigenous peoples 
to revive their cultural heritage and practices. 
Celebration of the Dansai-Karam festival was one 
example of a unique opportunity to sustain the 
cultural heritage of the people in the plain lands. 

NU has strived to mobilize the Indigenous 
peoples of the plain lands through strengthening 
their sense of identity and fighting for their equal 
rights. NU facilitated a group of defenders among 
the Indigenous peoples who played a pivotal role 
in organizing the community to voice their rights 
and protect their heritage. One of the endeavors 
of the project was to use the local language in 

delivering the project’s activities. For example, 
community group discussions were to be delivered 
in the language of the Indigenous people. This not 
only made communication with the facilitator 
easier, but also promoted the cultural heritage of 
the community. It was also found that most of the 
communities of Indigenous peoples of the plain 
lands don’t speak in their mother tongues; rather, 
they speak in a language called Sadri, a mixture 
of Bengali and Hindi language. For example, the 
Oraon community used to speak in Kunrukh, a 
language which had written and verbal forms. 
Now they speak Sadri. Similarly, the major 
festival of the Santal, Karam, is being replaced by 
Christmas Day. Karam is another major festival of 
the Mahato, Munda, Oraon, and other communi-
ties whose traditions are at risk due to the entry 
of Hindi film songs and other modern music 
and instruments in the festival of Karam. NU is 
supporting the revival of the cultural heritage of 
these Indigenous communities through aware-
ness-raising meetings and various trainings as 
well as through organizing these communities in 
favor of their rights, dignity, and heritage.

Dasai or Sohorai is one of the major festivals of 
the Santal, Oraon, and other Indigenous peoples of 
the plain lands. This festival is unique to the Indig-
enous peoples of the region, and celebration of this 
festival enhances unity and a sense of ownership 
over their traditional cultural practices and rituals. 
NU supports the Indigenous peoples of the region 
in celebrating the day in their traditional ways. In 
2016, the day was celebrated with huge enthusiasm 
and with the participation of thousands of people, 
including non-Indigenous people.
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Dasai (to the Oraon community) or Sohorai (to 
the Santal community) is celebrated at harvest 
time. It is one of the biggest and most important 
festivals for the Santals. During this festival, the 
Santals pay homage to their gods and their ances-
tors as gratitude for their crops, their cattle, their 
ploughs, and everything that has helped them 
attain this harvest. They believe that their God 
of the great mountain, Marang Baru, has blessed 
them with cattle and with better livelihood and 
agriculture. 

Sohorai is mainly celebrated at the beginning of 
the winter harvest, when the paddy has ripened. 
It is observed during the Bengali month of Kartik 
(October-November) on the day of amabashya (new 
moon). In general, it resembles the Kali puja of the 
Hindu religion. The celebration may stretch over 
several days. The celebration of this time includes 
a contribution from every family of half a kilo of 
rice and of chicken, salt, turmeric powder, and 
potatoes, which are used for preparing food. The 
festival is arranged in a big open space where men 
and women render dances with songs and drums. 
The performers are adorned with colorful dress, 
ornaments, flowers, etc. The ritual is performed by 
the priest before the beginning of the main festival. 

Karam is the biggest festival of the Indigenous 
peoples of the plain lands. It is regarded as a spir-
itual and religious festival, and the Indigenous 
peoples believe that the Karam deity will bring 
them blessing and wealth along with a good 
harvest. The Karam festival is centered around the 
Karam tree. During the Bengali month of Bhadro 
(August-September) the event is celebrated on the 
11th day of the moon cycle. The preparations for the 

Karam festival begin around 10 to 12 days before 
the festival. 

During the festival, the young people approach 
the jungle, singing songs and rendering dances 
with drum beats and collecting branches of the 
Karam tree along with flowers, fruits, etc. The 
branches are usually carried by young girls who 
sing in praise of the deity. Then, the branches are 
planted in the center of the festival ground, which is 
adorned with flowers. The purohit (priest) conducts 
the worship of Karam. Indigenous peoples believe 
that the worship brings blessings and wealth to the 
children. They worship trees during this festival 
and render songs and dances in the open field. 
The significance of the NU activities is that there 
is only one Karam tree alive in the Parbatipur 
upazila (sub-district) of Dinajpur district. It has 
been learned that the Karam trees located in 
this region are cut down in order to destroy the 
cultural practices of Indigenous peoples as a part 
of the eviction from the land. 

The Baha festival is another important event of 
the Indigenous peoples of the plain lands. Baha 
means “flower” to the Santal community. The 
festival is celebrated during the Bengali month of 
Falgun (February and March), when flowers of the 
trees Mohua, Polash, Shemul, Jarul, Sal, Mangoe, 
etc. bloom everywhere. The Santal believe that in 
this breeding time of the trees, they must not pluck 
flowers or fruits or cut branches from the trees. 
Even the women of the Santal never wear flowers in 
their braids. If anybody breeches the rule, the priest 
will not visit his/her house and take the offerings. 
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Project Outcome (Expected) and  
Its Contribution to Sustainable  
Development Goals

Nagorik Uddyog believes that the community 
itself is the custodian of its strength and heritage; 
therefore, it concentrates on accelerating the 
communities’ people and their institutions. The 
communities have a long history of communal 
harmony that protects them from all odds and 
evils, so any disorder can be resolved through 
community settings. As a result, NU always 
emphasizes community trust building. 

NU’s Access to Justice program has resulted in 
significant changes in the lives of women in the 
rural community. Women are not only equally 
treated in the project areas but also have partic-
ipation in the decision making. The Grassroots 
Women Leaders Network, facilitated by NU, has 
been playing a key role in this regard. They play 
a pivotal role in making rural women aware of 
their rights and their need for participation in the 
decision making. 

Mass awareness among community people 
(male and female) on women’s rights, human 
rights, gender issues, laws and policies, local 
government functioning, and the right to infor-
mation is the most remarkable outcome of NU 
activities. Popular cultural programs, folk songs, 
and drama shows have played important roles 
in creating awareness. A lot of audiences shared 
their experiences after the shows, saying that they 
had not known much information about women’s 

rights, the demerits of child marriage and dowry, 
the services of union councils and government 
offices, etc. 

NU gives the opportunity to the traditional Baul 
and theater artists to perform once a week, and 
they are paid 1,600 BDT per show. The individual 
artist can earn 3,500-5,000 BDT monthly. NU 
can support this only for four or five months in 
a year. However, the groups get other contracts 
year-round. 

The facilitation of the Citizens Rights Group 
(CRG) is another important outcome of the project 
to protect communal harmony through moni-
toring of human rights violations and keeping the 
situation under control through mediation, nego-
tiation, and counseling. The group also supports 
ensuring the service and functioning of the local 
government. 

People’s trust in community mediation is the 
most significant outcome of NU activities in 
ensuring access to justice. Poor people’s equal 
access to mediation and as mediators, having 
women as mediators, and decisions in the light 
of state laws and regulation help mediation to be 
more democratic, legal, and trustworthy. 

The project is greatly associated with the UN’s 
Sustainable Development Goal 16, which aims 
to ensure peace, justice, and strong institu-
tions. Besides this, it also addresses Sustainable 
Development Goal 5 through the intervention 
of promoting gender equality. The project is also 
indirectly contributing to other goals through 
quality education and planning to end poverty.

Before NU’s intervention in my area, I was a simple 
woman and never thought to work with men together. 
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Being a woman leader facilitated by NU, I realized 
the importance and contribution of women and 
community building. Now I am a Vice Chairman of 
the Upazila Parishad (sub-district council), and it 
has been possible through my involvement with NU. 
What is significant is that NU nurtures the commu-
nity’s strength and heritage, which is the key force 
for evolving a community well. − Moshena Begum, 

a Woman Leader of Badarganj Upazila under 

Rangpur district 

The government has included the Dalit people 
under a social safety net program. The support 
includes an educational stipend to Dalit students, 
skill-building training to Dalit women, mater-
nity wage, and old-aged allowance. Having been 
informed by the NU activities (folk songs, theater 
performances, etc.), people are more aware about 
government services. As a result, actual vulnerable 
people from the mainstream community have 
been enlisted in the social safety net program.

The government provides legal aid support to 
the marginalized communities who have come 
to know this service from the cultural activities 
organized by NU. A government help line service 
focused on stopping child marriage and domestic 
violence also became popular among the commu-
nity people. 

The project called Rights of Dalit, Excluded 
and Indigenous Community has had significant 
outcomes, especially in bringing the commu-
nities’ issues to the forefront. Two decades ago, 
the Dalits were totally isolated and accepted the 
discrimination and deprivation as their fate. But 
now there are hundreds of Dalit organizations in 
Bangladesh representing different communities of 

the Dalit with distinct cultural practices, including 
language. BDERM has been playing a crucial 
role in leading the Dalit community at the local, 
national, international, and even at the UN level 
to advocate for Dalit identity, human rights, and 
other rights and entitlements. 

Most of the Dalit people around the country 
now know their rights, are able to identify their 
deprivation, and have confidence to uphold their 
socio-economic and cultural wealth.

State and non-state agencies are aware of and 
undertake policy and developmental measures, 
including research on the status of the Dalit and 
excluded community.

The project with the Dalit and excluded commu-
nity greatly impacts achieving UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), especially UN 
Sustainable Development Goal 10, which supports 
the reduction of inequalities. As the affected 
community is excluded from socio-economic 
development, NU has a specific issue-based advo-
cacy initiative which also covers the realization of 
other goals of SDGs such as Goal 1 (“No Poverty”), 
Goal 3 (“Good Health and Well-being”), Goal 5 
(“Gender Equality”), Goal 6 (“Clean Water and 
Sanitation”), Goal 8 (“Decent Work and Economic 
Growth”), and Goal 11 (“Sustainable Cities and 
Communities”). For example, NU has a series of 
research and published advocacy briefing notes 
on the Dalit and excluded issues for Goal 3, Goal 
4 (“Quality Education”), Goal 6, and Goal 10, 
through which the organization is engaging in 
advocacy with the state to realize their rights. 
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Promoting intangible cultural heritage through 
human rights education is a difficult task in a 
sense, but without infusing a sense of ownership 
among the affected community, human rights 
and equality will not be possible. From the expe-
rience of Indigenous peoples such as the Dalit 
communities, we see that evil perpetrators often 
resort to attacking cultural values of the targeted 
communities. Thus, NU feels the importance of 
safeguarding intangible heritage in all programs 
and activities. 

With this in mind, NU has carefully observed 
the targeted communities, identified their poten-
tial cultural heritage and practices, and designed 
project strategies that can reach the beneficiaries 
and stakeholders easily in the most convenient 
way. When NU confronted a lack of acceptance 
from the community, it engaged with them in 
their traditional folk songs, which not only infused 
knowledge among them but also made them feel 
their own heritage through those folk songs. On 
one hand, NU works to raise awareness among a 
wide range of social, cultural, and ethnic commu-
nities, and, on the other hand, it strives to promote 
elements of local cultural heritage like popular 
folk songs, folk tales, folk languages, folk medical 
practices, etc. For example, the Baul team delivers 
human rights education in rural areas by way of 
lyrical dialogue or folk song. Thus, NU has allowed 
the community to feel their other intangible heri-
tage while helping to promote their objectives in 
regard to enhancing access to justice. 

Similarly, NU supports other communities like 
the Dalit and Indigenous communities to become 
reorganized and revive their social governance 

structures so that they can protect their cultures 
with pride and heritage. When the Dalit people 
were confused about the identity to be recognized, 
NU convinced them to think, feel, and uphold 
their own caste identity and fight to protect their 
cultural heritage, which ultimately united them 
to seek their rights out of stigma. NU also helped 
the tea community to document their socio-eco-
nomic and cultural status and act according to 
their identity despite all odds and evils. At various 
events, NU conducts group discussions as well as 
documentation in the groups’ own languages. 

NU’s effort to establish a society in the light 
of equality and justice has gathered momentum 
ahead of achieving sustainable goals. NU has fully 
concentrated and shaped its activities to attain 
different goals related to those activities. The orga-
nization believes in upholding socio-economic and 
cultural heritage, which is very much related to the 
theme of ICHCAP. Thus, NU thinks networking 
with ICHCAP will contribute to accelerating its 
activities in regard to promoting the socio-eco-
nomic and cultural heritage of rural folk and the 
marginalized, excluded, and Indigenous peoples 
of the country. 



Old Solutions for New Problems: 
Loden Foundation’s Efforts to Leverage 
Intangible Cultures for Sustainable 
Development in Bhutan

Karma Phuntsho

Loden Foundation-Shejun Cultural Programme
Established in 2000, The Loden Foundation is a registered civil society organization in Bhutan 
with the objectives of promoting education, cultural preservation, and entrepreneurship among 
the Bhutanese children and young adults; promoting education and learning at the preschool, 
school, and post-school stages, and thereby fostering an enlightened and educated society in 
Bhutan; promoting awareness of the education and the needs of local communities in relation 
to entrepreneurship, health education, practical skills and crafts, and literacy among remote 
villages and communities within Bhutan; preserving and promoting the cultures and tradi-
tions of Bhutan; and undertaking, if need be, other charitable work that contributes toward the 
welfare of the public. 

One of the main programs currently is intangible cultural documentation including oral 
traditions, religious practices, arts and crafts, folk knowledge and customs, cultural events, 
games and sports, and languages and dialects. The foundation’s cultural program has under-
taken an extensive audio-visual documentation of Bhutan’s oral and intangible cultures. This 



documentation process makes digital recordings and images of cultural objects and practices 
for the sake of preserving them for posterity in digital archival format and also for giving easy 
access to the cultural knowledge and practices for researchers, students, policy makers, and the 
general public. By the middle of 2017, the project had produced and collected over 3,200 hours 
of high-quality audio-visual recordings and over two million photos of Bhutanese manuscripts 
and cultures covering vast areas and a large number of subjects and genres. The pictures are 
supplemented with metadata, captions, summaries, descriptions, transcriptions, and trans-
lations for online publication. Some samples of the work in progress can be viewed at www.
bhutanlibrary.org. An encyclopedic book on Bhutan’s cultural topics is also in progress.



▲ Jangsakha village in Paro

The benefit of the cultural documentation was not merely to record and 
sustain the knowledge of old traditions and practices. The project was 
also directly relevant to the enhancement of people’s living standards 
and livelihoods.
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The twenty-first century is proving to be a 
very exciting as well as challenging time 
for the world. In barely a decade and a half, 

we have seen digital technology take over life, with 
over a thousand mobile apps added to our list every 
hour. Global mobile subscription is estimated to be 
108 percent, and 37 percent of humanity is said to 
be logged onto social media. More than 50 percent 
of the global population is reported to live in urban 
cities and use the internet.1 Such technological and 
social development has also heightened changes in 
other fields. In politics, we saw the Arab Spring, 
the Umbrella Movement, Brexit, and the fall of 
Saddam Hussein, Muammar Gaddafi, and Robert 
Mugabe. Economically, China is emerging to be 
a leading world power. Tencent rose to become 
Asia’s first company to exceed USD $500 billion, 
while Apple is still leading the race and gearing up 

1  Simon Kemp, “2017 Digital Yearbook,” We Are Social, 2017, accessed 
December 5, 2017, https://wearesocial.com/uk/special-reports/2017-dig-
ital-yearbook. 

to become the world’s first trillion-dollar company. 
Every day, our lives are filled with powerful and 
gripping news.

In spite of such rapid developments, and to a 
large extent due to such impetuous pursuit of 
growth and exploitation of resources, humanity 
is confronted with challenges in sustaining its 
welfare as never before. The global agenda of 
seventeen Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
that the members of the United Nations adopted 
indicates the many challenges we are facing both as 
the world as a whole and as individual communi-
ties. The first issue of utmost concern for everyone 
is the economic one concerning the two activities 
of production and consumption, which virtually 
include all human engagements and pursuits 
of happiness. The natures of our production 
and consumption have gone through enormous 
transformation in recent times due to unprece-
dented economic growth and advancements in 
communication and information technology. 
The world population has seen the production 

▲ The village of Tshangkha on the east-west highway amid fields 
and forests

▲ Researcher Yeshi interviewing an old woman
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and consumption systems cross over traditional 
boundaries and go from immediate localities to 
distant international and global markets.

Today, most of our goods are being created in 
faraway lands, with no palpable link between 
production and consumption. This disconnect has 
often led to disregard for the process of production 
and the situation of the raw materials. Moreover, 
most of the world’s population now lives in urban 
cities with no direct connection to the sources 
of basic commodities. This leads to a lack of 
awareness and appreciation of production and to 
reckless consumption, often amounting to a lot of 
waste. When neoliberal capitalism, which is based 
on a free market, and consumerism, which thrives 
on insatiable human greed fueled by alluring 
commercials, are wreaking havoc on the earth 
and posing a threat to the sustainability of human 
well-being, it is critical that we reconsider our 
current mode of development driven by GDP and 
find alternative models. In addressing the serious 
issue of economic sustainability, it is worthwhile 
to look back at the principles and practices of 
sustainability provided by the traditional econo-
mies based on organic and localized industries.

In Bhutan, efforts are being made to formulate 
and implement a new model of development that 
pursues Gross National Happiness in addition 
to Gross Domestic Product. A conscious move is 
being made to balance external material comfort 
with internal spiritual well-being and to balance 
tradition with modernity. A good example can 
be seen in the area of food production. Instead of 
promoting food produced in mass quantity with 
fertilizers and mechanization by large corporations, 

efforts are being made on the part of both the state 
and individuals to enhance organic farming, an 
agricultural tradition which was robust in Bhutan 
until half a century ago. From the knowledge of 
traditional soil management, manure production, 
seed distribution, cultivation, harvest, and food 
processing to culinary recipes and ethno-botan-
ical knowledge, there is a lot that Bhutanese today 
can learn from the intangible cultural practices of 
the past. The Loden Foundation is at the forefront 
of promoting a socially responsible culture of 
business and production through their Buddhist 
entrepreneurship program, which seeks to leverage 
spiritual and cultural traditions for sustainable 
socio-economic development.

The same is true with respect to our consump-
tion practices. A deeper appreciation of the tradi-
tional respect for food and resources, the culture 
of contentment, sharing and simple living, and 
the awareness of the deep connection between 
producers and end users can help us become much 
more responsible consumers and minimize mind-
less waste of resources. Bhutan, like the rest of 
the world, has seen with modernization a funda-
mental shift of worldviews from a traditional “eat 
to live” spiritual ethos to a “live to eat” materialistic 
outlook, which is harmful both to individual health 
and the natural environment. This new hedonistic 
and materialistic mindset has led to unhealthy 
consumption habits leading to alarming waste and 
undesirable health conditions as well as excessive 
exploitation of the environment for resources. 
We need to unlearn some of the negative habits 
we acquired in the rush for material development 
and return to the spiritual and cultural heritage of 
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the past in order to promote such timeless values 
and practices as contentment, right livelihood, 
and mindfulness, which are fundamental to our 
existence.

Bhutan’s world-acclaimed environment, with 
over 81 percent of the country under forest and 
shrub cover, is another example of how ancient 
indigenous knowledge and practices have contrib-
uted to sustainable use of the environment. The 
pristine ecology of Bhutan is largely a result of 
people’s belief in the sanctity of the natural envi-
ronment as a living organism. It is the Bhutanese 
view of sacred mountains, hidden valleys, holy 
rocks and lakes, forests, and rivers as abodes of 
territorial deities and spirits, the Buddhist regard 
and compassion for all forms of life, and the under-
standing of interdependence of all things that have 
helped Bhutan conserve its flora and fauna much 
more than those following modern scientific 
environmentalism. The intangible cultural beliefs 
and practices today continue to influence people’s 
interaction with nature and are very effective tools 
for nature conservation. It is with this effect in 
mind that the Loden-Shejun Cultural Programme 
is documenting and disseminating the local 
knowledge of spiritual and heritage sites and their 
significance.

Another major social challenge we face across 
the globe is urbanization. Bhutan had no urban 
settlements some 50 years ago, but today nearly 
half of the population lives in new urban settle-
ments. This transition from rural community 
to urban settlement causes problems, as the new 
towns lack the social support systems that were 
well established (albeit in unwritten forms) in the 

closely-knit village communities. Due to space 
and other constraints, people in towns today have 
nuclear families and live independent lives with an 
enhanced sense of privacy. This has resulted in a 
rising sense of individualism and an isolated life-
style, which in turn leads to social problems such 
as delinquency, substance abuse, alcoholism, etc.

One social problem that is a tragic indicator 
of the breakdown of social systems and cultural 
values is the alarming suicide rate. Suicide was 
almost never heard of in traditional Bhutan, but 
today about 100 young people take their lives 
annually. The traditional Bhutanese, who were 
born and brought up with the spirit of Buddhism, 
were taught as the first spiritual lesson how special 
and rare the human body is as a medium for the 
pursuit of enlightenment. Given our rational and 
emotional capacity to feel and think, human life 
is considered an exceptionally privileged position 
which one should not misuse or waste. Today, 
young Bhutanese do not receive adequate educa-
tion in the traditional culture, but learn basic 
modern science and perceive the human body 
as an anatomical phenomenon and a problem to 
be discarded when their unrealistic expectations 
go unfulfilled. They are more vulnerable but less 
resilient to hardships in life. The Loden Foun-
dation documents and promotes the traditional 
Bhutanese view of life, culture of resilience and 
tolerance, appreciation of human life and its bless-
ings, proclivity for contentment and compassion, 
and sense of higher purpose in a better way than 
what secular education and economic develop-
ment provide.

While humanity has seen significant achieve- 
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ments in scientific discoveries and economic stan-
dards of living, it has not seen much progress in 
the inner evolution of the human mind. Moreover, 
unlike material development, scientific discoveries, 
and technical advances, all of which are mostly 
transferable to the subsequent generations, mental 
and emotional development and achievements 
generally cannot be transferred to the following 
generation. Each generation has to go through 
its share of mental and emotional development. 
Thus, an important area for developmental work 
today is the human mind, which is fundamental 
to the human experience of happiness. This is 
because happiness is considered to be essentially a 
state of mind. Deriving inspiration from Buddhist 
thought, which is indeed a science of the mind 
and an art of mind training, the Loden Founda-
tion endeavors to re-appropriate and reformulate 
Buddhist theories and practices for developing the 
power of the mind and to make them relevant and 
applicable to the contemporary secular society. 
This is particularly urgent today, as technological 
developments such as internet and social media 
have made the human mind more restless and 
stressful than it ever was.

The Loden Foundation

The Loden Foundation is a registered civil 
society organization (CSOA/PBO-02) in Bhutan 
dedicated to fostering an enlightened and happy 
society through the promotion of education, 

entrepreneurship, and culture. Composed of 
individuals with shared vision, concerns, and aspi-
rations, the foundation is located in Thimphu, the 
capital city, but it carries out activities in all twenty 
districts of Bhutan. The objectives for which the 
foundation was established are as follows:

− to promote education and learning at the pre- 
school, school and post-school stages, and thereby 
foster an enlightened and educated society in 
Bhutan;

− to promote awareness of the education and the 
needs of local communities in relation to entre-
preneurship, health education, practical skills and 
crafts, and literacy among remote villages and 
communities within Bhutan; 

− to preserve and promote the cultures and tradi-
tions of Bhutan; and

− to undertake, if need be, other charitable works 
that contribute toward the welfare of the public.

Programs and Activities
Loden runs three major programs:

1. Loden Education Initiative
Loden spotlights the power of education to 
enhance human capacity and quality of life. Thus, 
it provides educational support and facilities at the 
preschool, school, and post-school phases.

Loden Early Learning Centre
Considering the need for holistic early child-
care and preschool services, particularly in the 
rural areas, Loden runs five community-based 
Early Learning Centres within the framework 
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of Bhutan’s educational policy and guidelines. 
They are designed to provide equal access to early 
education to the children from rural communities 
and also to combine modern childcare and devel-
opment techniques and traditional Bhutanese 
upbringing methods.

Loden Scholarship
As its primer program, Loden provides financial 
support to students from economically disadvan-
taged backgrounds. Loden matches deserving 
beneficiaries and benefactors and liaises between 
the two by administering the fund. The foundation 
also offers educational guidance and counseling 
for those seeking higher and alternative educa-
tion. Loden also provides scholarships for higher 
education to meritorious candidates, particularly 
in fields that will fill a social gap in Bhutan. Today, 
there are 88 beneficiaries in schools across Bhutan, 

and 42 students have received scholarships for 
graduate and post-graduate education in Bhutan, 
India, UK, and Germany.

Loden Knowledge Base
As an educational organization, Loden regu-
larly organizes talks, seminars, workshops, film 
screenings, and other educational events for public 
education, academic advancement, and policy 
development. The “Bhutan Dialogues” series, 
organized in collaboration with the UN in Bhutan, 
is one such event.

2. Loden Entrepreneurship Programme
This program was launched in 2007 with the aim 
of curbing the rising unemployment and rural-
urban migration, promoting an ethical entrepre-
neurial culture in the country, and contributing 
toward building a self-reliant sustainable economy. 

▼ Researcher Rinzin Dema in the crowd filming at Paro Tshechu
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Today, it has become a dominant program of 
Loden, which is seen as the leading organization 
in promoting social entrepreneurship in Bhutan.

Loden SEED (Student Empowerment through Entr- 
epreneurship Development)
Loden fosters entrepreneurship among tertiary 
and higher education institutions through lectures, 
talks, trainings, and funding for on-campus 
student businesses. Currently, it has funded 
student businesses in 15 colleges and institutes.

Loden Social Start-up
Loden’s main entrepreneurial activity focuses on 
nurturing the social entrepreneurial culture in 
Bhutan. The foundation gives trainings, work-
shops, and seminars to young men and women 
and also provides interest-free and collateral-free 
capital between US $2,300 and $23,000 for social 
start-ups. The educational empowerment and 
funding are followed by monitoring and mento-
ring services.

Loden Impact Fund
In order to scale up ventures with high potential 
and enhance social impact, Loden is raising 
investments to help selected enterprises grow with 
further investments and technical support. As a 
new initiative, Loden is yet to see it fully burgeon.

3. Loden-Shejun Cultural Programme
Bhutan is going through a profound change in the 
social, cultural, economic, and political spheres, 
leading to unprecedented confusion and stress in 
the society. Loden, through its efforts for cultural 

preservation and promotion, strives to help bridge 
Bhutan’s past and future and facilitate a smooth 
transition. Loden has published many dozens of 
essays and books on culture in an effort to make 
Bhutan’s rich cultural heritage relevant to our 
times and leverage them to solve current problems 
and enhance the quality and meaning of life.

Written Heritage
In order to preserve information in digital copies 
and make them easily accessible, Loden has digi-
tized over four million pages of Bhutan’s endan-
gered archives.

Oral Tradition
Loden has recorded over 3,100 hours of vanishing 
oral traditions, including folk stories, songs, poems, 
narratives, jokes, languages, culinary recipes, 
farming practices, social contracts, customs, and 
other forms of intangible cultures.

Art and Architecture
Loden has documented several thousands of 
Bhutan’s artistic and architectural heritage prop-
erties, including wall paintings, statues, cultural 
objects, and antiques.

The Oral Traditions of Bhutan Project

The Loden-Shejun Cultural Programme has been 
undertaking a series of projects for documenting 
and disseminating Bhutan’s oral, written, and 
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artistic heritage in order to help people enhance 
the quality of their lives and leverage cultures for 
socio-economic and spiritual development. The 
group’s initiatives have the dual aim of preserving 
Bhutan’s vanishing cultures for posterity as 
resources for historical research and references 
for cultural identity and of promoting the coun-
try’s cultural values, practices, and objects, which 
can contribute to the spiritual, social, economic, 
and environmental enrichment of the global 
community in general and the Bhutanese society 
in particular.

The most significant cultural project under-
taken by the Loden-Shejun Cultural Programme 
by far is the Oral Traditions of Bhutan project, 
which was funded by Arcadia, administered by 
the University of Virginia, and executed by the 
Shejun Agency, which has now merged with the 
Loden Foundation. With over US $1.4 million 
in budget, the project aimed to undertake an 
extensive survey and audio-video documenta-
tion of Bhutan’s oral heritage, including various 

languages, oral histories, genealogies, folk stories, 
songs, chants, vernacular idioms, and other oral 
genres such as lozey (ballads), tsangmo (poems), 
khartam (riddles), shedpa (orations), and more. 
The project also gathered cultural knowledge 
on local practices such as food and architecture, 
ecological beliefs and practices, and a great 
variety of traditional skills and know-how. Using 
innovative and cutting-edge digital technologies, 
audio-video recordings were made of these oral 
traditions and embodied knowledge. These are 
in the process of being published on the web in a 
dedicated open-access portal that includes search-
able transcripts, creative subject mapping, and 
powerful visualizations.

The project also developed collaboration bet- 
ween Bhutanese, British, and American institu-
tions and served as a platform for consolidating 
and coordinating previous work as well as encour-
aging further academic study on the subject. 
In the process, the project also promoted the 
value of these oral forms of knowledge and the 

▲ Digitizing manuscripts in Gangteng ▲ Researcher Yeshi filming the Zhengshi Pema cham dance in 
Bumthang
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importance of cultural documentation among 
Bhutanese citizens, thereby ensuring a continuing 
interest beyond the funded life of the project. The 
project thus contributed toward the preservation 
of culture in Bhutan and strengthened one of the 
four pillars of Bhutan’s national goal of Gross 
National Happiness, a holistic index that measures 
quality of life or social progress, as well as consid-
erably enriching humanity’s knowledge of ancient 
cultures and knowledge.

Project Background
Since the decline of Buddhism and various polit-
ical disruptions in Tibet and other parts of the 
Buddhist Himalayas, the Kingdom of Bhutan has 
come to be seen as the last bastion of Himalayan 
Buddhist culture and has often been romantically 
labelled “the last Shangri-La.” This Orientalist 
perception no doubt came about largely due to 
Bhutan’s long history of isolation, independence, 
and cultural integrity. Today, the culture of this 
last Shangri-La in general and the intangible oral 
heritage in particular is under serious threat as the 

▼ The picturesque Ura village
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country undergoes massive transition. The older 
generations, who are the custodians of the cultural 
heritage and ways of life they reflect and support, 
are passing away, and most of the younger gener-
ations lack interest in the traditional culture and 
way of life. 

Until the mid-twentieth century, Bhutan had 
little exposure to the outside world other than 
from the Tibetan monastic culture to the north. 
Its traditional culture was largely based on subsis-
tence agriculture and a deep religious piety and 
had remained intact over the centuries. Oral tradi-
tions form an inherent part of Bhutanese culture 
and have been used over the centuries as a means 
to transmit values, knowledge, skills, and practices 
over generations. The past sixty years, however, 
have seen this country get catapulted from a medi-
eval society into a globalized meld. Bhutan is today 
undergoing rapid and chaotic social and cultural 
transformation.

Economically, Bhutan has moved from subsis-
tence farming to a consumerist market economy 
and has changed socially from an entirely rural 
community to a largely urban settlement. It 
has moved communicatively from a strong oral 
tradition to a post-modern audio-visual world 
and politically from a medieval monarchy to a 
constitutional democracy. People’s cultural ethos 
is shifting from a spiritual Buddhist worldview 
with strong connection to nature to a secular 
and scientific outlook. Bhutan is going through 
an enormous transition, which has been brought 
about by the two processes of modernization, 
which Bhutan actively sought, and globalization, 
to which Bhutan is inescapably subjected.

The most far-reaching cultural transformation 
must, however, be attributed to Bhutan’s program 
of universal education. From eleven schools 
established in 1959, Bhutan now has over 1,000 
educational institutions, excluding monastic 
centers of learning. The education system follows 
a Western model and is responsible for a change 
in the people’s medium of communication as well 
as their cultural ethos, worldview, and mindset. 
Seven out of eight sessions in a typical daily school 
routine are instructed in English, and only one 
class, on Bhutanese language and culture, is in 
Dzongkha, the national language. All of Bhutan’s 
languages, with the exception of Dzongkha, are 
spoken vernaculars with no written version, and 
half of these languages are spoken by fewer than 
5,000 people, most of whom are aged above fifty. 
Three of these languages are spoken by less than 
300 and only with fluency by a handful of older 
members of the community. The situation is even 
direr for the dialects of these languages, with 
many facing extinction. At the current rate, most 
dialects will have disappeared within a couple of 
decades, and one quarter of local languages may 
be dead by 2050. With the demise of a language, 
an entire culture is lost.

The rapid spread of school education has a 
profound impact on culture well beyond the 
linguistic landscape. Most children grow up 
reading English novels, singing Western pop songs, 
or imitating foreign movie stars, and only a few 
learn traditional literature and music or emulate 
their elders. Their worldview, outlook, values, 
interests, sensibilities, and sense of humor are quite 
different from the older generation. Moreover, 
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educated youth mostly live in a new urban envi-
ronment based on a secondary economy of white-
collar jobs and with a very different range of values 
and expectations. The high rate of migration to the 
towns and cities has seriously depopulated the 
rural villages, which are the cultural heartlands. 
Thus, many village festivals and community prac-
tices are dying out.

As a result of the linguistic and cultural differ-
ences, there is a serious generation gap between 
the older and younger citizens, and Bhutan is for 
the first time in its history facing a serious chal-
lenge to the cultural continuity and transmission 
of old traditions. As the older generation ebbs 
away, much of Bhutan’s traditional culture and 
know-how is disappearing. For instance, the 
culture of storytelling in a family house almost 
completely stopped after the arrival of television. 
The use of mineral paints and vegetable color 
for fine art and dyeing declined due to the avail-
ability of cheap chemical alternatives. Instead of 
traditional bamboo bows, most archers now use 

expensive American compound bows and fiber 
arrows. These high poundage bows, lethal arrows, 
and the strictures of modern sportsmanship have 
deprived archery of its usual joviality and the wit 
and repartee of its songs. Instances of such decline 
are numerous, and the death of any village elder 
results in the loss of an irreplaceable heritage.

Despite the risky situation the culture is in, 
attempts to save and study the intangible cultural 
heritage of Bhutan were few and far between. Due 
to its isolationist policy, Bhutan has remained 
largely inaccessible to foreign researchers, and 
the local capacity for research has only started to 
grow in the past decade. With much of its rich oral 
history, culture, and practices yet to be properly 
charted and studied, Bhutan was a vital strategic 
area for ethnographic research and cultural pres-
ervation efforts.

A few initiatives of cultural study existed when 
this project began. The Centre for Bhutan Studies 
had conducted a couple workshops on folk stories, 
the Institute for Language and Cultural Studies 

▲ Researcher Sonam Tobgye films a dance in Kurtoe ▲ Loden-Shejun core team with two directors at Dodeydra
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had made ethnographic recordings of a number 
of festivals, and the Dzongkha Development 
Commission had hosted a few linguistic projects. 
The Agency for Promotion of Indigenous Crafts 
carried out projects on arts and crafts and the 
Music of Bhutan Research Centre was doing some 
work on traditional music. The National Library 
and Archives of Bhutan was compiling an inven-
tory and a book on some intangible cultures, and 
the Firebird Foundation had launched a project to 
document the language of Northeastern Bhutan 
and traditional ecological knowledge.

However, these projects were not adequate 
for the richness and extent of the cultural tradi-
tions ensconced in Bhutan, and they resulted in 
only patchy and paltry outcomes, having been 
seriously encumbered by poor resources, access, 
and research skills. The foundation initiated the 
extensive project to document and study Bhutan’s 
textual, oral, and artistic traditions and cultures 
by involving an extraordinary team of Bhutanese 
and international experts with many years of 
experience and diverse expertise to undertake a 
systematic approach to document the endangered 
cultures across the country and to publish them 
locally and globally.

Preparation and Project Work
While cultural preservation and promotion are 
the two main objectives of the activities of the 
Loden-Shejun Cultural Programme, local capacity 
building always features as an important subsidiary 
outcome of its activities. Thus, the project started 
with a rigorous training for the research officers 

in Bhutan. For over one month, the researchers 
were given training by the three project directors 
and many other local and international experts in 
ethnographic research, audio-visual technology, 
documentary making, music recording, photog-
raphy, interviews, data and metadata collection, 
and digital archiving and processing. 

Professor David Germano and Dr. Karma 
Phuntsho, Director of the Foundation, worked as 
the two main directors for the project. While Dr. 
Phuntsho conceptualized and led the project in 
Bhutan, he ran the project and data processing in 
the US. In addition, he has developed expertise and 
experience in cultural documentation through a 
series of previous projects, the largest effort at that 
point being the digitization of Bhutan’s textual 
culture, which has produced a wealth of scholarly 
resources that have the potential to revolutionize 
the study of Himalayan manuscript traditions. 

As a primary investigator of the project at the 
University of Virginia and the director of the Tibet 
Center, Professor David Germano as well as his 
staff was committed to providing the systems, 
servers, and expertise necessary for this project. 
They were to provide supervision of all data 
processing, oversee the importation of data into 
the archive repositories, and implement the final 
publication. 

Professor Mark Turin of the University of British 
Columbia, a leading linguist and anthropologist 
who has been working in the Himalayan region for 
two dozen years, joined the project as a director in 
the first two years. An internationally recognized 
expert on digital archives and collaborative field 
research projects, he is the founder and director of 
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both Digital Himalaya (www.digitalhimalaya.org) 
and the World Oral Literature Project (www.oral-
literature.org), whose protocols and approaches 
the program implemented and extended for this 
project. 

While both Germano and Turin provided 
guidance in designing the entire project in terms 
of fieldwork and data processing, Germano 
supervised the ultimate coordination of all 
technical work including design of the portal’s 
architecture and user interface and supervision of 

a UV technical staff with content work in Bhutan. 
Phuntsho played the pivotal role as the supervisor 
of all field operations in Bhutan, the key liaison 
coordinating US and Bhutan operations, and the 
main scholar in the program with expertise on 
Bhutanese culture. At the University of Virginia, 
the project also involved Bradley Aaron, Associate 
Director of the Tibet Center, until he was replaced 
by Ariana Maki as Associate Director in 2016. 
While Aaron shared his extensive knowledge and 
experience in photographic documentation, Maki 
brought with her a vast knowledge of Bhutan as a 
leading art historian on Bhutanese art.

Audio-video technology provides a uniquely 
powerful tool for documenting and exploring oral 
traditions; thus, the project work is heavily based 
upon a sophisticated use of new digital technolo-
gies to draw upon their advantage to achieve new 
heights of efficiency and flexibility in creating 
systems that extend from the field to the web and 
back again to local and global communities. Using 
the digital tools, the traditions can also be recorded 
in all of their constitutive elements such as facial 
expressions, tones of voice, and surroundings. 
Extended and dynamic metadata can directly link 
such recordings to detailed information and visu-
alizations about the places within which they take 
place and subjects about which they are concerned. 
Rich, multilingual, and time-coded transcripts 
allow for analytical searching of the actual content 
of these oral traditions.

In September 2013, the field researchers were 
assigned to two districts each according to their 
social and linguistic strengths and understanding. 
The project directors designed a procedure for 

▲ Filming the project director on the site of digitization
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workflow including a list of things to do before 
going to shoot; specific things to follow during and 
after shooting; the procedures for downloading, 
editing, saving, and archiving data at the work 
station at the end of the day; and mechanisms for 
transferring data to the central office in Thimphu.

The project directors also developed the proce-
dures for collecting metadata and other important 
information related to the audio-visual and 
photographic data from the field. Three forms 
were created for mandatory use by the researchers. 
A documentation form was created for capturing 
metadata and contextual information on the docu-
mentary recording. A biodata form was to be used 
to gather information on the cultural participant, 
and the consent release form was to be used to 
obtain expressed permission allowing the project 
to generally use the data for educational and 
cultural purposes. The consent form also recorded 
the terms of restriction, such as a ritual being 
only viewable by those who had the initiation or 

membership or a sensitive story that the author 
only wished to have published posthumously.

Having completed the introductory training 
sessions in all aspects of audio-visual documenta-
tion and metadata collection and having also done 
many trials in Thimphu, the researchers were then 
sent out to the field to practice their field recording 
techniques in the first half of October 2013. Prior 
to their departure, the groups discussed in detail 
the practical needs and challenges they may face 
traveling and working in the rural parts of Bhutan, 
the people they would need to build connections 
with, and the relevant state policies and regula-
tions they would have to follow. Thus, the main 
objective was to have researchers experiment 
with the skills they had learned, try working 
independently, build useful contacts, explore their 
areas, gauge the extent of cultural knowledge and 
diversity, and experience living and working in 
rural communities.

Researchers were expected to return with 

▲ Old lady in Chukkha trying the headset
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practical experience and a lot of questions that 
would then help the program to address unfore-
seen problems and issues before making serious 
and large-scale documentation efforts. When 
they returned from the field in the third week of 
October 2014, many of them had returned with 
wonderful footage and recordings. Two of these 
were used in BBC World Service coverage of the 
project. Others returned with no recordings yet 
had good lessons to share. Some were hampered by 
lack of transportation facilities, while others met 
official hurdles. The researchers met in Thimphu 
for over a week to play their recordings and discuss 
their findings with technical experts. 

As the researchers got ready to return to the 
field, Shejun organized a symposium on cultural 
mapping and typology in October 2013 by inviting 
all the stakeholders and leading experts on Bhuta-
nese cultures. The outcome of the three-day 
symposium was the first draft of the typology of 
Bhutan’s intangible cultures, which listed close 
to 1,000 items of cultural traditions. The project 
director compiled the draft in both Dzongkha and 
English and made it available to cultural experts 
for further feedback. Today, the draft has evolved 
to become by far the most extensive enumeration 
of intangible cultures in Bhutan and is being used 
by both governmental and non-governmental 
organizations as the most authoritative inventory. 
While akin to UNESCO’s typology of culture, this 
typology more closely reflects the local Bhuta-
nese way of mapping and conceptualizing their 
cultural world and organizing their knowledge. 
The typology classified Bhutan’s cultural heritage 
into seven cultural types:

− oral traditions,
− religious practices,
− arts and crafts,
− folk knowledge and customs,
− cultural events,
− games and sports, and
− languages and dialects.
As it stands today, the seven types are further 

divided into 94 genres, 420 subgenres, and over 
1,200 cultural subjects. Director Phuntsho is in 
the process of writing a short caption and a brief 
summary for each of these cultural types, genres, 
sub-genres, and subjects and will prepare an essay 
on some of them.

Before the researchers started their serious work 
of documentation, the team officially launched the 
oral documentation program with a cultural gala 
in the center of Thimphu city on a public holiday 
celebrating the day of the Buddha’s descent from 
heaven. The event was graced by the Speaker of 
the Parliament and attended by many government 
dignitaries, public figures, and cultural experts. A 
large crowd of people witnessed the cultural show 
performed by the research team and a few selected 
cultural experts. The show included cultural items 
such as songs, dances, storytelling, poetry reading, 
orations, riddles, and jokes to reflect the objective 
of the project.

After visiting Tashichodzong, the abode of 
Bhutan’s national protector deities and the head-
quarters of the government, and saying prayers 
to and receiving blessings from Bhutan’s highest 
spiritual powers, the researchers set off to their 
respective districts in the beginning of November 
2017 to begin three years of intensive cultural 
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documentation in the field. They were armed with 
written support from the Minister of Home and 
Cultural Affairs and the Central Monastic Body 
exhorting all local officials and leaders to give 
them assistance. When the field-based researchers 
needed extra support, especially during festivals 
when multiple cultural performances take place 
simultaneously in various locations, the core staff 
member from the central office provided addi-
tional backup support or arranged field researchers 
to assist one another. The IT officer collected the 
data regularly from the researchers and undertook 
the initial evaluation before consolidating and 

archiving the data and sending it forward to the 
directors for further evaluation.

The field researchers plunged into their work 
of cultural documentation that would go on for 
more than three years, reaching every gewog 
(county) and almost every chiwog (sub-county) in 
Bhutan. The team in the central office also made 
recordings of cultural events and interviews with 
some senior citizens in Thimphu. To enhance 
the output, the team also employed the help of 
dozens of graduates who came to intern with the 
project while they waited to find jobs. As most 
researchers found it difficult to work on their own 

▲ Loden-Shejun team with a cultural expert
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and handle the different tools simultaneously 
during recording sessions, the program sent the 
interns to assist the field researchers after giving 
them brief trainings. Engaging the interns helped 
the program to further develop the local capacity, 
and a few interns who had acquired the skills and 
experience became field researchers when some 
of the original field researchers rendered their 
resignations.

Sustainability and Cultural  
Documentation

If the primary objective of the project was to sustain 
knowledge from the past for use in the future, the 
project was hugely successful in capturing a wide 
range of cultural knowledge, particularly in the 
places where no such ethnographic effort had ever 
been made before. One of the best achievements 
of this project was the extensive coverage of the 
country, especially reaching some of the most 
remote communities. Documentation of cultural 
life was carried out in isolated communities such 
as Laya in Gasa, Merak and Sakteng in Trashi-
gang, Shingkhar Lauri in Samdrupjongkhar, 
Dorokha in Samtse, Reti in Sarpang, Ngangla 
Trong in Zhemgang, and Balung in Dagana. Many 
of these places were several days’ walk from the 
motor roads but were on the cusp of change, as the 
government was in the process of building motor 
roads and bringing electricity to these places.

Once connected by roads and given access to 

electricity, these places will witness drastic changes 
to their local practices and modes of living. We 
have seen the transformation that the process of 
modernization brings to the villages and valleys. A 
good example is how Bhutanese cook rice, which 
is now the staple food of most people in Bhutan. 
Before electrification, people prepared rice on 
open fire stoves, but as soon as electricity reached 
them, people began to buy electric rice cookers. 
The culture of hospitality shown to unexpected 
guests and of greeting strangers diminished after 

▲ Sonam, a Loden entrepreneur, demonstrates local dishes
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the motor road reached a place, bringing more 
visitors.

Another example is electrification leading to 
television, which alters the local worldview and 
daily routines. The traditional practices of story-
telling around the family hearth to pass on values 
have generally stopped in villages that have been 
electrified and have access to television. The literary 
compositions called langkey, which are beautiful 
serenades sung while fields are ploughed with 
a bullock, are part of a genre that is now rapidly 
dying with the advent of tractors and power tillers. 
The project team made recordings of such folk 

stories, songs, tsangmo (poems), lozey (ballads), 
and other oral traditions that are vanishing.

The team has reached many places just in time 
to document the last sample of cultural practices. 
For instance, they documented the last session of 
Yaklha—the festival to worship the yak god—with 
yaks in Ura. Yak rearing has come to an end in 
the valley since the team filmed the festival, as the 
last family who owned yaks sold off their herd. 
In addition to oral tradition and festive events 
comprising rituals, music, and dances, the team 
has also captured historical and place-based 
narratives, healing practices, and sporting events. 

▼ Aum Dema of Tshaluna playing a flute that is normally played only by men in Bhutan
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The researchers have also successfully docu-
mented some of the traditional culinary recipes for 
cooking and food processing.

In documenting cultural practices that are on 
the brink of change, the teams were also able to 
record some of the senior Bhutanese cultural 
doyens who have since passed away. Dasho Shin-
gkhar Lam, one of Bhutan’s cultural paragons 
and a renaissance man, passed away in September 
2014, but before his death, the Shejun team had 
the great fortune to accompany him to his native 
village of Shingkhar to document local traditions 
there. Similarly, researchers were able to inter-
view the late Phurpa Wangdi, a village elder in 
Sakteng, who shared for cameras his knowledge of 
the remarkable Ache Lhamo dance, and the late 
Dasho Sonam Wangdi, who shared his knowledge 
of harvesting wild forest products in the south 
central parts of Bhutan.

Teams also gained exclusive access to monas-
teries and private institutions to shoot monastic 
practices such as ritual ceremonies, lectures, 
debates, and sacred dances. But the benefit of the 
cultural documentation was not merely to record 
and sustain the knowledge of old traditions and 
practices. The project was also directly relevant 
to the enhancement of people’s living standards 
and livelihoods. Researchers were able to record 
compelling stories and signs of change through 
modernization and to save and promote some 
of the sustainable ways of livelihood that were 
already known to the people but going out of 
fashion. Teams could document many traditions of 
local arts and crafts from paper making, carving, 
sculpting, painting, embroidering, weaving, and 

sewing to making bamboo baskets, woodturning, 
and practicing carpentry. The preservation and 
promotion of these arts and crafts are important 
for the livelihood of the people in many parts of 
Bhutan and for the cultural identity of the country 
as a whole. 

Some of the footage created of traditional 
farming techniques and agricultural know-how, 
animal husbandry and pasture management, 
dairy production, and livestock care are important 
records of sustainable and time-tested practices. At 

▲ A Loden entrepreneur packing medicinal herbs
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the hospital for traditional medicine, teams were 
given access to film and the chance to interview 
a leading Sowa Rigpa doctor as she was treating 
her patients. This tradition of health science is 
fortunately thriving in Bhutan and could do a 
great deal of benefit to the world if it is promoted 
widely. The same is true of Bhutan’s musical tradi-
tion, culinary recipes, ethno-botanical practices, 
and organic products, which are yet to be exported 
properly beyond their localities.

A community in the south central region of 
Kheng that was well known in the past for their 
knowledge of wild tubers and seeds has now mostly 
stopped this tradition. In the past, they collected at 
least three kinds of seeds from wild plants in order 
to produce oil. Today, with imported oil cheaply 
and easily available, the culture of local oil produc-
tion from wild plants has completely stopped. 
Project researchers were able to interview an 
elderly citizen from this area to record an account 
of the practices of collecting and processing wild 
forest products in his community and also to make 
recordings of a demonstration of the processes of 
producing oil from wild seeds.

The project has also been creating a dictionary 
of places and landmarks in Bhutan in an effort to 
record and understand Bhutan’s places systemati-
cally. With the number of cultural and ecological 
tourists increasing each year, such knowledge of 
places combining both geographic information 
and cultural stories will become immensely useful 
in making their visits to Bhutan fulfilling and 
responsible. The recognition of important natural 
and religious sites through project descriptions will 
also contribute significantly to the conservation 

of the environment. For example, when a foreign 
investor planned to build a golf course in the valley 
of Shingkhar some years ago, Loden’s president 
led a campaign highlighting Shingkhar’s cultural 
significance as a sacred land and its ecological 
importance as a watershed, besides other social 
and economic reasons. The government, conse-
quently, revoked the permission to build the golf 
course after understanding the significance of 
the place. Similarly, the cultural study on a sacred 
marshland in Bumthang by one of the Loden 
researchers has helped two state media houses to 
report against a quarry project to sell stone slabs 
from that place.

In addition to creating video, audio, and photo-
graphic records of cultural artifacts and practices, 
the project has also amassed many collections of 
early photos and videos of Bhutan. These videos 
and photos help tell a visual story of Bhutan’s 
tremendous change and the consequences of 
modern development. For example, a photo taken 
in 1963 shows Thimphu as a picturesque green 
valley with only about one percent of the built 
environment we see today, and a photo of Ura in 
1931 has the agricultural fields extending many 
miles more than they do now. They capture the 
scars modern development has left on the land-
scape and the pristine ecology we have lost. These 
documentary records thus have a great potential to 
influence the course of development in the future.

Project Results
The project set out to achieve a quantitative list of 
targets, including audio-visual recording, edited 
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films for online publication with full metadata 
and transcripts, photos with catalogues, place 
inventory and descriptions, and cultural subject 
descriptions and essays. The table above shows 
the overall target and the results that had been 
achieved by the end of April 2018.

The audio-visual recordings and photographs 
cover a wide range of cultural themes, events, and 
practices, and they are generally supplied with 
full metadata and produced in a digital format 
and specification that are designed for online 
open-access publication. The audio-visual and 
photographic recordings of oral and artistic tradi-
tions will complement some four million pages 

of rare manuscripts already digitized through 
Loden’s previous projects in helping us gain a 
holistic picture of Bhutan’s cultural heritage. As 
nearly 80 percent of the population was illiterate 
in traditional Bhutan, it is important to study the 
oral and creative folk traditions alongside written 
sources to obtain a comprehensive understanding 
of Bhutan’s past.

The place inventory the project created comes 
with photographic illustrations and GPS coordi-
nates, and the subjects include the whole typology 
of Bhutan’s intangible cultures. Short descriptions 
of the subjects are created in both Dzongkha 
and English, and longer essays in English are 

Project Targets

Items Target Result %

Audio/Video Recordings  
Audio-visual hours created 2575 3,145 122%

Audio-visual hours collected Not fixed 347  

Audio-visual titles edited 2000 3,195 160%

Audio-visual metadata created 1933 3,036 157%

Audio-visual transcripts created 1933 2,173 112%

Photographs      

Photos created 30,000 123,855 413%

Photos collected   91,000  

Photos catalogued 30,000 36,323 121%

Places    

Place names collected  4,000 6,116 153%

Places catalogued  4,000 3,583 90%

Subjects    

Subjects identified  1,500 1,755 117%

Subjects summarized  1,500 1,086 72%

Subject essays created  250 240 96%
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being written for over 250 subjects of national 
importance. The project received wide coverage 
in the local media, including television, radio, and 
newspapers, thereby promoting the awareness of 
cultural preservation. The project director has also 
delivered many lectures and talks about Bhutan’s 
cultures and the efforts to document and research 
them.

Understanding the role of festivals as a social 
fabric in binding communities together and as 
platforms for transmission of cultural values, 
knowledge, and skills, project researchers also 
compiled an inventory of all important festivals 
across Bhutan. This calendar of festivals will be 
of immense benefit for promoting tourism, which 
is the second largest source of revenue in Bhutan. 
Simultaneously, the team also did what is called 
a non-human census of Bhutan by building an 
inventory of important territorial deities and spirits 
in the country. The belief in these gods and spirits 
formed a fundamental part of traditional Bhuta-
nese spirituality and has made a significant contri-
bution to the preservation of pristine nature in 
Bhutan, as already mentioned. Project researchers 
created the calendar of festivals and inventory of 
territorial deities by consulting community elders 
and priests. The researchers also started a survey of 
the cultural life and heritage sites of every chiwog 
(sub-county) in the country, although this survey 
remains incomplete.

In its final form, the project outcomes will 
constitute the largest digital repository of Bhutan’s 
cultural heritage. While original archival sets will 
be saved in three copies in the National Library 
and Archives of Bhutan, the Loden Knowledge 

Base, and the University of Virginia, all materials 
will be open access, published via a web platform 
as a reference and resource for cultural education. 
Through this effort, researchers hope that the 
timeless values and practices of Bhutan’s past will 
continue to benefit people in Bhutan and beyond, 
particularly in finding a sustainable way of life.

The Oral Traditions of Bhutan project was an 
unprecedented effort to document Bhutan’s intan-
gible cultural heritage in terms of its scope and 
diversity, financial and human resources, outcomes, 
and impact. It was no doubt, as planned, the most 
extensive drive to record the intangible cultures of 
Bhutan, many of which the team knew remained 
on the brink of disappearance. Yet researchers felt 
a greater sense of achievement in being able to 
document the rare and exotic cultural practices 
that existed unbeknown to them, those which 
the project revealed after embarking on it. In this 
respect, even for the local researchers, the project 
was an adventure for rediscovering Bhutan’s own 
heritage. It was an opportunity for those involved 
to both broaden their knowledge and deepen their 
understanding of Bhutan’s cultural heritage and to 
appreciate its significance as a whole.

The project also allowed participants to assess 
the current condition of Bhutan’s cultural heri-
tage, on which the state bases its legitimacy for 
sovereignty. With a shortage of military might 
and economic strength, Bhutan has long claimed 
its rich and unique culture to be its defining char-
acteristic. Given such an important role of culture 
in nation building, one may ask: how secure is 
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Bhutan’s linguistic and cultural heritage in an era 
of intense globalization? No doubt Bhutan’s geopo-
litical situation between the two most populated 
and hegemonic military powers on earth poses a 
serious risk to Bhutan’s status as an independent 
nation state. Can culture, then, as the state likes to 
think, be an effective tool for Bhutan to sustain its 
political independence?

What could Bhutan do, and in fact what should 
it do, to secure its cultural integrity while also 
existing as a dynamic and engaged member of the 
global community? The project provided the space 
to ask tough questions. The local project director, 
Dr. Phuntsho, has both written and spoken in 
many forums2 to share the findings of the project 
on how Bhutan could use its cultural strength not 
only to enhance and spread the existent blessings 
of Bhutan but also to overcome the new challenges 

2  See Karma Phuntsho, “The Cultural Constructions of Bhutan: An Unfin-
ished Story” and Karma Phuntsho, “Closing Address.”

that the digital era of our time poses.
Firstly, Bhutan’s cultural diversity needs to be 

exhaustively inventoried in order to fully appre-
ciate its extent and diversity. This task has been 
largely done by the project under discussion.

Secondly, there must be clear analysis of which 
cultures are bound to become a relic of the past, 
in particular those that can be useful to Bhutan 
now and in the future and that can be beneficial 
to Bhutan and beyond. Cultures such as the 
use of wooden ploughs or bamboo pens may be 
preserved as museum pieces, tokens of memory, 
and references for academic study and cultural 
identity, but they cannot be widely promoted. 
However, a vast array of cultures including phil-
osophical outlooks, moral values, social norms, 
oral creations, religious practices and rituals, arts 
and crafts, festivals, and sports are as useful to the 
current and future generations as they were to the 
past. Among them, cultures such as the driglam 
namzha (code of etiquette) or gho (male dress) may 
be only truly useful to Bhutan, while other things 

▲ A Loden entrepreneur who makes traditional Bhutanese boots ▲ A Loden entrepreneur at her weaving center
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such as mindfulness, compassion, Bhutanese 
music, and culinary recipes can have great value 
for both the Bhutanese and others.

Thirdly, even deeper thought must be given to 
how Bhutanese can best sustain, adapt, or innovate 
those cultures we wish to preserve and promote 
without losing their essence while making them 
relevant and attractive to the current and future 
generations. If smartly adapted to current context 
and effectively promoted, most cultures, in addi-
tion to their spiritual and social benefits, have the 
potential to become economic opportunities.

Fourthly, it is imperative that the cultural indus-
tries be given support to begin and grow, so that 
cultural traditions do not become an economic 
burden but are leveraged as useful sources of 
economic benefit. Only then will the custodians 
and practitioners of the cultural traditions be 
motivated to carry on the cultures without external 
support. Aware of this, the Loden Foundation 
has helped start as well as expand many cultural 
industries by providing calibrated educational and 
financial support. With a little support in areas 
such as marketing and packaging, cultural prod-
ucts and services can become successful means 
of livelihood. This is especially true for Bhutan, 
which has managed to build a very attractive 
brand for itself.

However, the most far-reaching and lasting 
contribution of Bhutan’s cultures to sustainable 
development perhaps lies in the smart re-appro-
priation of the spiritual outlook and ethos. For 
instance, Bhutan’s spiritual approach to the envi-
ronment, informed initially by the Pre-Buddhist 
regard for nature as an indomitable force and 

reinforced by Buddhist values such as non-harm, 
respect for life, compassion, interdependence of all 
things, contentment, and selflessness, is a powerful 
discourse for environmental conservation and is 
applicable to conservation efforts both in Bhutan 
and the rest of the world. A lot can be learned from 
the expedient methods used for smooth transition 
Bhutan had from its Pre-Buddhist animistic and 
shamanistic worldview to its Buddhist ethos so 
that the current transition from a traditional, spir-
itual, local past to a modern, secular, global future 
is without tension or tumult.

Bhutan’s Buddhist heritage, with its focus on the 
inner well-being of the spirit in particular, has an 
enormous contribution to make to the stressful era 
of materialism and social media frenzy we live in 
today. Buddhist mindfulness, as we know, is already 
very popular in the world and is being adopted 
in fields ranging from clinical psychotherapy to 
military training. Many other Buddhist outlooks, 
principles, and practices, if properly formulated 
to suit contemporary context and situations, can 
have a great value and impact for life across the 
globe. The Loden Foundation derives inspiration 
from the Buddhist theories and practices to refine 
the two activities of our economic life: production 
and consumption.

Loden promotes an ethical and socially respon-
sible culture of production and entrepreneurship 
by cultivating the creative and compassionate 
power of the mind. Presenting the Buddha as a 
management guru rather than a religious sage, 
Loden reformulates Buddhist teachings to make 
them applicable in the daily business life. As the 
world grapples with the challenge of sustainability 
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so that the reckless rush for prosperity does not 
cost the prosperity of future generations, there 
is a great need for humanity to consider moral 
systems such as the Four Noble Truths, Right 
Action, and Right Livelihood, concepts which 
the Buddha proclaimed in his first sermon about 
2,600 years ago. While encouraging productivity 
and economic growth, Loden endeavors to foster 
meaningful and sustainable growth by eschewing 

any negative impact on oneself, others, and the 
environment. The world, Loden strongly believes, 
can have a wholesome business culture and 
development model in which we can effectively 
coalesce the benefit for both ourselves and others, 
as promoted by Bodhisattva ethics.

At a time when global economy is driven by the 
market forces and people’s earning and spending 
habits are influenced by the lowest parameter of 

▲ A temple wall painting in Trongsa
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materialistic greed, we have a responsibility, as 
members of a civil society, to nurture a commu-
nity of intelligent and ethical producers and a 
world of intelligent and mindful consumers. Some 
of this can best be achieved by looking back at our 
cultural roots in order to design the future routes 
we wish to take.
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Folkland, International Centre for Folklore and Culture
Folkland, International Centre for Folklore and Culture is an institution that was first registered 
on December 20, 1989 under the Societies Registration Act of 1860, vide No. 406/89. Over the last 
16 years, it has passed through various stages of growth, especially in the fields of performance, 
production, documentation, and research, besides the preservation of folk art and culture.

Since its inception in 1989, Folkland has passed through various phases of growth into a 
cultural organization with a global presence. As stated above, Folkland has delved deep into the 
fields of stage performance, production, documentation, and research, besides the preservation 
of folk art and culture. It has strived hard and treads the untrodden path with a clear motto 
of preservation and inculcation of old folk and cultural values in our society. Folkland has a 
veritable collection of folk songs, folk art forms, riddles, fables, myths, etc. that are on the verge 
of extinction. This collection has been recorded and archived well for scholastic endeavors and 
posterity. As such, Folkland defines itself as follows:

A Synonym to Conservation of  
Intangible Cultural Heritage:
Folkland, International Centre for Folklore 
and Culture, Heading for Its 30th Anniversary

                                                                                                                                                     V. Jayarajan



1. An international center for folklore and culture.

2. A cultural organization with clearly defined objectives and targets for research and the  
         promotion of folk arts.

Folkland has branched out and reached far and wide into almost every nook and corner of the 
world. The center has been credited with organizing many a festival on folk arts or workshop on 
folklore, culture, linguistics, etc. Seminars, discussions, and symposia are also conducted and 
have thus contributed to the process of re-kindling the folk lamps, which have shed streaks of 
light onto our past treasure of knowledge.



These projects aimed to create a pool of people who could act as advocates 
for their cultural heritage. Along with regular performances for gaining 
economic stability, Folkland has successfully planned long-term sustain-
ability projects with documentation and archival of the resources for 
handing down to the next generation.

▲ Kutiyattam performance for school children
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T he southwestern state of India, Kerala, is a 
historically significant, ecologically rich, 
socially distinct, culturally diverse, and 

economically poor state with many constraints. 
Deterioration of cultural heritage is a major 
problem among other issues that the state is facing 
due to the poor patronage compared to the feudal 
system. As the present generation is being attracted 
by white-collar jobs, the performing arts have no 
stakeholders. Insufficient remuneration, limited 
days of performance, and low status are other 
problems. The gender-biased nature of performing 
arts is another issue. 

To make the cultural heritage of the country 
better, sustainable development through cultural 
practices has a vital role. It can create enthu-
siasm for protecting cultural heritage among the 
performing community. The time has come when 
cultural sensitivity should be cultivated among the 
society at large. If we generate the cultural values 
in society, we will make citizens more responsible 
toward our cultural heritage. 

The Indian State of Kerala is facing various 
culture-related threats. In order to deal with the 
issues in the future, there is a need to sensitize and 
raise awareness in the performing communities 
and make them proud of their heritage. Folkland’s 
project intends to create awareness of heritage 
issues and communities in order for them to sustain 
themselves with the traditional art forms. These 
traditional art forms can be effective communica-
tion tools for creating awareness among students 
and can also be used as a part of social awareness 
through performances in and out of the villages. 
With this in mind, this project aims to create a 
pool of people who can act as advocates for their 
cultural heritage. Along with the regular perfor-
mances for gaining economic stability, Folkland is 
planning a long-term project with documentation 
and archival of resources for the next generation.

Folkland, International Centre for Folklore and  
Culture is a non-profit, non-governmental orga-
nization devoted to the promotion of folklore and 
culture. Folkland, housed in Kerala, is a registered 
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society under the Indian Societies Act of 1860 and 
has been in existence since 1989. It works with 
three main centers and several chapters in India. 
Main domains of Folkland include performing 
arts, oral traditions and expressions, social 
practices, rituals and festivals, traditional crafts, 
knowledge and practices concerning nature and 
the universe, and traditional craftsmanship. Folk-
land is involved in identification, documentation, 
research (including inventory-making), pres-
ervation, protection, promotion, enhancement, 
transmission, non-formal cultural education, and 
revitalization of lesser-known art forms. Folkland 
is dedicated to the promotion of culture with its 
values, with a main focus on intangible cultural 
heritage. The center also provides access to 
knowledge and information about ICH and has 

been trying to conserve heritage with pride. It 
also opens the door of ICH to the world outside. 
Folkland envisions a society that respects cultural 
heritage by conserving art and cultural tradition 
and passing it to the future generations.

The objective of Folkland is to promote cultural 
heritage by training younger generations to uphold 
the cultural tradition. The philosophy guiding the 
institution is to delve deep into Kerala’s cultural 
roots and preserve its varied heritage for posterity. 
Since its inception, the institution has passed 
through various stages of growth, especially in the 
fields of performance, production, documentation, 
and research, besides the preservation of folk art 
and culture. Folkland has actively provided access 
to performing arts, cultural education, knowl-
edge, and information through cultural practices. 

▲ Mangalamkali performance by the Mavila tribe of Kasargod



89 

Its main domains include performing arts, oral 
traditions and expressions, social practices, rituals 
and festivals, and traditional crafts. The center 
documents the oral traditions and practices and 
also extends training to the younger generation in 
order to revitalize the old and extinct traditional 
art forms.

Folkland has initiated the making of an inven-
tory of rare folklore genres in the Kerala state of 
India and has also prepared a folk culture map of 
the state. The center has revitalized those rare art 
forms that are either on the verge of extinction 
or already extinct. The main art forms and heri-
tage properties revitalized thus far include the 
following:

− Mangalamkali, a dance ritual related to marriage 
in the Mavila tribes of Kasargod and Kannur 
districts of Kerala;

− Udayamkali, a women’s community dance form 
of Kerala;

− Mulamchenda, a percussion instrument made out 
of bamboo; and

− Kothamooriyattam, a song–and dance–based art  
form popular in the Kannur and Kasargod districts 
of Kerala.

Folkland has also promoted the Kerala folk art 
forms through performances in places outside its 
arena, with ritual practices such as the following:

− Teyyam, a ritual dance with a tale behind it prev-
alent in North Kerala, performed with elaborate 
makeup and gorgeous costumes and headgear;

− Poorakkali, a circular dance performed in the 
mother goddess shrines by male folk in the 
Meenam month of Kerala, which falls during 
February to April;

− Kolkali, a circular folk art performance of the 

▼ A dance training camp
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Mavila community of Kerala; and
− Kalaripayatt, a martial arts form of Kerala rega- 

rded as the oldest and most scientific of its kind in 
the world. 

Folkland conducts regular workshops and 
training classes in order to transmit the traditional 
art forms and oral traditions to the next genera-
tion. It hosts regional, national, and international 
seminars and conferences with a view to enrich 
its academic endeavors. The institution has been 
in the forefront of bringing artists together from 
India and abroad for artistic pursuits. It also 
organizes dialogues between communities and 
people of different cultural traditions. Being a 
pioneer organization that has a deep influence on 
the artistic community, Folkland provides a forum 
for artists, artisans, and scholars in furtherance of 
the intangible cultural heritage. It has proven that 
this work has enhanced the universal values of 
multiculturalism.

Folkland’s initiative in promoting folk dance 
is worth mentioning. Folk dances have more 
functions than just entertainment. Some ritual 
dances of Kerala are believed to have the power to 
make women fertile. Ritual dances of Kerala state 
serve other functions beyond just dance, such as 
to placate the gods of nature to grow more crops 
and rear healthy animals. Even epidemics like 
smallpox are said to be eradicated through ritual 
dances, as they are believed to be inflicted due 
to the wrath of spirits. It is mainly marginalized 
communities who are performing ritual dances for 
bountiful crops and to eradicate spirits, thereby 
bringing prosperity to the society. Folkland 
imparts training to these ritual dancers through 

workshops and training camps.
The traditional dancers faced a very difficult 

situation previously, as they earned only a pittance 
from the ritual dances. The patronage by the 
community had also been reduced to a minimum. 
Traditional jurisdiction for the performers was 
limited to the villages they belonged to, and they 
had no right to perform outside the village. Folk-
land, with the help of community leaders and the 
masters of the performing groups, tried to break 
down barriers and open new platforms in domestic 
cities and outside the country. Participation in the 
ceremonies of the National Games, Common-
wealth Games, and international festivals brought 
the artists fame and pride.

Folkland has worked with several communi-
ties such as the Mavilan, a North Kerala tribal 
community living in the hilly areas of Kannur 
and Kasargod districts, and the Keralan scheduled 
castes of Vannan, Malayan, and Pulayan, who are 
Teyyam performers and practitioners of magic, 
ethno music, ethno medicine, and crafts. Manga-
lamkali, a unique dance performed by a hill tribe 
(Indigenous community) was revitalized, and its 
senior artist, Ms. Karichi, a dancer aged 100 years, 
was honored by Folkland and bestowed with the 
prestigious honor of Distinguished Membership of 
Folkland. The organization also advocated for her 
recognition by the state government, assisted Ms. 
Karichi in appearing in the media, and became 
instrumental in bringing about her State Award, 
instituted by the Kerala Folklore Academy.
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Promoting UNESCO-Inscribed ICH 
Elements

Folkland tries to promote the UNESCO-inscribed 
ICH elements of India such as Koodiyattam (a 
form of Sanskrit theater traditionally performed 
in the state of Kerala), Mudiyettu (a traditional 
ritual theatre and folk dance drama from Kerala), 
Kalbalia (a folk dance of snake charmers of Rajas-
than), and Chaau (a semi-classical Indian dance 
with martial, tribal, and folk origin) by conducting 
performances in and out of India. 

Documentation of ICH
Folkland has documented and archived around 
7,000 hours of rare ritual-folk practices, magic lore, 
folk songs, and interviews with senior artists to 
pass this knowledge on to the future generations. 
It has documented more than 4,500 hours of folk 
songs and about 2,600 hours of rare art forms in the 

audio and video formats. Apart from that, Folkand 
has acquired more than 8,000 paper clippings and 
4,300 rare photographs for archiving. Folkland 
has a museum of Teyyam with major Teyyam 
forms made out of terracotta with full costumes 
and ornaments. It has around 100 different faces 
drawn on the clay pots and pulp effigies kept in the 
museum. This is considered to be an innovative 
method of archiving and documenting Teyyam 

▲ Folkland Teyyam museum

▼ Teyyam face paintings copied on clay pots



92   4. A Synonym to Conservation of Intangible Cultural Heritage

face paintings, as it can be used for study purposes 
for the coming generations. 

There are many different patterns of Teyyam face 
painting. Some of the patterns are called  vairid-
delam,  kattaram,  kozhipuspam, kottumpurikam, 
and  prakkezhuthu (different styles of face 
paintings in local names denoting the birds and 
flowers). Mostly primary and secondary colors are 
applied in contrast for face painting. This helps in 
conjuring certain stylization in the dances. 

Besides these cultural properties, Folkland’s 
museum has a collection of several artifacts and 
musical instruments acquired from around the 
world. In its outreach programs, Folkland has 
conducted photo, folk art, and material culture 
exhibitions in different states of India and at 
international venues. Folkland welcomes visitors 
from all over the world to study and do research 
on Indian art and culture.

Folk Crafts
Folkland has been involved in revitalizing folk 

crafts. To this end, it has taken up the screw pine 
craft, Teyyam costume making, metal work, etc., 
as these crafts are considered languishing crafts. 
Folkland has inspired them to rejuvenate the folk 
skills by imparting training to youth and women. 
A craft cluster with 20 self-help groups comprising 
20 craftswomen in each group was formed and 
used to train them with the assistance of the 
Handicrafts Commissioner of the Government 
of India. Insurance coverage was also extended to 
each member and scholarships for their children’s 
education were also given to the craftswomen. 

Palm Leaf Manuscripts
Another area of work in which Folkland has been 
involved is the digitization of palm leaf manu-
scripts. The palm leaf manuscripts contained large 
volumes of wisdom. Folkland has digitized 315,000 
folios of palm leaf manuscripts from the 16th 
and 17th centuries with the support of the British 
Library. The center initiated a project with several 
phases of work for the preservation of the same 
manuscripts. During the course of the project, 
manuscripts were surveyed, conserved, and digi-
tized, with Folkland also conducting awareness 
workshops on conservation. The rare manuscripts 
contained the knowledge on medicine, architec-
tural science, literature, epics, local history, magic 
practices, performing arts, anthropology, etc. The 
rarest manuscripts containing the indigenous 
medicine for trees (Vrikshayurvedam) and animals 
such as elephants (Mathangaleela) and cattle were 
digitized and preserved for posterity. 

Most significant among the total manuscripts 

▲ Workshop on palm leaf handicrafts
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were the medicinal manuscripts specifically 
pertaining to “Ayurveda” traditional knowledge 
systems. The word “Ayurveda” (ayushvedah), 
meaning the knowledge of life duration and 
living a healthy life, proclaims such knowledge 
as the science of health. This discipline is not 
confined to health problems and their treatments 
concerning just human beings, but also includes 
all other living beings such as birds, animals, 
plants, and trees. All issues concerned with health 
related to veterinary and agricultural sciences are 
also part of this medical science of ancient India, 
which is applicable in the modern age, too.

In contemporary Kerala, too, all these branches 
of Ayurveda continue to be popularly employed, 
and the advent of allopathic medicines has not 
really diminished the popularity of Ayurvedic 
treatment. Traditionally, Ayurvedic knowledge 
was passed on within families, and, therefore, 
succeeding generations of practitioners may be 
found in various parts of Kerala. There are several 
communities in Kerala who practice ethnic medi-
cine for the society. 

Through this project, Folkland recovered manu-
scripts from their imminent damage and perma-
nent loss and restored the vital knowledge for 
the future. The manuscripts were collected from 
the households and ethnic medical practitioners’ 
houses. Most of the palm leaves were brittle and 
had been eaten by insects, but manuscripts were 
returned to the community after the conserva-
tion and digitization process. Folkland is also 
preserving manuscripts, as the storage facilities of 
the custodians seemed very poor.

The project has involved the following steps:

1. Taking up a survey of manuscripts in the area.
2. Creating an electronic database with multiple 
     fields such as Title, Author, Material, Script, and 
     Subject.
3. Making a selection of manuscripts on the basis 
     of their importance, condition, and potential for  
     future reference and application.
4. Taking up digital documentation of the selected 
    manuscripts according to specified standards.
5. Transferring the original manuscripts to Folk- 
   land with written consent of the owners and 
     setting up the archive.

Empowering Women and Children
Folkland promotes various activities to empower 
women through cultural activities. An example 
is the introduction of women to traditional 
percussion. Chenda (huge drum) percussion was 
essentially a male activity, as it was a ritual and 
usually performed in the shrines and temples for 
religious purposes. To incorporate women in the 

▲ Conserved palm leaf manuscripts after cleaning and digitization
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practice, housewives who were fully dependent 
on their husbands for their livelihoods were 
selected for undertaking three months of training 
in Shinkarimelam (a dancing percussion) under 
the scheme of revival of lesser-known art forms 
with the support of Dorf Ketal, a Mumbai-based 
industry under the center’s CSR (Corporate Social 
Responsibility) initiative. In this way, Folkland 
has extended percussion training to women, and 
those women artists were invited for social perfor-
mances in cities in and out of Kerala state. There 
are now around 2,000 women drummers trained 
by Folkland, and they are earning substantial 
income from their percussion. This success story 
became instrumental to several women’s groups in 
Kerala, who are now earning their livelihood out 
of Shinkarimelam. 

Intangible cultural heritage clubs have also been 
opened in different schools across North Kerala 
under the initiative of Folkland to sensitize and 
create awareness of rich cultural heritage among 

school children. Folklore quiz competitions, 
poster competitions, and painting competitions 
are conducted in schools and colleges.

Cultural Education Programs
Folkland provides cultural education to school 
children across North Kerala. Training in the 
classical art forms of Kerala such as Kathakali 
(a colorful type of narrative play), Kutiyattam (a 
performing art combining Sanskrit theater and 
Tamil art), and other forms of art including shadow 
puppetry (Tolpavakoothu) and mural painting have 
been imparted to the school and college students. 
Cultural heritage camps are created in different 
schools under a Folkland initiative to sensitize and 
create awareness of rich cultural heritage among 
school children.

Kathakali workshops and performances under 
the cultural education programs of Folkland have 
benefited 4,775 school children of Kerala, and this 
is a great step toward providing cultural aware-
ness to children and making them proud of their 
cultural heritage. Kutiyattam workshops have 
similarly benefited 2,950 school children.

Folkland also organizes a children’s camp at 
Edayilakkad every year during the summer. 
The camp is named “Kilukkampetti,” the literal 
meaning of which is “rattling box.” Several folk 
art forms are exhibited and taught to the children 
during the camp days. Craft exhibitions and work-
shops are also conducted by the institution. These 
camps are conducted to create awareness about 
folk genres among the children.

▲ Documentation of palm leaf manuscripts
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Environmental Sustainability of  
Kitaran Paints
As we know, “environmental conservation” is 
an umbrella term that defines anything that we 
do to protect our planet and conserve its natural 
resources so that every living thing can have an 
improved quality of life. Folkland aims for sustain-
able development with environmental conserva-
tion.  To this end, Folkland has conducted 
several workshops. The center conducted a mural-
painting workshop using natural color. Another 
event was a 21-day-long workshop on the Kitaran 
painting system under the name of “Prakriti-
varnam” meant to revitalize this art by extending 
the training and transferring this age-old tradition 
to the younger generation, as there are only very 
few artists alive in this community. Kitaran is 
an ethnic painter community of North Kerala 
whose main occupation is to prepare and paint the 
Teyyam shrines, wooden pillars, umbrella sticks, 
sacred walls of sanctum sanctorum, pedestals, 
and other wooden materials using natural dyes. 
In olden days, there were lots of painters available 
in each village of North Kerala, but due to the 
advent of synthetic paints and modern technology, 
this age-old painting tradition was pushed into 
oblivion. 

In this system, the paints were procured locally, 
and synthetic paints have no place in this. Red 
color is made from ground-up stones, white 
from calcium oxide, green from leaves, blue from 
indigo, yellow from turmeric, and black from 
black soot, and by mixing these colors, different 
colors are made. Glue is the main ingredient for 
this painting, and it is also made from the sap of 

wild trees. The process of manufacturing Kitaran 
paints is very laborious and time-consuming. But 
there is evidence that these paints last for centuries 
if protected well, and, since the paints are organic 
in nature, they are completely safe to use and 
sustainable. 

Kitaran paints are applied on two different 
surfaces. One is wood. Wooden reliefs, umbrella 
sticks, statues, pillars, etc. are painted using 
this. Another is walls. Usually, the inner wall 
of a sanctum sanctorum is painted with these 
substances. It is considered as very sacred. It is 

▲ A painter using natural paints
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▲ Kathakali workshops and performances at various schools as part of cultural exchange programs

▲ Kutiyattam performances in schools under the cultural exchange programs of Folkland
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believed that when a design with high accuracy 
is finished, the presence of the deity will be there. 
Therefore, an oil lamp has to be lit as soon as the 
painting is finished in order to propitiate the deity. 

For the workshops, Folkland identified five 
senior Kitaran painters to extend the training to 
the younger generation. Thirty-five young artists 
selected from all over Kerala were trained.

Performing Arts for Sustainable 
Development

The need and desire for performing arts for ritual 
and entertainment purposes must have propelled 
our forefathers to solve different problems in 
human life and to express feelings and commu-
nicate different situations. Traditional folk perfor-
mances in Kerala, other parts of India, and abroad 
have deep-rooted histories. Such performances 
have survived to date and are still in use. These 

performing arts are on the verge of extinction, as 
they fail to cater to the needs of the present gener-
ation despite a strong base in the rural and city life 
of Kerala.

Indigenous art forms can be the most efficient 
tools to promote sustainable development. Kerala 
has been a traditionally rich state in art and cultural 
practices, and art forms can create employment 
through performances. Folkland has started 
projects that aim to stimulate cultural heritage 
and women’s empowerment. Various art forms 
will act as a platform to provide the right insights 
and allow the performers to get more income and 
status in a constructive and innovative manner. 
Artists will act as translators of cultural heritage 
and promote sustainable development. 

Shinkarimelam (Dancing Drums)
Shinkarimelam, or “dancing drums,” is a popular 
art form which has evolved from traditional 
chendamelam (drum percussion) and dancing. As 
it is a demanding art form and a form of enter-
tainment, it has lot of functions in society. Both 
the rural and urban communities and both the 
business and the entertainment worlds are looking 
for Shinkarimelam troupes for performance. Male 
and female troupes both perform, and this art 
form fetches a good income for the performers. 

Anybody can master this art form if he/she 
undergoes a six-to-eight-month training. Folkland 
extends Shinkarimelam training to women in 
different districts and also designs distinct chore-
ography and costumes for each group. With this 
training program, Folkland intends to provide 

▲ Preparation of environmentally-friendly natural paints



98   4. A Synonym to Conservation of Intangible Cultural Heritage

▲ Mudiyettu, a traditional ritual theatre and folk dance drama from Kerala
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direct benefits to many women who are traditional 
art performers and to thereby assure economic 
stability and sustainability. This initiative also 
helps in conserving the cultural heritage of Kerala, 
which will in turn increase artists’ inclination to 
join traditional art forms. 

Shinkarimelam is an art form performed in a 
group. It inculcates the spirit of shared respon-
sibilities and collective actions among artists. By 
focusing on performing artists, the project will 
ensure social inclusion. Their participation will 
result in a socially cohesive society. 

Shinkarimelam is not much different from the 
traditional chendamelam (drum percussion), as 
Shinkarimelam includes the beating of drums 
in a rhythmic style with dancing. Chendamelam 
is considered to be a classical performance with 
various musical instruments that are common in 
Kerala. The performance of Shinkarimelam has 
become an integral part of the festivals in Kerala, 
especially in Central and North Kerala, as it 
attracts thousands of spectators.

Sixty-year-old Ms. Shanta, the oldest and one of 
the first batch of members of the Shinkarimelam 
training initiative of Folkland, shared her experi-
ence from the project. In her hands was a manjeera 
(small hand cymbal also known as ilathalam), 
a less imposing instrument when compared 
to the 10-13 kilogram  chenda  (the traditional 
percussion drum) the others throw onto their left 
shoulders. That is not to say that Shanta couldn’t 
handle the chenda anymore. “I still play it in other 
performances,” she beamed, adding that it is on 
a rotational basis that members switch between 
the chenda or manjeera or even the job of holding 

high and turning the bright red and pink umbrellas 
in the last five rows of their stage formation.

It was in April 2006 that Shanta (who is from 
the Kannur district of Kerala), along with two 
other housewives, approached a group of male 
Shinkarimelam artists who had come from the 
Palakkad district. “We were really drawn by the 
beats and I wondered why women couldn’t also 
learn and perform,” she said. She then convinced 
the men to teach them and learned how to play. 
Soon, the members increased from three to seven, 
including women from Kasargod district, to the 22 
they stand at today.

Shinkarimelam back then was a male-domi-
nated art form. In fact, any form of drumming 
was restricted to men, whether it was for religious 
rituals in temples or even social purposes. “In a 
way, it started as a challenge, to say that we could 
do it too, understand rhythm, pick up the chenda, 
play and earn,” said Shanta. 

They were housewives, primarily with an agri-
cultural background, and were largely dependent 
on their husbands for money. Once they took 
up Shinkarimelam, there were protests in the 
community. The men (outside their families) 
could not tolerate it, but as the women got more 
performances and fame, the men had to give in. 

Folkland has largely supported the group since 
its formation. Some of the women who were part 
of the group have had to leave along the way 
because of family problems, but there are always 
many more willing to join. These women now 
have a status in their society in that they perform a 
traditional art and earn for their families.

After each member learned how to play 



100   4. A Synonym to Conservation of Intangible Cultural Heritage

the  chenda  and the  manjeera, the women even 
improvised their performances to add line dances, 
even though the beats run fast, then slow, then 
suddenly rapidly once again. There is not a trace of 
fatigue even as the drummers entertain a chorus of 
“once more” after a 40-minute performance. More 
remarkable still is that the women thrust back 
their chendas right away and proceed to present 
a different routine, 20 minutes long, all the same, 
after having already performed thrice in the day.

The groups started out with small performances 
at local-level processions and social occasions, 
but they have now traveled to cultural festivals 
across the country, including in Karnataka, Goa, 
Tamil Nadu, and Delhi. A milestone achievement 
was when a group of women who had received 

training in Shinkarimelam from Folkland went 
on to perform at the international level: a group of 
12 women was chosen to perform Shinkarimelam 
at the Festival of India in Kenya and Tanzania in 
2016. 

Performing for about 15 days in a month, each 
member earns anything between Rs 400-800 per 
day for multiple shows that span a maximum of 
one-and-a-half hours per day. When asked how it 
works with all but two of them being housewives 
and away from home for so often and long, group 
member Ms. Anisha (32) replied, “People are very 
progressive in Kerala, so we are encouraged by our 
families. We tour for about two weeks and then 
come home for two, but sometimes we may be 
away for a month. But our husbands and families 

▲ The group of women trained in Folkland during their performance in Kenya
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support us.” Of course, it must help that Anisha’s 
25-year-old sister Ms. Vijisha and 60-year-old 
mother Ms. Karthyayani are also part of the group.

Presently, Folkland provides Shinkarimelam 
training in six districts of Kerala: Kasargod, 
Kannur, Kozhikode, Malappuram, Wayanad, 
and Palakkadu. Thousands of women attended 
a six-month course in Shinkarimelam training, 
and it became a source of income for most of the 
trainees, as the women who received training were 
from poor families. 

Ms. Asha, a housewife and presently the leader 
of a Shinkarimelam troupe, also shared her 
experience from the training period and became 
eloquent about how Shinkarimelam had helped 
and changed her life. In her words:

I woke up in low moods every day as I was struggling 
to give food to my children. My husband is a farmer 
who once took land for rent and cultivated plan-
tain. Unfortunately our plantain cultivation [was] 
destroyed due to bad climate, and we did not get 
enough money. We were struggling to come out of this 
state and my husband was not willing to send me out 
to work. It was during this time that I heard about 
this training class and shared with my husband, but 
he was not happy and he did not support me. I joined 
against his will and got myself trained. Today my 
husband is very happy, as I support him in running 
our family. I earn between 500 and 700 rupees for a 
performance and have been receiving [a] good number 
of stage programs every month. I am thankful to God 
and Folkland for giving me a great comeback in life.
In a similar situation, three years ago, Ms. Sree-

ja’s life revolved around her husband, a taxi driver. 
She joined Folkland’s Shinkarimelam training 

class and mastered the art of Shinkarimelam. 
Today she travels across the country, has a large 
circle of friends, and walks with a spring in her 
step and a smile on her face. Chenda, a percussion 
instrument played widely across Kerala, has added 
a happy rhythm to lives of women like her. They 
have formed a Shinkarimelam troupe, Vady-
asangam Kalichampothi, under the initiative of 
Folkland. Chendamelam has long been associated 
with men. The women’s troupe Vadyasangam 
Kalichampothi is breaking all the gender barriers 
in this field. 

Folkland approached the women from Kali-
champothi and gave them Shinkarimelam 
training for six months. Ms. Sreeja, Ms. Reenu-
kumari, Ms. Radhamani, Ms. Ajitha Kumari, Ms. 
Vanaja, Ms. Usha, and Ms. Asha, among others, 
studied Shinkarimelam. “The instrument would 
keep slipping from my grip,” said Ms. Ajitha. “It 
was quite heavy,” recollected Ms. Reenu. Ms. 
Radhamani said she developed pain in the thighs 
and shoulders: the chenda is slung across the left 
shoulder and balanced on the thigh. 

Not all of their fellow villagers were supportive. 

▲ Shinkarimelam training classes
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▲ Shinkarimelam performance at Kasargod by the batch of women trained at Folkland
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“Some of them mocked us. They said women 
should keep away from the instruments as they 
would affect their health. A lot of people discour-
aged us,” Radhamani added. But all this did 
nothing to the women―they continued practicing 
their art. In fact, it only urged them to work harder, 
according to Ms. Sreeja. Today, the Vadyasangam 
Kalichampothi team has 20 members.

Among the group, five members are children. 
They have had more opportunity to perform 
Shinkarimelam in different places. Latha, one of 
the children in the group, had always wanted to 
learn an art form. She grabbed the opportunity 
when it came her way. “It feels so good,” she 
said. “All of us are here because of support from 
our family. Those who made fun of us have been 
silenced. They are even asking if they can join us 
now.”

Another member, Ms. Reenu, felt that playing 
the instruments had made her stronger. “I am not 
going to pay to get fit at a gym or exercise on my 
own. But the chenda makes me work out.” Ms. 
Sreeja also felt that she was financially, physically, 
and mentally stronger since learning the craft. “I 
had difficulties initially, but chenda has made me 
financially independent,” Sreeja said. She added, “I 
never thought that I would be the woman that I 
am now.” 

Pattena Janasakthi Vadyasangam, Ambala-
thara Vadyasangam, Ramanchira Vadhyasangam, 
Avolam Vadyasangam, Vallarkulagaravadyasa-
ngam, Nadapuram Kalari Vadyasangam, etc. are 
some of the other trained groups of women from 
Folkland who perform Shinkarimelam in different 
places. 

Ms. Rajitha is a 32-year-old Shinkarimelam 
artist from North Kerala. She received training 
in Shinkarimelam from Folkland as a part of 
the sustainable development project for one year. 
Rajitha then started taking up stage programs 
and has performed Shinkarimelam on different 
stages within the country and abroad. Her troupe 
was invited by the High Commission of India in 
Kenya to perform Shinkarimelam in Kenya and 
Tanzania. She has also performed in Iran. Rajitha 
manages to earn a meaningful income from this 
art form. 

But Rajitha’s contribution to the field of 
Shinkarimelam does not stop there. She is also 
actively involved in training other unemployed 
women of her locality and thereby helping them 
earn a living. A few of them, like Ms. Premalatha, 
Ms. Meenakshi, and Ms. Sarada, who learned 
Shinkarimelam with the support of Folkland, have 
become teachers to train the other women of their 
localities.

Ms. Sarada is a 23-year-old housewife who has 
faced a lot of difficulties in life due to poverty. 
She lost her father at a very early age and was 
brought up by her mother. Sarada saw her mother 
struggle to provide daily food to the family of five, 
including her aged paternal grandparents, who had 
health issues. She discontinued her schooling and 
went to earn daily wages with her mother, and it 
was last year that she heard about Shinkarimelam 
training being given to interested people near her 
house at Navodaya Vayanasala. She wanted to 
attend these classes. Her mother was reluctant to 
send her initially but later agreed that she could 
attend classes if she completed her daily work 
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early. Premachandran, a Shinkarimelam teacher, 
identified Sarada’s hidden talent and helped her 
master this art. He gave her extra classes, and she 
excelled as an artist. Sarada said, “When I got my 
first income from a Shinkarimelam performance 
I had given 500 rupees to my mother. My mother 
cried out of joy and now I am a Shinkarimelam 
teacher today.”

Mural Painting
Folkland provides training in mural painting to 
the women of Kerala with an aim of empowering 
them by helping them earn a living while also 
preserving this traditional art form and promoting 
intangible cultural heritage. Training programs 
are in progress for women’s groups at 10 centers 
across Kerala. 

In general, murals are large-scale pieces of art, 
most often using paint as a medium, which deco-
rate building surfaces. Despite their different styles 
depending on culture and purpose, typically all 
intend to create beauty. Kerala mural paintings are 
no exception. Kerala mural paintings are frescos 

depicting mythology and legends that are drawn 
on the walls of temples and churches in South 
India, principally in Kerala’s ancient temples, 
churches, and palaces. South India displays an 
abundant mural-painting tradition, mostly dating 
back to between the 9th and 12th centuries, when 
this form of art enjoyed royal patronage. 

Folkland gives training to apply this traditional 
style of art to garments. Basics of the mural art 
are taught as well as how to apply that art to the 
design of such clothing as shirts, t-shirts, skirts, 
blouses, and sarees, a traditional South Asian 
women’s garment consisting of cotton or silk 
draped elaborately around the body. Presently, 
there are thousands of students, mostly women, 
who take training and apply it to garment design 
to earn money. The artists get work orders from 
people, especially to make mural paintings on 
wedding dresses and party wear. A total of 1,350 
women have registered and have been receiving 
training in mural painting under Folkland. This is 
a great step toward empowering women, as many 
of them can take up work orders and earn a living 
after they complete the training.

▲ Mural painting classes at various centers
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▼ Mural designs on shirts and sarees by the women who received training from Folkland
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Former students and instructors praised the 
trainings and the resurgence of the art form. Mr. 
Sabareesan Kuttan is a 38-year-old mural artist 
who earns money from mural art and a teacher 
who taught around 400 female students. He does 
painting based on the orders, and he feels there 
is more demand for mural paintings on sarees in 
the market. He says it is great that people love and 
come back to the traditions of Kerala. Another 
male artist, Mr. Ranjith, is a 28-year-old teacher 
who has around 300 students under him. He 
also conducts exhibitions on mural paintings in 
different parts of India. 

As for the women, Ms. Karthika, Ms. Gand-
hara, and Ms. Saudamini are mural artists from 
Kozhikode district. They joined the classes for fun 
during their break from college, but now four of 
them have started taking up work orders. They feel 
independent and happy to be standing on their 
own feet and not depending on their parents for 
their education.

Ms. Sreelatha, who was a teacher by profession, 
has only been active in mural painting since 
2015. She shared how her journey as an artist had 
started. In her words;

It happened in August 2015 when I decided to take a 
break from my 10 years of work as a school teacher. 
I wanted to try different things, including painting 
and film-making. In 2014, I had an opportunity to 
meet a famous mural artist from Kerala, Mr. K. R. 
Babu, at Calicut. I was so inspired by his work. I was 
interested in painting since childhood but had not 
[been given] guidance or support from my family. 
It was Mr. K. R. Babu who identified my talent and 
gave [an] opportunity to work with him. However, I 

normally call myself a “teacher” before an “artist,” 
as I work five days in teaching and two days in art. I 
am not trained in art and developed my style through 
trial and error. As the subject is normally about past 
memories and imaginary scenes, I try to paint them 
as [realistically] as possible. But I will not say that I 
am a successful person in mural art. Success to me is 
the warm appreciation and recognition by my family, 
other artists, relatives, and people.
Mural artists Ms. Syamala, Ms. Sandya, Ms. 

Rajitha, Ms. Kala, and Ms. Vijisha are a few others 
who received mural training from Folkland. Vijisha 
is a 25-year-old young entrepreneur from North 
Kerala who has also received training in mural 
painting from Folkland. She underwent training 
for eight months and gradually started taking up 
work orders. She started doing mural painting on 
fabric, including shirts and sarees. Mural-painted 
sarees have a huge demand across Kerala, and the 
demand increases ten times during festive seasons 
such as Onam and Vishu. Vijisha opened a small 
boutique in Kanhangad town and has two other 
women working under her. She wishes to expand 
her business and give employment to more and 
more women from her locality. She even gives 
training to a batch of housewives near her house.

Folkland aims to inculcate in artists the necessary 
skills and knowledge for cultural heritage and 
sustainable development through various activities 
and capacity-building measures. The center works 
to enhance people’s awareness to make informed 
decisions that affect quality and self-sufficiency in 
the cultural heritage sector. 
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To make the cultural heritage of the country 
better, sustainable development through cultural 
practices has a vital role. It can create enthu-
siasm for protecting cultural heritage among the 
performing community. The time has come that 
cultural sensitivity should be cultivated among the 
society at large. If we generate cultural values in 
the society, we will make citizens more responsible 
toward our cultural heritage.

The southwestern state of India, Kerala, is facing 
various culture-related threats. In order to deal 
with the issues in the future, there is a need to 
sensitize and raise awareness in the performing 
communities and make them proud of their 
heritage. The projects described here are intended 
to create awareness of heritage issues and train 
participants in order to sustain themselves with 
the traditional art forms. 

Traditional art forms can be effective commu-
nication tools for creating awareness among 
students. Even the school curriculum can be 
easily taught through the art forms. Puppetry, for 
instance, is considered to be the best medium of 
education for small children. Music and dance can 
also be used as a part of social awareness through 
performances in and out of the villages. 

These projects aimed to create a pool of people 
who could act as advocates for their cultural heri-
tage. Along with regular performances for gaining 
economic stability, Folkland has successfully 
planned long-term sustainability projects with 
documentation and archival of the resources for 
handing down to the next generation.
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Centre for Environment Education
The parent organization of CEE Himalaya is the Centre for Environment Education (CEE), 
which was established in August 1984. CEE is a national institution with its headquarters in 
Ahmedabad and has been given the responsibility by the central government of promoting 
environmental awareness nationwide. It undertakes demonstration projects in education, 
communication, and development that endorse attitudes, strategies, and technologies that are 
environmentally sustainable. 

Based in the city of Lucknow in the state of Uttar Pradesh, CEE Himalaya has been working 
in the states of the Indian Himalayan Region (IHR) for over two decades. The mission of CEE 
Himalaya is to enhance understanding of sustainable development in formal, non-formal, and 
informal education through its work with schools, higher educational institutions, local and 
Indigenous communities, policy makers and administration, youth, and the general commu-
nity. The primary objective of CEE Himalaya is to improve public awareness and understanding 
of environmental issues with a view to promote the conservation of nature and natural resources 
by integrating education with traditional streams of knowledge and cultural expressions. This 
approach demonstrates and grounds sustainable practices in rural and urban communities and 
facilitates the involvement of the business and public sectors to respond to the effects of climate 
change and variability.





▲ The Gujjars, one of the predominant tribes in the state of Jammu and Kashmir

Such an education is not about what is commonly called adaptation and 
mitigation. It is instead about rights and obligations that we all have to 
the sources of that which sustains us, which is our environment. Such an 
education is primarily about values and knowledge, which the residents 
of hill villages and hamlets in the far-flung dells and wooded slopes of  
the Himalayas still possess.
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The Centre for Environment Education 
Himalaya has a mandate to promote envi-
ronmental awareness and the adoption 

of sustainable ways of living in the Indian Hima-
layan Region. This is achieved by ensuring that 
recognition is given to the role of environmental 
education in the promotion of sustainable devel-
opment and that social, cultural, and technical 
means toward communities living harmoniously 
with their environments are utilized. CEE Hima-
laya develops innovative programs and educa-
tional material and builds capacity in the field 
of education and communication for sustainable 
development. It undertakes demonstration proj-
ects in education, engages in communication, and 
researches development pathways that endorse 
attitudes, strategies, and technologies which are 
environmentally sound.

CEE Himalaya considers that inculcation of 
environmental values in school children and 
youth, training of teachers, and identification and 
raising awareness about local knowledge systems 

and cultural approaches to sustainability practices 
are central to the development pathway that suits 
the Indian Himalayan Region. Through a variety 
of programs, the Centre engages communities, 
children, youth, women, farmers, policymakers, 
administrators, educators, practitioners, busi-
nesses, and the public sector. Thematic areas—
including climate change, biodiversity, wildlife 
conservation, protection of natural areas, water 
and sanitation, and traditional cultivation 
methods—may be a core focus for a project and, at 
the same time, receive continuing attention from 
different programs, projects, and state-specific 
work.

The Indian Himalayan Region is endowed with 
rich biodiversity. The region contributes vital 
resources both to the communities living in the 
mountains and to the many living downstream 
and in the plains. Mountain communities have 
adapted to environmental change through cultural 
responsiveness and individual creativity. Today, 
mountain communities are experiencing social, 
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economic, and disaster-related impacts due to the 
global and regional effects of climate change. The 
challenges they face are increasing, with the speed 
of climate change outstripping many communi-
ties’ capacity to successfully adapt. Responses that 
support their own adaptive responses to climate 
change are urgently needed. CEE Himalaya’s 
effort has been to assist the connections between 
mountain communities themselves and to provide 
information and resources that aid their own 
efforts.

CEE Himalaya’s experience with the different 
communities of the Indian Himalayan Region and 
in the varied ecological habitats has given very valu-
able insights concerning knowledge, culture, envi-
ronment, development, the organization of rural 
and mountain societies, the role of the state and 
administration, and the importance of education. 
The Centre takes guidance and inspiration from 
inter-governmental and international conventions 
such as UNESCO’s cultural conventions and from 
treaties and conventions on climate, biodiversity, 
biospheres, wetlands, wildlife, plant and animal 
genetic resources, the rights of smallholder culti-
vators, and communities dependent on forests 
(mentioned in detail in this document). CEE 
Himalaya relates these to its national programs, in 
particular India’s National Action Plan on Climate 
Change and the associated National Mission for 
Sustaining the Himalayan Ecosystem.

One of the most important activities that CEE 
Himalaya has undertaken and that the Centre 
has over a decade’s worth of experience managing 
is assisting the rehabilitation of communities 
following disasters in mountainous and hilly 

regions. These form the “Rebuilding” series of 
initiatives that have been undertaken beginning in 
2005 with the earthquake in the state of Jammu 
and Kashmir. CEE Himalaya began with its 
Rebuilding Trust program immediately after the 
earthquake hit Kashmir on October 8, 2005, with 
the objectives of first coordinating relief to the 
communities affected by the earthquake and then 
assisting in the long-term rebuilding of their lives 
and livelihoods.

This experience has proven invaluable, and the 
lessons learned have been put to use in similar 
situations since. These have been the devastating 
cloudburst in the Ladakh region of Jammu and 
Kashmir state in August 2010, the September 2011 
earthquake in the state of Sikkim, the catastrophic 
floods and landslides in the state of Uttarakhand 
in June 2013, and the September 2014 floods in 
Jammu and Kashmir.

“Journeys That Teach: The Education That 
Transhumance Brings” is a cultural and environ-
mental education framework for the transhumant 
populations of Northwest India. This framework 
was prepared for the state administration of 
Jammu and Kashmir and is an ongoing program. 
The seasonal movement of tribal herding popula-
tions in the states of Northwest India is a bio-cul-
tural phenomenon that has the potential to guide 
the content of education and to inform both policy 
and practice on responding harmoniously to the 
effects of climate change.

This project focuses on how the knowledge 
systems and intangible cultural heritage of the 
Gujjar and Bakarwal communities can be both 
safeguarded and used as an agent of change. 
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Through facilitated understanding, state agencies 
for education, environment, and development 
can be mobilized to support the vital role that the 
Gujjar and Bakarwal (and transhumant communi-
ties throughout the IHR) play in the conservation 
and sustainable use of biological diversity.

CEE Himalaya has been working in Jammu 
and Kashmir since 2001 and has developed an 
in-depth understanding of these pastoralist 
communities, whose strengths and needs are 
not always recognized by the administrations of 
the states they inhabit and migrate through. The 
education services of these states can at best deliver 
a common methodology, which, however, is not 
sensitive to the tribal groups’ cultures, languages, 
ways of livelihood, traditional knowledge systems, 
skills, or the environment and biodiversity on 
which they rely. The program seeks to re-orient 
education around the knowledge, strength, and 
cultural practices of transhumant societies and 
to help policy become that much more responsive 
to both community needs and environmental 
challenges, both of which can be met only through 
partnership between communities and the 
government.

In Sikkim, CEE Himalaya has been closely 
involved with the documentation and analysis 
framework for the National Mission for Sustaining 
the Himalayan Ecosystem concerning a pioneering 
program called Dhara Vikas (Watershed Rejuve-
nation). Now an accepted model in mountainous 
districts, the Centre’s study of the effects and 
benefits of such knowledge-climate intersections 
continues.

The program has successfully blended climate 

change adaptation with the provision of water 
security in a rural region by combining hydro-
logical science and indigenous knowledge and 
recognizing cultural practices and social values 
concerning water. The results have been favorable, 
and the manner in which they have been achieved 
has earned the state administration plaudits in 
India and internationally. Where revived, the 
springs have become perennial and the water and 
food security have improved, thereby contributing 
to Sikkim becoming India’s first state to grow only 
organic crops and horticulture.

Over the last five years, the benefits of improved 
water security for communities have become 
visible. Agriculture (and, in particular, horticul-
ture and fruit orchards) returned to stability, and, 
with this being the primary plank on which the 
rural economy of Sikkim rests, the main source 
of livelihood for village households yielded more 
regular and predictable earnings. This benefit in 
turn reduced migration and allowed families and 
communities to participate in shared activities 
at full strength. In such an environment, women 
found the time and the support to contribute more 
gainfully to household income.

As a specialized unit of the national CEE, the 
Centre has been involved with Science Express 
Climate Action Special, a state-of-the-art exhibition 
mounted on a 16-coach train to create widespread 
awareness about climate change and to enable 
climate action. Since the beginning of this train’s 
journey in October 2015, about one million visi-
tors have seen this exhibition in India. During this 
time, using the route of the train, CEE Himalaya 
conducted workshops for equipping teachers and 
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educators with knowledge on climate change and 
conducting media orientation on climate change 
reporting. Through its school programs and youth 
network, the Centre enhances the understanding 
of sustainability issues among children and youth 
and encourages them to take positive actions. 
Several methods of community engagement such 
as public consultations and samvaad (dialogue) 
have enabled the organization to put forward a 
diversity of voices and influence the policy-making 
process. CEE Himalaya works directly and 
through partners in the Indian Himalayan Region 
to address various challenges related to natural 
resource conservation, livelihood, climate change, 
vulnerability, and natural disasters.

The projects and programs described in this 
chapter have arisen from the objectives of CEE 
Himalaya and its specific role concerning both 
environment and education, with the geographical 
and cultural context being the Indian Himalayan 
Region (IHR). From 1993 (when the Centre was 
a regional unit in Northeast India) onwards to 
1995 (when a North India unit was established to 
understand and serve the needs of the Western 
Himalayan Region) and thereafter, CEE Himala-
ya’s experiences have collectively shown that poli-
cies for the IHR have usually been framed relying 
on the analysis of data available for mountain 
regions elsewhere in the world. This starting point, 
which has conceptual flaws, has been applied to 
the IHR without the acknowledgement and recog-
nition of the cultural roots of community values 
and behaviors. This is a key reason why the Centre 
has found that environmental decline and degra-
dation have been accelerating in the IHR: because 

the responses cannot be technical and financial 
alone and must be fundamentally guided by an 
understanding of the cultures of the IHR, the 
intangible cultural heritage present and practiced 
in them, and the traditional knowledge systems 
that continue to be held.

Hence, in the three programs described at 
length in this chapter—Schools That Learn, Jour-
neys That Teach: Towards an Education in Tune 
with the Pastoral Migrations of the Gujjar and 
Bakarwal of Jammu and Kashmir; Dhara Vikas 
(Watershed Rejuvenation) in Sikkim, Eastern 
Himalaya; and Disaster Risk Reduction and the 
“Rebuilding”’ series of projects—we explain the 
practices pertaining to each that constitute the 
intangible cultural heritage of the communities 
concerned. Some of these correspond to the five 
indicative domains given in the UNESCO 2003 
Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intan-
gible Cultural Heritage, whereas others may 
occupy several domains or be considered as allied 
domains not explicitly named by the Convention. 
Such domains are types of social organizations 
that administer and adjudicate commons and 
rights; games and pastimes, the playing of which 
develops certain skills in the young and old alike; 
and methods of instruction and pedagogy that 
rely not on the “giving of education” (which is 
typically how contemporary formal education has 
been designed) but on the fostering of learning, 
especially by doing and observing.

Such a wider application of ICH is especially 
relevant to the first and third programs described: 
Schools That Learn and the “‘Rebuilding” series 
of projects. CEE Himalaya’s involvement with 
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the Reorienting Education Systems to Improve 
the Lives of Indigenous and Marginalized Youth 
project, which is coordinated by the UNESCO 
Chair in Reorienting Teacher Education to Address 
Sustainability, has contributed to the approach in 
these two program areas. In both, student explo-
ration (and, through the students, community 
exploration) of locally relevant sustainability issues 
reinforces core ICH, knowledge, skills, and values 
that have the potential to improve the well-being 
of the entire community. For all three programs, 
the text describes the ICH and knowledge systems 
of collective cultures where community and rela-
tionships are important.

Centre for Environment Education 
Himalaya (CEE Himalaya)

CEE Himalaya is based in the city of Lucknow, in 
the state of Uttar Pradesh. The Centre maintains 
three field offices. These are CEE Western Hima-
laya, which is in the town of Baramulla, in Jammu 
and Kashmir state; CEE Central Himalaya, in the 
town of Uttarkashi, Uttarakhand state; and CEE 
North-East in the city of Guwahati, capital of 
Assam state.

History
CEE Himalaya has been working in the states of 
the Indian Himalayan Region (IHR) for over two 
decades (and before 2000 as a regional unit). The 

North-East Regional Office was initiated in 1993 
and has built up a strong resource base of mate-
rials on the environment in local languages. This 
regional office coordinates activities in the states of 
Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, 
Mizoram, Nagaland, Sikkim, and Tripura. The 
North Regional Office was established in 1995 
to manage activities in the states of Jammu and 
Kashmir, Punjab, Haryana, Himachal Pradesh, 
Uttar Pradesh, Uttarakhand, and Bihar. The 
regional outreach continues, with the addition of a 
Central Himalaya office, three centers of regional 
activity are coordinated by the Lucknow office.

Since 1993, CEE Himalaya has collaborated with 
inter-governmental and international organiza-
tions (UNESCO Education for Sustainable Devel-
opment [ESD] and the International Centre for 
Integrated Mountain Development [ICIMOD]), 
state government administrations, departments of 
line ministries in state governments, specialized 
institutions (such as on forestry, tribal culture, and 
high-altitude ecosystems), non-governmental and 
community-based organizations, companies and 
the private sector, and particularly with individ-
uals who have considerable expertise in their fields.

The parent organization of CEE Himalaya is 
the Centre for Environment Education (CEE), 
which was established in August 1984 as a 
Centre of Excellence supported by the Ministry 
of Environment and Forests, Government of 
India. CEE is a national institution with its 
headquarters in Ahmedabad and has been given 
the responsibility by the central government of 
promoting environmental awareness nationwide. 
It undertakes demonstration projects in education, 
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communication, and development that endorse 
attitudes, strategies, and technologies that are 
environmentally sustainable.

Objective and Mission
The mission of CEE Himalaya is to enhance under-
standing of sustainable development in formal, 
non-formal, and informal education through its 
work with schools, higher educational institutions, 
local and Indigenous communities, policymakers 
and administration, youth, and the general 
community. The Centre’s primary objective is to 
improve public awareness and understanding of 
environmental issues with a view to promote the 
conservation of nature and natural resources by 
integrating education with traditional streams of 
knowledge and cultural expressions. This approach 
demonstrates sustainable practices, anchors them 
in rural and urban communities, and facilitates 
the involvement of business and the public sector 
to respond to the effects of climate change and 
variability.

Fields of Expertise
CEE Himalaya’s experience in the Indian Hima-
layan Region demonstrates that the impacts and 
threats of climate change are a matter that requires 
as much collaboration and partnership as possible. 
Their work in the IHR has focused on ways to 
improve community resilience to climate change 
and its impacts, on more organic ties between 
administration and community so that adapta-
tion and mitigation are built into developmental 

planning and policy at the local administrative 
level, and on bringing greater recognition of the 
traditional streams of knowledge concerning 
ecology and environment held by communities as 
being essential for localizing responses to climate 
change.

The Centre’s work is conducted in both the 
regions of the IHR, western and eastern, which 
comprise tropical, temperate, and alpine ecolog-
ical settings and harbor wide biodiversity. These 
regions are home to a large number of ethnic 
and unique socio-cultural groups with distinct 
systems of traditional knowledge and practices of 
resource use and conservation. The region exhibits 
great diversity of ethnic/cultural groups: 171 out 
of a total of 573 scheduled tribes in India are in 
the IHR. These communities have maintained the 
balance in the ecosystems of the IHR; however, 
rapid change over the past 30 years is challenging 
their ability to adapt.

CEE Himalaya has designed and implemented 
education for children’s programs through 
the National Green Corps (the largest school 
environmental club program in India) and the 
Strengthening of Environment Education in 
School Systems project. Likewise, the focus of 
the Environment Education in Higher Education 
project has been implemented by the Lucknow 
office. Environmental education and its connec-
tion with water and sanitation have been estab-
lished through the School Sanitation and Hygiene 
Education Programme in Asom (in the state 
of Assam, North-East India). The Centre has 
conducted rhino and tiger conservation education 
in Northeast India; managed the Dudhwa Natural 



117 

Resource Management Project for the Dudhwa 
National Park, which is in the Terai region of 
Uttar Pradesh state; and initiated an endogenous 
tourism project, also in the state of Assam.

The training, networking, and capacity building 
of teachers is a particular focus area for the Centre 
and is implemented by their Regional Centres of 
Expertise in both Lucknow and Guwahati. An 
important subject for mountainous and hilly areas 
is “Disaster Preparedness and Rehabilitation,” 
under which the Centre has initiated and main-
tained a series of Rebuilding Trust campaigns 
(described in more detail further in this chapter). 
This effort to firmly connect sustainable develop-
ment, environmental education, and local admin-
istrations has included capacity-building programs 
for the state governments of Uttar Pradesh and 
Bihar. (CEE Himalaya has a memorandum of 
understanding with the Bihar Institute of Public 
Administration and Rural Development.)

Strengths
As a Centre of Excellence and a specialized 
institute, CEE Himalaya has experience of over 
two decades in partnering with a wide typology 
of organizations. Their strength has been to 
use participatory and consultative methods to 
elicit local perspectives on the subject areas they 
work on: education, environmental education, 
natural habitats, sustainability, knowledge, and 
culture. These perspectives are presented, often 
directly by practitioners and tradition-bearers, to 
planners and government agencies, and thereby 
have the potential to become core guidance for 

policy and administrative practice. The Centre 
works as closely at the local level with village 
panchayats (self-governing councils) as it does 
with government and inter-governmental struc-
tures. CEE Himalaya coordinates the Regional 
Centre of Expertise in three Indian Himalayan 
Region locations under a program supported by 
the UN University-Institute of Advanced Studies 
for Sustainability (UNU-IAS, Japan) to promote 
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) and 
is a member of the Global Mountain Partnership, 
which works to promote sustainable development 
in mountain regions.

Linkages
CEE Himalaya’s work in the Indian Himalayan 
Region is guided by a wide range of linked 
initiatives.

Sustainable Development Linkages:
− The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
− The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduc-

tion (2015-2030), adopted in 2015
− The “Addis Ababa Action Agenda” on Financing 

for Development to implement the SDGs, 2015
− The “Paris Agreement” (UNFCCC COP21), the 

legally-binding global agreement on climate 
change penned in 2015 that entered into force in 
October 2016

Environment and Biodiversity Linkages: 
− Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Bio- 

diversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES)
− International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources 

for Food and Agriculture, 2001
− Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), 1993



118   5. Nature, Learning, and Tradition in the Indian Himalaya

− Convention on the Conservation of Migratory 
Species of Wild Animals, 1983

−  Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), 1975

− Convention on Wetlands of International Impor-
tance, called the Ramsar Convention, 1975

− UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, 
1994

− United Nations Convention to Combat Desertifi-
cation (UNCCD), 1994

Links to UNESCO Conventions and Programs:
− UNESCO Convention on the Protection and Pro- 

motion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions, 
2005

− UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the 
Intangible Cultural Heritage, 2003

− UNESCO Convention for the Protection of the 
World Cultural and Natural Heritage, 1972

− UNESCO Man and the Biosphere Programme, 
1971

Background of Projects 
The Indian Himalayan Region (IHR) includes 12 
states (10 fully, two partially) and 121 districts. 
Within it are a number of the country’s 500 
protected areas and the origin of rivers vital to the 
socio-cultural fabric of the country, including the 
Indus, Ganga-Yamuna, and Brahmaputra.

The central government and state govern-
ments are strongly committed to biodiversity 
conservation and to the protection, in several 
dimensions, of the IHR. The threats to the 
diverse agro-ecologies are several, and some have 
been mitigated, but not others. Many protected 

areas are within highly populated landscapes, 
important biodiversity sub-regions are also the 
sites of infrastructural development projects, 
endemic wildlife (including endangered species) 
suffers from the persistence of illegal wildlife 
trade and otherwise from man-animal conflicts, 
and urbanization continues to cause habitat loss 
and fragmentation.

A cross-cutting problem is the incidence of 
poverty (not only monetary) and the need to 
conserve biodiversity, the sustainable use of 
which removes the causes of poverty. Added to 
these are the effects of climate change and climate 
variability. Among the government’s responses to 
these factors of change is the National Mission for 
Sustaining the Himalayan Ecosystem (NMSHE), 
a sub-mission of India’s National Action Plan on 
Climate Change (NAPCC). The NMSHE intends 
to strengthen states’ capacities for planning and 
implementation of climate change adaptation 
actions, undertaking vulnerability assessment 
and spreading awareness on likely impacts.

The Centre’s work in the IHR to date has shown 
that poverty reduction programs, biodiversity 
conservation, and responses to climate change 
function well but require greater integration. 
CEE Himalaya’s continuing programs and single 
projects have fostered cross-sectoral approaches 
between communities and administrations based 
on securing recognition of traditional streams 
of knowledge concerning ecology and natural 
resource environments held by Himalayan 
communities. In this way, key social development 
sectors (such as water and sanitation, educa-
tion, health, and income generation) gain from 
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endogenously expressed conservation pathways, 
in which culture and heritage have roles that are 
central.

These programs have contributed to building 
social capital in the states of the Western and 
Eastern Himalaya in India. The outcomes of these 
programs have also contributed to providing 
schools and village communities in these states 
with local and contextual reasons for preparing 
for disasters (and, therefore, risk reduction) and 
toward adapting to the effects of climate change 
and climate variability. The methods the Centre 
uses rest upon community and public hearings—
which follow the participatory manner of local 
self-government—that bring about discussions 
and uncover experience and sources of knowl-
edge. Such hearings have been held in all the 
states that CEE Himalaya works in, with the asso-
ciated documentation reflecting the voices of the 
tradition bearers and practitioners of intangible 
cultural heritage and the holders of traditional 
and local knowledge.

In this way, CEE Himalaya contributes to 
India’s National Action Plan on Climate Change 
(NAPCC), which has a priority for the Indian 
Himalayan Region through the National Mission 
for Sustaining the Himalayan Ecosystem and 
which is implemented through state action plans 
on climate change. The Centre’s contributions 
underline the important roles of traditional and 
local knowledge, the intangible cultural heritage 
that transmits the ways in which this knowledge 
and its associated practices are held, and the 
indigenous conceptions and ways of sustainable 
existence in the region.

The IHR accounts for tremendous biodi-
versity and contributes vital resources to the 
communities living in the mountains as well 
as those downstream. These communities have 
maintained balance in the ecosystems of the 
Himalayas for centuries. Now, however, rapid 
change over the past 30 years has challenged their 
ability to adapt. Climate change is perceptible in 
changes in temperature, seasonal rainfall, and 
the timing of seasonal change, and all of these 
have had a great impact on mountain and hill 
communities because the landscapes they inhabit 
are so susceptible to change.

CEE Himalaya’s work in several programs 
and projects in the states of the IHR has shown 
that villages have experienced rapid warming, 
more rapid than what the rest of India and South 
Asia experience and more rapid than the global 
average. A study from Uttarakhand state indicates 
that the annual rainfall in the Alaknanda Valley 
decreased by 3.91 mm between 1991 and 2001, 
while the mean annual temperature increased by 
0.15 degrees Celsius between 1960 and 2000. The 
people of the IHR are heavily dependent for their 
livelihood on their immediate natural resources 
and production from primary sectors such as 
agriculture, forestry, and animal husbandry. A 
growing population depends on resources that 
are limited at the best of times. During environ-
mental crises, the ecosystems cannot support 
villages to the extent needed. When that happens, 
migration becomes a coping mechanism. When 
there is migration, knowledge and ICH also 
migrate and become separated from where they 
have context and where they can be applied. This 
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constitutes a double loss, and this is what CEE 
Himalaya’s programs and projects seek to find 
solutions for.

In the IHR, typical development initiatives 
tend to reflect the unscientific exploitation of 
resources leading to increasing environmental 
degradation. It is community-based initiatives 
that are successful and that need to be adopted 
widely. Communities are responding with efforts 
of both mitigation and adaptation and are looking 
for effective avenues for the sharing of informa-
tion about strategies that work and about how to 
complement science with traditional knowledge 
and ICH. It is clear that there are numerous 
activities and interventions, both large and small, 
being undertaken all over the IHR to support 
climate change adaptation and the protection of 
the region’s important ecosystems.

Project Implementation and Its 
Relation to ICH Safeguarding

This section describes three programs that CEE 
Himalaya has undertaken (two of which continue) 
that make use of intangible cultural heritage and 
indigenous knowledge systems in the effort to 
bring about community resilience and greater 
environmental sensitivity. The UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) that each pertains to 
and the associated targets are also referenced. The 
three programs are also described in the same 
order in the following section on project outcomes 

(whether completed or continuing) and their 
contributions to the UN SDGs.

Schools That Learn, Journeys That Teach:  
Towards an Education in Tune with the 
Pastoral Migrations of the Gujjar and 
Bakarwal of Jammu and Kashmir
Pastoralism is an important practice of many 
traditional mountain societies. This lifestyle 
and method of livelihood is unique, remarkable, 
and interesting. Gaddis, Gujjars, Bakarwals, 
Kinnauras, Kaulis, and Kanets of the North 
Indian Himalayas; Bhotias of the Garhwal Hima-
layas; Monpa Yak breeders of Arunachal Pradesh; 
Bhutias of Lachen and Lachung, Sikkim; and 
Changpas of Changthang, Ladakh are some of the 
known pastoral communities of the Himalayas. 
The Census of India 2011 recorded the percentage 
of scheduled tribes in the total state population as 
11.9 percent in Jammu and Kashmir (J&K), 5.7 
percent in Himachal Pradesh, and 2.9 percent in 
Uttarakhand.

In this project, CEE Himalaya focuses on the 
state of Jammu and Kashmir only and on its 
transhumant communities of the Gujjars and 
Bakarwals, which are the predominant tribes in 
the state. In Jammu province their population is 
higher in the Poonch, Rajouri, Udhampur, and 
Reasi districts. In other districts they are fewer in 
numbers. In Kashmir Valley they are concentrated 
more in the Baramulla, Kupwara, and Shopian 
districts. The populations in Poonch, Rajouri and 
Reasi move to Kashmir Valley during the summer 
for the pasturelands. Both of these tribes have 
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been given the status of “Scheduled Tribe” by the 
government of India.

The term “Bakarwal” is derived from terms of 
the Gojri/Urdu/Punjabi/Kashmiri/Dogri/Jammu 
languages: “bakra,” meaning goat or sheep, and 
“wal,” meaning “one who takes care of.” Essentially, 
the name “Bakarwal” implies “high-altitude goat-
herds/shepherds.” Similarly, the Gujjars largely rear 
buffalo and cows and deal in the business of milk. 

Gujjars and Bakarwals are the same, use the 
same titles, speak the same language, marry each 
other, and observe the same culture. The differ-
ence between the two is based on the animals 
they keep; Gujjars keep more buffalo and cows, 
whereas the Bakarwals herd sheep, goats, and 
mules. Gujjars are relatively better off. They have 
some landholdings and move less compared to the 
Bakarwals. Bakarwals do not have landholdings 
and move longer distances. They move back and 
forth to different altitudes of mountains with their 
herds in the valleys of Jammu and Kashmir. They 

move with their flocks of animals to the lower and 
middle mountain areas and Pir Panjal Himalayan 
range pastures in the summer, around May to 
September, where they engage in cultivation, and 
come back to the plains in the winters, around 
October to April.

During their journeys to the higher reaches of 
the mountains during summer, when the snows 
melt and the passes open, the Bakarwals trek 
through the remotest areas of the mountains to 
reach the higher pastures of the Pir Panjal Range, 
where they rest in temporary hutments in the 
picturesque valley and graze their herds of sheep. 
In those high-altitude pastures, which are excel-
lent grazing grounds, they graze their animals and 
fatten their flocks to achieve higher prices for their 
sheep. In autumn, having sold their sheep, they 
descend to the plains, leaving the extreme cold of 
the mountains behind them in October. The tribe 
is greatly dependent on its livestock, so the need 
for higher pastures and colder climates makes 

▲ Bakarwals, one of the predominant tribes in the state of Jammu and Kashmir
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the community embark on a journey, sometimes 
stretching for weeks or months on foot. 

Being nomadic, education for these tribes is a big 
challenge. CEE has been working in Jammu and 
Kashmir since 2001 and has developed an in-depth 
understanding of these pastoralist communities.

Their herds are considered the wealth of the 
Gujjar and Bakarwal, and just as the annual 
transhumance for the herds takes place, which has 
over many generations added to the richly layered 
knowledge the tribes possess of the land, so also the 
maintenance of livestock health is an important 
branch of their overall knowledge. The tribal groups 
carry with them and exercise proven ethno-veter-
inary practices, whether in the wintering grounds, 
in the high-altitude summer pastures, or on the 
journey between these regions. The Gujjar and 
Bakarwal continue to maintain their pharmaco-
poeia for the herds and themselves based on the 
medicinal knowledge accumulated of the plant 
species in their winter and summer grounds and 
en route between regions. This knowledge is partic-
ular, pertaining to the indigenous breeds that they 
have looked after (mainly goats and sheep). Their 
ethno-veterinary knowledge is guarded and trans-
mitted from generation to generation, a testament 
to a system of education that has remained viable 
even until today, a system that CEE Himalaya holds 
must be included in a core learning curriculum for 
the children and youth of the tribes.

The contexts of the traditional ecological, 
medicinal, veterinary, and climatological knowl-
edge that is still held by the Gujjar and Bakarwal 
are primarily place- and route-based, derived from 
their annual transhumance. CEE’s program will 

help determine the following for pedagogical and 
policy purposes: when coming of age among the 
youth is also linked to the handing over of knowl-
edge, the intellectual foundations of such knowl-
edge and how it is both recorded and remembered, 
its practice, the social learning that surrounds 
herding during transhumance, the nomadic prac-
tice as adaptive management by the tribal groups 
of climatic and environmental changes, and the 
roles of lore and oral history in the maintenance of 
their knowledge.

Reference to the United Nations Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) 
adopted September 2007, in particular its Articles 
14 and 31, is particularly relevant to the nature and 
scope of the program, including the aspects about 
fostering recognition of the systems of learning that 
have to date enabled such knowledge to continue 
to be transmitted and employed. It also holds 
relevance to the places and routes that they have 
long remained in and journeyed between, thereby 
learning the flora and fauna and the patterns of 
water and climate, with their conservation and use 
always observing principles of sustainability that 
seek to ensure that the resources so essential to 
them remain for the season to come and thereafter.

Relevant to CEE Himalaya’s program in Article 
14 is that “indigenous peoples have the right to 
establish and control their educational systems 
and institutions providing education in their own 
languages, in a manner appropriate to their cultural 
methods of teaching and learning”3 and, in Article 

3  United Nations, United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indige-



123 

31, that “indigenous peoples have the right to main-
tain, control, protect and develop their cultural 
heritage, traditional knowledge and traditional 
cultural expressions, as well as the manifestations of 
their sciences, technologies and cultures, including 
human and genetic resources, seeds, medicines, 
knowledge of the properties of fauna and flora, oral 
traditions, literatures, designs, sports and tradi-
tional games and visual and performing arts.”4

In order to provide basic education to the chil-
dren of the Gujjar and Bakarwal communities, 
the state government of Jammu and Kashmir 
envisaged a scheme in the late 1970s called “mobile 
schools,” also known as “seasonal schools.” These 
were envisioned as being erected and dismantled 
quickly and having teachers who, using minimal 
materials, moved with the students and, therefore, 
the transhumant community. Under the mobile 
school system, classes in these temporary and light 
structures would be held for the children between 
April and September. At the end of this period, the 
students could return to their “home” schools or 
continue to study in the mobile schools, which also 
moved with the migratory populations to their 
winter locations.

Functioning of the mobile schools required the 
cooperation of a variety of agencies and depended 
upon the participation of several kinds of actors. 
The state government, through its Zonal Educa-
tional Offices,5 employed the services of local 

nous Peoples (UNDRIP), UN Publication # 07-58681 (March 2008), 7, 
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf.

4  UN Publication # 07-58681, 11.

5  A district, depending upon its size and population, has between six 

educated youth known as “education volunteers.” 
Normally, a teacher belonging to the Gujjar and 
Bakarwal communities who was both familiar 
with the communities and known to them would 
be taken as a mobile school teacher. Fluent in 
the language of the tribal groups, which is Gojri, 
the mobile school teacher would travel with the 
tribal community. This system, it was envisaged, 
would provide elementary education up to Class 
5 through the efforts and commitment of teachers 
from within the Gujjar and Bakarwal commu-
nities. Apart from their mobile and temporary 
nature, there were important differences between 
these and permanent schools: while any general 
primary school in the state had three teachers, 
the mobile school had only one; and a group of 
Gujjar-Bakarwal children ranging in age from 
four to 11 learned in these mobile schools.

After militancy increased along the border 
between India and Pakistan and in the regions 
along the border, the mobile schools of Jammu and 
Kashmir could not function. The presence of army 
units and security forces and of militants in nearby 
forest areas and hilly tracts made such schooling 
impossible for more than ten years. During the 
period from 2002-2008, the mobile schools were 
revived in different hill districts of Jammu and 
Kashmir. At present, such schools are running 
in districts like Poonch, Rajouri, Doda, Budgam, 
Shopian, Kupwara, Baramulla, and Kargil. More 
than 40,000 students are enrolled in these schools, 
and every year the state government seeks the 

and 12 education zones.
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services of more than 1,100 education volunteers 
(the mobile school teachers) to run the schools and 
to provide education to the tribal children.

More recently, the Government of India’s 
program Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA, which 
means “education for all”), has given a fresh boost 
to the mobile schools. Over the past five years, 
this initiative has served the dual purpose of 
providing basic education and keeping child labor 
in check. Under this program, there are now 287 
mobile schools that function from meadows in 
the Kashmir Valley during the summer and move 
to Jammu during the winter months. Another 
321 schools are permanently based in the Jammu 
region. Apart from these mobile schools, there 
are 700 seasonal schools under the SSA in both 
Kashmir and Jammu divisions. The teachers at 
these seasonal schools do not accompany the 
nomadic children, but continue to remain at the 
camps and provide education to those who stay 
back, like many others in the neighborhood.

The activities under this program contribute to 
the achievement of Sustainable Development Goal 
(SDG) 4 (“Ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote lifelong learning opportu-
nities for all”), SDG 2 (“End hunger, achieve food 
security and improved nutrition and promote 
sustainable agriculture”), and SDG 8 (“Promote 
sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic 
growth, full and productive employment and 
decent work for all”).6

6  United Nations General Assembly, Transforming Our World: the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, UN Publication #A/RES/70/1 (Oc-
tober 2015), 14, http://www.refworld.org/docid/57b6e3e44.html.

Dhara Vikas (Watershed Rejuvenation) 
Program in Sikkim, Eastern Himalaya
The Dhara Vikas (Watershed Rejuvenation) 
program in Sikkim is a program that has won recog-
nition and acclaim for its pioneering approach to a 
developmental problem. In this Himalayan region, 
springs known as dhara are the natural discharge 
of groundwater from unconfined aquifers. The 
Himalayan landscape (in Sikkim and elsewhere, 
too) is dotted with these mountain springs, which 
are the sources of water for rural households 
and their activities. Availability of water, in good 
quantity and quality, ensures good livelihood, 
prosperity, and environmental sustainability. 

The Dhara Vikas program was launched by 
the state government of Sikkim in 2009. The 
program’s activities were designed to impede 
water runoff from the surface, particularly on 
hill slopes, using man-made trenches and ponds. 
These simple structures allow water to percolate 
into the ground and recharge the aquifer beneath, 
from which the water flows out as springs. One of 
the most compelling findings that showed the need 
for intervention was the estimate that less than 15 
percent of rainwater percolated into the hills to 
recharge the springs, with the remainder flowing 
away as runoff and often contributing to floods. 
Reduced access to water in the hill settlements had 
impacts on health, hygiene, and sanitation and 
limited communities’ livelihood options.

These links and their effects were seen to be 
more prominent in the South Sikkim district, 
which is prone to water scarcity (situated in a rain 
shadow zone). This is where Dhara Vikas was 
launched. The program has successfully blended 
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climate change adaptation with the provision of 
water security in a rural region. The results have 
been favorable, and the manner in which they have 
been achieved has earned the state administration 
plaudits. The springs in the South Sikkim district 
have become perennial, water and food security 
have improved, and communities have responded 
by building storage tanks.

Over the years, the benefits that improved 
water security gives to communities have become 
visible. Agriculture (and, in particular, horticul-
ture and fruit orchards) returned to stability, and, 
with this being the primary plank on which the 
rural economy of Sikkim rests, the main source 
of livelihood for village households yielded more 
regular and predictable earnings. This benefit in 
turn reduced the dubious attractions of migration 
and allowed families and communities to partic-
ipate in shared activities at full strength. In such 
an environment, women found the time and the 
support to contribute more gainfully to household 
income.

With the forests returning to better health as 
a result of the aquifers regaining their water, the 
availability of firewood as fuel for homes became 
more common than it had been, relieving family 
members of the lengthy hours spent searching for 
firewood for their stoves. More water per household 
has also raised the level of sanitation infrastructure 
and practice in the villages, the result being better 
household and public health. Taken together—the 
degradation of the environment being replaced by 
the motivation to conserve biodiversity and wild-
life—the benefits of Dhara Vikas have proven that 
climate regulation can be both locally determined 

and successful.
The area below Mount Khangchendzonga in 

West Sikkim, referred to as ‘Demojong’, is the 
core of the sacred land of Sikkim. The protective 
deities are made offerings to, but no meaningful 
performance of Buddhist rituals are possible if this 
land and water is desecrated. Village level activities 
on the land and water resources are permitted. 
Any major perturbation to the river system would 
disturb the ruling deities of the 109 hidden lakes of 
the river, thus leading to serious calamities. Indeed, 
the very cultural fabric of the Sikkimese society is 
obviously dependent upon the conservation of the 
whole sacred landscape. The uniqueness of this 
heritage site lies in the holism and interconnec-
tions between the soil, water, biota, visible water 
bodies, river and the lake systems on the river bed, 
all taken together with the physical monuments 
such as the monasteries.7

It is this view, expressed so reverentially by Prem 
S. Ramakrishnan in “Globally Important Inge-
nious Agricultural Heritage Systems (GIAHS): 
An Eco-Cultural Landscape Perspective,” that 
CEE Himalaya continues to study in the context 
of the Dhara Vikas program. Thus, the water of 
the Sikkim cultural landscape (or eco-cultural 
landscape), which has been addressed well by 
the program, is one among an inter-connected 
group of natural resources that can be considered 
as part of what Ramakrishnan has described as 

7  Prem S. Ramakrishnan, “Globally Important Ingenious Agricultural Her-
itage Systems (GIAHS): An Eco-Cultural Landscape Perspective,” 14, 2006, 
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/giahs/docs/backgroundpa-
pers_ramakrishnan.pdf. 
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“organically evolved/evolving associative land-
scapes which contain intangible religious, artistic 
or cultural associations.”8

There undoubtedly are strong socio-cultural 
anchors, including intangible elements, just as 
there are strong connections to a “place,” which 
will be experienced by every village included in 
the program’s database of watersheds. Consid-
ering Dhara Vikas’ active administrative blocks 
as cultural landscapes opens up the field of 
traditional knowledge concerning water to other 
elements of the natural resource palette that 
provide for Sikkim’s hill settlements. These are (or 
have been) traditional agro-ecosystems operated 
by distinct cultural groups, along with nomadic 
tribes involved in animal husbandry practices, as 
part of landscape units. They function under codi-
fied (or non-codified) institutional arrangements 
for equitable resource sharing.

The historical evidence is that there were 12 
kinds of rice that had been cultivated in Sikkim 
(one sown in December and harvested in March—
that is, winter rice—and two varieties grown in the 
lower valleys, seldom seen above 4,500 feet). Nine 
varieties had been grown on dry lands that were 
not irrigated. Similarly, the program learned about 
the former cultivation of 13 kinds of millet. One 
variety was used almost entirely in the preparation 
of chang marwa (a home-brewed alcoholic drink), 
but was occasionally ground and made into flat, 
unleavened bread or used to eat with tea. Four 
kinds were also used for making chang and are 

8  Ramakrishnan, P.

used, when boiled, for food. In the same way, there 
were five varieties of buckwheat used for making 
chang and flat, unleavened bread. Five kinds of 
wheat and one kind of barley were also cultivated.

These accounts made clear the connections 
between the source of water, the flow and use of 
water, the characteristics of slope and valleys, the 
uses for such crops, their appearance according to 
a calendar that has been determined for each, and 
the underlying knowledge that guides all these 
inter-connected activities. The elevation gradients 
of the Sikkim Himalaya form different agro-cli-
matic zones within short distances of each other, 
and, as nature has bestowed within one settlement 
(or a group of settlements) conducive environments 
for agro-diversity, both the natural resources and 
this agro-biodiversity are supported by communi-
ties practicing and observing customs, traditions, 
and rituals and encoding these into traditional 
ecological knowledge. Thus, the agricultural 
biodiversity is also connected to medicinal plants 
and the maintenance and management of forests 
in the eco-cultural landscape.

In “Climate Change and Sustainability of Agro-
diversity in Traditional Farming of The Sikkim 
Himalaya,” authors Ghanashyam Sharma and 
Lalit Kumar Rai observe: 

The land use types, land use stages, aspect, soil 
fertility, availability of water and shade trees etc. 
are essential variables which an indigenous farmer 
considers while cultivating a diversity of traditional 
landraces in the farm for food security. The diversity 
of land use types and land use stages is related to 
drought-tolerant varieties, disease tolerant varieties, 
crop residue (for farm animals), market potential, 
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agronomic productivity, taste and also for customs 
and rituals.9

They found that local communities (the 
Sumbuk-Kartikey, Aho-Yangthang, Sumik Linzey, 
and Linkey-Tareythang gram panchayats [village 
councils]) revealed that there were specific names 
assigned to rainfall patterns such as jhari (contin-
uous rain for two to several days). Previously called 
titey jhari, the rain continuing for about a week 
during the flowering time of titeypati (Artemisia 
vulgaris) was very common but is not so now.

The physical landscape of Sikkim (as with else-
where in the IHR) is very prone to change, and in 
such landscapes settlements and the administered 
landscape (watercourses, fields and orchards, 
forests, pastures, and grazing grounds) must be 
very resilient to survive and prosper. The mainte-
nance of and application of traditional knowledge 
is essential for such resilience. The 704 springs 
that are listed in the Sikkim Springs database, 
with their 148 gram panchayat units in 26 blocks 
(for all four of Sikkim’s districts), are the main 
sources of water for rural households.10 These take 
different forms and names: dhara is a mountain 
stream and khola is a stream, while there are 
also pandhera (pool or fountain), kuwa (shallow 
well), and simsaar (marshy area). While over time 
government and administrative intervention has 

9  Ghanashyam Sharma and Lalit Kumar Rai, “Climate Change and 
Sustainability of Agrodiversity in Traditional Farming of the Sikkim 
Himalaya,” In Climate Change in Sikkim: Patterns, Impacts, and Initia-
tives, ed. M. L. Arrawatia and Sandeep Tambe, 193-217, Information 
and Public Relations Department, Government of Sikkim: 2012. 

10  Rural Management and Development Department, Government 
of Sikkim, India, “Spring Details,” Sikkim Springs, accessed June 1, 
2018, http://sikkimsprings.org.

helped provide drinking water to the network of 
habitations through storage tanks and extensive 
pipelines, historically, the demand for water has 
largely been met locally through dharas.

Many dharas are considered to have cultural 
associations with devithans, the dwelling places of 
feminine deities. These may also include a sacred 
grove and are revered as sites of worship within 
a settlement. The devithans have also been docu-
mented from a traditional ecological knowledge 
(TEK) perspective, in which they are viewed as 
sites for conservation of both species and cultural 
diversity within a larger agro-ecological landscape.

The activities under this program contribute to 
the achievement of SDG 15 (“Protect, restore and 
promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, 
sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, 
and halt and reverse land degradation and halt 
biodiversity loss”), SDG 6 (“Ensure availability and 
sustainable management of water and sanitation 
for all”), SDG 13 (“Take urgent action to combat 
climate change and its impacts”), and SDG 2 (“End 
hunger, achieve food security and improved nutri-
tion and promote sustainable agriculture”).11

Disaster Risk Reduction and the 
“Rebuilding” Series of Projects
CEE Himalaya’s early work in relief and reha-
bilitation in the districts of the IHR relied for its 
method and approach on the Rebuilding Hope 
program following the Gujarat Earthquake of 

11  UN Publication #A/RES/70/1, 14.
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2001 and the Rebuilding Lives program following 
the Indian Ocean tsunami of 2004, both of which 
were undertaken by the national CEE office.

The “Rebuilding” series of initiatives that the 
Centre has undertaken, beginning in 2005 with 
the earthquake in the state of Jammu and Kashmir, 
has extended beyond relief and rehabilitation into 
finding sustainable living pathways for affected 
communities.

CEE Himalaya began with its Rebuilding Trust 
program immediately after the earthquake hit 
Kashmir on October 8, 2005, with the objectives of 
offering relief to the communities affected by the 
earthquake; offering psychosocial care to children 
affected by the earthquake and continuing their 
studies; providing shelter to the worst affected 
families through the winter months; and building 
the foundation for undertaking an integrated 
rehabilitation program in the long term.

Focuses have been the devastating cloudburst in 
the Ladakh region of Jammu and Kashmir state 
in August 2010, the September 2011 earthquake 
in the state of Sikkim, the catastrophic floods and 
landslides in the state of Uttarakhand in June 2013, 
and the September 2014 floods in Jammu and 
Kashmir. Assessing relief needs is the first task, 
followed by rehabilitation interventions that take 
a number of forms. Schools are especially valu-
able centers of community rebuilding following 
a natural disaster, and school children are able to 
catalyze resilient thinking within families and the 
wider community structures. The program has 
built on these tendencies, such as in Sikkim by 
collaborating with WWF India and the Rumtek 
Monastery (whose monks participated in the 

training).
In Uttarakhand, over the duration of our 

Rebuilding Faith project, CEE Himalaya was able 
to conduct training in 38 schools, reaching more 
than 6,300 children and involving 623 teachers. The 
disaster preparedness plans that schools created 
have brought in the local knowledge systems 
pertaining to warnings and signs of change, and 
the groups created to maintain preparedness have 
combined social customs and practices and local 
festivals to spread resilience thinking and training 
in their communities.

During the Rebuilding Faith project that was 
carried out in 2013 following the flash floods 
and catastrophic landslides in Uttarakhand state, 
CEE Himalaya, along with private sector support, 
undertook relief and rehabilitation. Counseling, 
the strengthening of school organization, and 
the provision of school bags and exercise books 
helped the schools quickly resume functioning. 
Thereafter, the effort centered on communication 
materials and methods developed in the schools 
using local knowledge, stories, and examples 
that had been collected by teachers and students. 
These complemented the standard disaster risk 
reduction training such as mock drills, safety tips, 
evacuation techniques, firefighting, and first aid.

Such learning proved invaluable a year later 
following the September 2014 deluge in Jammu 
and Kashmir for CEE Himalaya’s intervention of 
Rebuilding Trust Phase 2. Relief and rehabilitation 
in the districts of Poonch and Rajouri in Jammu 
and in flood-hit regions of Kashmir had to take 
into account the winter months of 2014-15. With 
support from Plan India and Care India, relief 
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material enabled more than 700 families to be 
seen through a winter after they had lost homes 
and possessions.

During a period of over six years, CEE worked 
for rehabilitation of earthquake-affected people 
through its interventions on interim household and 
classroom shelters; reconstruction of 10 damaged 
schools; psychosocial care and restoration of 
education through open-air schools (popularly 
called umang) covering the affected schools in the 
Uri and Tangdar regions of Jammu and Kashmir; 
teacher trainings on handling traumatized chil-
dren and on participatory methodologies for joyful 
teaching and learning; capacity building of local 
technicians on earthquake-resistant construc-
tion; livelihood support to vulnerable families; 
demonstration of non-farm-based locally suitable 
livelihood technologies and disaster risk reduc-
tion education and awareness in affected schools 
in Srinagar, Bandipora, Gandarbal, Baramulla, 
and Kupwara districts; and capacity building for 
community-based disaster risk management and 
preparation of village-level contingency plans.

The activities under this program contribute 
to the achieving of SDG 1 (“End poverty in all its 
forms everywhere”), SDG 11 (“Make cities and 
human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and 
sustainable”), SDG 5 (“Achieve gender equality 
and empower all women and girls”), and SDG 4 
(“Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education 
and promote lifelong learning opportunities for 
all”).12

12  UN Publication #A/RES/70/1, 14.

Project Outcome (Expected) and  
Its Contribution to Sustainable  
Development Goals

Schools That Learn, Journeys That Teach:  
Towards an Education in Tune with the 
Pastoral Migrations of the Gujjar and 
Bakarwal of Jammu and Kashmir
Functional literacy—as defined by the central 
government—among the Gujjar and Bakarwal 
is low, and this lack hinders their ability to make 
use of government programs that can benefit 
their development status, which wherever possible 
should not compromise their knowledge and trans-
humance. Technically, the illiteracy rate among 
the tribes is around 70 percent—yet “literacy” does 
not take into consideration their systems of knowl-
edge transmission. While their seasonal shifting of 
“homes” ensures a regular flow of income for the 
families, it also stands in the way of the provision 
of formal education for nomadic children.

Looked at from the point of view of the typical 
set of objectives of a state education administra-
tion, the biannual migration continues to place 
nomadic herding populations in a condition, 
especially for children and youth, of illiteracy. 
However, from the point of view of the Gujjar, 
Bakarwal, and other nomadic tribes, their trans-
humance practices are at least as important as 
formal education, both for the income that they 
depend on and for the continuing transmission 
of knowledge and practices relating to the natural 
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environment and seasons. Though the basic neces-
sities are taken care of, however, the education of 
the children of these communities and of others 
like them has remained a major concern for the 
Department of Education, the government (both 
state and central), and the development agencies.

The major challenges in the provision of educa-
tional services to transhumant areas include 
nomadism, militancy in the state of Jammu and 
Kashmir, a lack of teachers willing to work in the 
conflict situations found in these areas, poor infra-
structure as well as poorly motivated teachers, a 
household economy that is dependent on livestock 
and that needs as many hands as can be spared to 
tend the livestock, children spending long periods 
away from their homes and schools, and transhu-
mant mobility.

Not only the Gujjar and Bakarwal tribes, but 
nearly 2.3 million Paharis living in the border 
areas, comprising 23 percent of the population of 
Jammu and Kashmir, also face the problem of a 
lack of education that fulfills any criteria of formal 
instruction. Data from the 2011 Census has shown 
that there are more than 600,000 Gujjar and 
Bakarwal children who have literacy rates lower 
than what other children in the state have.

Aside from the questions of what form educa-
tion for tribal communities should take and what 
its content could be, there is the consideration that 
the provision of education is of utmost impor-
tance, as it would keep them away from getting 
involved in militancy, which has unfortunately 
become common in the border districts. Thus, 
improving quality of and access to education for 
these communities will help the state address 

several problems. In addition to preventing this 
problem of youth drifting into militancy, educa-
tion empowers communities through recognition 
of their knowledge systems to preserve valuable 
familiarity with the environment of the Western 
Himalaya. Further, it is able to create a cadre of 
youth among the tribal communities that, by 
continuing their practices, will bring a strong 
Indigenous perspective to matters of adapting to 
climate change and to finding sustainable ways to 
develop that are respectful of their own traditions.

The objectives of a Schools That Learn, Journeys 
That Teach program are as follows:

1. Learn the movements and concerns of the 
   transhumant societies more closely and gather 
     appropriate baseline data to collaboratively app- 
    roach a method of education that is relevant.

2. Learn the successes and failures of past atte- 
  mpts by state government and public services 
  to provide education to Gujjar and Bakarwal 
    tribes in Jammu and Kashmir. 

3. Help develop a framework based on the asse- 
  ssments above, through which a syllabus and 
   curriculum relevant for the children of Gujjars 
   and Bakarwals in Jammu and Kashmir can be 
    formed.

4. Conceive a training module for teachers, who  
    must be both motivated to educate the children 
  of Gujjars and Bakarwals and physically and 
   socially capable of accompanying the nomadic 
    communities during their seasonal migration.

5. Incorporate the indigenous knowledge and  
  intangible cultural heritage of the tradition 
     bearers—such as their understanding of natural 
      resource management, environment, and clima- 
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     tic change—into a draft curriculum. (The trans- 
  humant communities are well-versed in navi- 
   gation, direction, weather patterns, local biodi- 
    versity, animal behavior, veterinary and human 
  health, survival techniques in isolated rugged 
    and difficult terrain, disaster management, and 
   safety and security of their human beings and  
    of the animals.)

6. Acknowledging that the footprint of these 
  communities is very small and their lifestyles  
  environmentally friendly, determine what the 
  modern education system and the community 
   engaged in Education for Sustainable Develop- 
    ment can learn from these societies.

7. Document the sustainable practices and 
     worldviews of these societies (reports, short films, 
    photographs, etc.).

8. Develop recommendations that assist and 
      guide ministries of education and school systems 
  toward enlarging the scope of their education 
    systems in a manner that safeguards the valuable 
    eco-social practices of the tribal communities.

This program covers the seasonal migration 
and focuses on observing and assessing the needs 
of the transhumant community activities and 
the points at which learning interventions can 
occur. Community elders and leaders, who are 
representatives of bearers of traditional knowledge 
and intangible cultural heritage, are being inter-
viewed for their views on education and teaching 
methods. Likewise, the experiences and insights 
of administrators and teachers from the state 
Zonal Education Offices, from the Sarva Shiksha 
Abhiyan, and from the corps of education volun-
teers (who have some experience with the mobile 

schools), are being compiled.
This program will serve to do the following:
− Mobilize state agencies for education, environ-

ment, and development support for the vital role 
that the Gujjar and Bakarwal (and the state’s 
tribal community) play in the conservation and 
sustainable use of biological diversity and in the 
maintenance of traditional knowledge, identity, 
and well-being.

− Employ the abundant knowledge still practiced 
and applied by the tribal groups concerning the 
habitats they inhabit and journey through; the 
Materia Medica and ethno-veterinary practices 
they use; their observations of climatic variations 
and events; and the symbiotic relation between 
their herds, the health of the grasses and fodder 
that the animals graze on, and family livelihoods. 
The evidence of such knowledge, given context 
and relevance, will help form and/or strengthen 
legal and policy frameworks to include the Gujjar 
and Bakarwal in the management of cultural 
landscapes and traditional territories they inhabit.

− Reconceptualize education to bring the possi-
bility of Indigenous landscape management and 
community development into the youth of the 
tribal community early, thus enhancing the appli-
cation of “resilience thinking” among a young 
cadre who will be able to re-broadcast it in their 
homes and to their families.

Dhara Vikas (Watershed Rejuvenation) 
in Sikkim, Eastern Himalaya
Sikkim’s State Rural Management and Develop-
ment Department (in consultation with the GIZ, 
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German Technical Cooperation Agency) prepared 
a village water security plan at the gram panchayat 
(village council) level. The plan identified current 
issues related to drinking water, dependency for 
drinking water on dharas (mountain streams), 
assessment of the gravity-based water supply 
systems and current water requirements by 
settlements, the state of water governance in rural 
blocks, and the state of sanitation. Participatory 
rural appraisal consultations were held in the gram 
panchayats, and these were the basis for the village 
water security plans (there are 15 such listed on the 
Sikkim Springs website13).

Consultations included field surveys and formal 
and informal interviews with gram panchayat 
members and with concerned assistant and junior 
engineers, local water users, “barefoot” engineers, 
and plumbers/water fitters. Extensive field surveys 
were also carried out, coordinated by the state 
administration, with the district and block admin-
istrations and of course the gram panchayats, to 
identify dharas and their catchment areas. Partic-
ipatory appraisals and focus group discussions 
were the main tools used to collect secondary 
information.

This is the corpus of consultation that is avail-
able with the Centre. The level of detail available 
will vary from what has been described for the 15 
gram panchayats that now have village water secu-
rity plans and the other settlements (mentioned in 
the Sikkim Springs database) in whose landscapes 
Dhara Vikas’ work has been carried out and 

13  Rural Management and Development Department, “Springs Details.”

who now have dhara rejuvenation structures and 
experience.

The process and method of the panchayat and 
block-level Dhara Vikas work has been described 
by technical and administrative terms that have 
made the program both possible and a success. It 
is the traditional knowledge, or traditional ecolog-
ical knowledge, aspect that does not appear in the 
foreground of the documentation—which is now 
quite voluminous —that CEE surmises (based on 
experience in the IHR) has provided guidance, 
direction, and validation to the Dhara Vikas work. 
It is this that CEE Himalaya seeks to uncover by 
revisiting the settlements in their eco-cultural 
landscapes, where now the dharas are revived.

The inter-disciplinary combining of the earth 
and physical science methods (hydrological study, 
soil and geological surveys, mapping of settlements 
and of water bodies and courses, enumeration of 
water users and water uses, etc.) and the tradi-
tional knowledge systems, in the context of what 
has been achieved in Sikkim through the Dhara 
Vikas program, will significantly contribute to the 
National Mission for Sustaining the Himalayan 
Ecosystem. There is important cultural reinforce-
ment that can take place, thereby contributing 
directly to the resilience of communities in the 
IHR and, thus, encouraging their adaptation to the 
effects and impacts of climate change and climate 
variability, likewise helping to better inform state 
administrations about mitigating measures that 
become possible.

The selection of water courses for repair or 
renewal and of sites for water retaining structures, 
the treatment of slopes and the vegetation that 
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exists on the slopes, the selection of one among 
several courses of landscaping in order that 
rights and access are observed, the allocations 
of increased and new water flows and volumes 
according to customary arrangements—all these 
are some of the physical and intangible institu-
tional aspects of the activities that were included 
in the participatory consultations (and interviews) 
but whose details and ramifications have perhaps 
not been recorded, or not explicitly recognized as 
traditional knowledge.

In Sikkim, the program has done the following:
− Considered both the successes of the Dhara Vikas 

program and the host communities through a 
bio-cultural lens. For continuing study, infor-
mation to be sought includes whether the rural 
communities of South and West Sikkim use (or 
have used, and retain the memory of the use of) 
indicator plant species that help determine water 
quality or serve as predictive signs concerning 
impending changes in climate, as correlated with 
the presence of water sources and flows. Likewise, 

▲ Product of the Dhara Vikas work
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the bio-cultural line of inquiry seeks accounts of 
(where these are permitted to be shared with those 
outside the communities) the beliefs and restric-
tions concerning water bodies and channels and 
the features (such as groves) associated with these 
in sacred landscapes.

− Kept the learning accumulated by the Sikkim state 
administration in the foreground, while in parallel 
studying whether the objectives of the National 
Mission for Sustaining Himalayan Ecosystems 
and the traditional knowledge held by the commu-
nities (culturally and socially expressed) can help 
develop a mixed methodology for understanding 
how the natural systems contribute to livelihoods 
and well-being. It is likely that doing so can help 
foster an assessment approach that represents the 
inter-relationship not only between people and 
nature but also between those communities and 
the efforts of state and national agencies whose 
mandate is climate change and the IHR. Basing 
such a methodology on a bio-cultural narrative 
together with the administrative indicators has 
the potential to contribute to a new and ecologi-
cally well-rounded assessment of the local impacts 
of the national mission.

− Made efforts to widen the scope of the visible inter-
ventions of the Dhara Vikas program (which have 
been administrative and technical in nature) to 
include traditional practices, materials, and tools. 
Doing so opens up the ideas of innovation and 
mobilization concerning water so that commu-
nity social institutions, informal education, and 
a range of communication channels and forms 
(orally maintained memories, values, and codes 
that are transmitted; observances and rituals that 

convey meaning; and the tales, songs and prov-
erbs that may carry these) become recognized as a 
current, viable, and important knowledge system.

− Inquired whether there were differences of percep-
tion and meaning between the bio-cultural and 
agro-ecological knowledge of men and women, 
age groups within the community (particularly 
concerning the setting and enforcing of restric-
tions), and Indigenous and migrant communities. 
Often, researchers have seen, men give greater 
importance to the direct uses of agroforestry 
practices such as the provision of food or income, 
while women value socio-cultural benefits, 
including healing traditions and the maintenance 
of plant diversity. In this way, related questions 
about income sufficiency, vulnerability, household 
resilience, and all of these in the context of climate 
change may be answered.

Closing the knowledge gap and recognizing 
the means of closing it as being cultural will link 
traditional knowledge (and the intangible cultural 
heritage means by which it is transmitted) to 
the very important concept of environmental 
sustainability in the IHR. It will also situate water, 
which is the central aspect of the Dhara Vikas 
program, within the ecologically and culturally 
associated elements and practices of the Sikkim 
rural landscape: its essentially sacred nature, the 
maintenance of forests, the practice of cultivating 
an agro-biodiverse selection of foods, such foods’ 
seasonality and appropriateness to the calendar, 
the botanical resources that are medicinal and 
herbal and upon which traditional healers depend, 
and the governing of these elements by the devi-
thans. In this way, the Dhara Vikas model will 
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take on a more holistic dimension whose methods 
and potential can better be applied throughout the 
IHR.

Disaster Risk Reduction and the 
“Rebuilding” Series of Projects
In the aftermath of a natural calamity or disaster 
and during rehabilitation of the community, 
one of the uppermost concerns in the minds of 
households and village councils is “When will our 
schools become active again?” For this reason, the 
schools of a village or a cluster of hamlets have been 
given particular attention during our work in the 
IHR. A school is very much more than a premise 
in which children are given instruction and learn. 
It is one of the most important social and cultural 
centers of a village. It is where children, their 
parents, teachers and instructors, village elders 
and village council (or panchayat) members, local 
administrative officials, farmers and herders, 

orchard keepers, and laborers all gather.
The school is the place where the most transmis-

sion of cultural practices and ecological knowledge 
takes place, much more than in any family or clan 
and much more than in any other kind of public 
space in a settlement. CEE learned early through 
their experience in relief and rehabilitation that 
returning a community’s school to near-normalcy 
catalyzes that community’s repair on every front.

For this reason, in the “Rebuilding” series of reha-
bilitation work that CEE Himalaya has carried out 
in the IHR, rebuilt schools are called anandshalas, 
which means “schools of joyful learning,” for 
these are the places from which hope and strength 
flow. In Jammu and Kashmir, the rebuilding of 
collapsed and destroyed schools into anandshalas 
has been carried out with full community partic-
ipation. CEE Himalaya fostered the formation of 
Village-Level Education Committees that included 
the headmaster, head of the village council, and 
zonal education officer. The vision CEE Himalaya 

▼ Disaster risk reduction awareness campaign implementation
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helped each education committee to arrive at was 
that each of their own anandshalas would have a 
theme (through painting or simple models and 
props) that would also have to be reflected in the 
upkeep and maintenance of the school.

The structural designs of the rebuilt schools have 
been based on earthquake-resistant construction, 
and classrooms are well-lit and bigger than usual, 
with large doors and windows that allow for 
sufficient ventilation and maintain the children’s 
connection with nature, in whose midst they live. 
The children have chosen the colors inside and 
have chosen how the space around the school is 
to be used, whether for play, for projects, to grow 

plants and fruit in, or to stage skits and songs. 
New toilets with water supply ensure hygiene, and, 
where possible, a pantry ensures the mandatory 
mid-day meal can be served warm. In this way, the 
households of the village or cluster of hamlets feel 
a sense of ownership of the anandshala, which also 
serves for them as an inspiration for the kind of 
community rehabilitation they now see is possible.

As is well known, the state of Jammu and Kashmir 
has been and continues to be a disturbed region. 
There is militancy and, therefore, a heavy armed 
forces and paramilitary forces presence. Security 
checks are frequent and time-consuming. Militant 
and separatist forces often force the shutting down 

▼ Disaster risk reduction exercise: village mapping
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of entire village clusters and arterial roads and 
highways. Normal telecommunication is often 
disrupted. Added to these are the conditions prev-
alent in the districts of the IHR: poor roads that 
are often blocked by landslides or at times taken 
away by them entirely, localized flash floods, heavy 
snow fall that makes many valleys in which project 
villages exist inaccessible for up to four months of 
the year (November to February), and sub-zero 
temperatures. Yet, just as such conditions make 
relief and rehabilitation that much more difficult, 
the impact of a single working anandshala can 
transform its home community remarkably.

The “Rebuilding” series of projects has helped 
affected communities, local administrations, and 
state governments consider more carefully the 
concepts of resilience, adaptation, what natural 
systems are, how human use of these systems needs 
regulation, and the roles of informal and formal 
knowledge. In practical terms, these projects have 
found that it is during the long-term rehabilitation 
period that community members and adminis-
trations learn to better evaluate the development 
choices available, and not only in terms of income, 
infrastructure, and a material idea of progress.

These projects and the episodic Mustaidi (an 
Urdu word meaning “to be ready and alert”) 
program in Jammu and Kashmir have helped 
stitch together practices and frameworks once 
considered separate: disaster risk reduction, 
long-term effects of climate change, localized and 
context-rich educational materials and methods, 
schools as community centers, and learners and 
their households as agents of resilience thinking 
and practice. The Mustaidi project (supported by 

Give2Asia) has disaster risk reduction as its central 
platform, yet the interactions program workers 
have had with the teachers and students of 55 
schools in Srinagar (the summer capital of Jammu 
and Kashmir) indicate that a much wider change 
has been catalyzed by about 12,000 students (and 
therefore their families) and some 200 teachers.

To introduce the concluding section, here is a 
compendium of observations gathered over two 
decades of CEE Himalaya’s work in the Indian 
Himalayan Region:

− Communities living in hill districts and mountain 
regions are particularly exposed to and sensitive 
to climate change impacts because of how much 
their livelihoods and needs are based on “super”-
local resources (usually in the same valley or no 
farther than the neighboring one).

− The small size of hill and mountain communities 
(in terms of household number, these are smaller 
than villages and village clusters of the plains, 
coasts, and Indian plateau regions), their relative 
isolation (especially in winter months), and differ-
ences concerning their rights over territories they 
inhabit also contribute to vulnerabilities brought 
about by a changing climate.

− Both are sensitive to change and vulnerable to 
climatic change, yet hill and mountain village 
residents actively respond to changing climatic 
conditions and demonstrate their resourcefulness 
and resilience both daily and seasonally. Pastoral 
and transhumant peoples move their herds 
according to season (they reserve certain pasture 
areas for years when conditions are extreme). 
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Jhum (slash-and-burn or swidden) farmers benefit 
from different kinds of resources from field and 
forest and are expert landscape managers.

− This resourcefulness and resilience is possible 
because of the strength of their local cultures, 
intangible cultural heritage, and indigenous 
knowledge systems.

− They have deep understanding about diversi-
fied use of the landscape they inhabit, which is 
provided by local cultures, intangible cultural 
heritage, and indigenous knowledge systems. 
Hence, they maintain genetic and species diversity 
in fields and herds. This gives protection against 
environmental variability and change. Nomadic 
herders vary the species and genetic composition 
of their herds, while small-scale farmers manage 
crop risk through their choice of domestic plant 
varieties and knowledge of forest foods.

− Their living systems are complex, yet are easily 
and very democratically cared for by traditional 
systems of governance and accountability. Social 
networks are very important to contribute to the 
ability to collectively respond to environmental 
change and are the most important channels for 
ICH and knowledge transmission.

This chapter has described CEE Himalaya as 
following certain mandates given by its profes-
sional relationship with the central government 
and as a center whose primary focus is education 
about environments and the ways through which 
sustainability may be reached. CEE’s work in the 
IHR has provided insights that go far beyond these 
mandates and the primary focus. Education, for 
example, is almost never about school children, 
but about families and entire villages. In this view, 

education about the natural basis of our existence 
(land, water, food, and clean air) must extend also 
to those far removed from nature in our towns 
and cities. The middle-class urban household, 
whose consumption and energy use habits are 
much more profligate than the household in any 
of the hill villages these projects have worked in, 
is the type of household that needs much more 
education.

Such an education is not about what is commonly 
called adaptation and mitigation (in the language 
of the climate change texts and negotiations). It 
is instead about rights and obligations that we all 
have to the sources of that which sustains us, which 
is our environment. Such an education is primarily 
about values and knowledge, which the residents 
of hill villages and hamlets in the far-flung dells 
and wooded slopes of the Himalayas still possess. 
We fall short in our duty because we are able to 
do half the education needed. Our urban popula-
tion, whose numbers grow every month, become 
more and not less distant as every month passes. 
Learning to live with the effects of climate change 
and climate variability does not mean recourse to 
more and newer technology and more inventive 
ways to finance renewable energy. It means, firstly, 
accepting and recognizing the biophysical limita-
tions that govern us as settlements, communities, 
and households and living accordingly.

CEE believes this acceptance comes more 
readily to those whose cultures make these limita-
tions known from early childhood, not as limits 
to be overcome by science and technology but as 
borderlands of respect and reverence whose ideas 
and norms are the foundations of what we call 
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systems of knowledge: traditional and local knowl-
edge, Indigenous and folk wisdom, and intangible 
cultural heritage. We have learned not to draw 
unnecessary distinctions between these terms, for 
in the mountains they all have the same meaning.

As a center, CEE Himalaya discharges responsi-
bility within social-ecological systems that are both 
ancient and changing. It is likely that for mountain 
and hill societies, where cultural and knowledge 
roots are ancient but where changes are prompting 
careful response, their collective behavior can be 
called resilience. Such social structures—and there 
are many kinds that CEE has witnessed and aided 
in the IHR—are usually still successfully trans-
mitting knowledge, values, knowhow, Indigenous 
science, oral medicinal glossaries, local climato-
logical terms, extensive botanical learning, animal 
husbandry lore, and methods of community orga-
nization and regulation. When they are successful 
in transmission, enactment, practice, re-creation, 
and renewal, we can say with confidence that their 
intangible cultural heritage is vibrant.

Unfortunately, the opposite is more common 
now because the biophysical borderlands are 
being trespassed upon by new forces of change. 
This chapter has described CEE Himalaya’s work 
in environmental education, in disaster risk 
reduction and the fostering of resilience practice 
in communities, the role of traditional knowledge 
and ICH in rejuvenating hill watersheds, and 
composite curriculum for transhumant commu-
nities that draws on their own deep stores of 
learning. A central aim in all these areas of CEE 
Himalaya’s projects is to prevent social-ecological 
systems from moving toward, or further into, 

conditions that no longer are able to meet ecolog-
ical, socio-economic, or spiritual needs. We are 
finding that “adapting,” “coping,” or “responding” 
now tend to more commonly be used in material 
terms, such as how much of a resource is used and 
at what rate, what kind of administrative struc-
ture exists, how much infrastructure (transport, 
communication, services) is provided and how 
much more can be, how much finance and credit is 
advanced and how much can be, or how indicators 
and metrics can be applied.

CEE Himalaya sees its work and effort as funda-
mentally beyond the material and as renewing the 
respect our communities have had (and still do 
have) for the biophysical borderlands. This is where 
the importance of ICH—identity, the enactment 
and practice of systems of knowledge, and the 
centrality of the human-nature bond—informs 
the Centre’s work.
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Engaging Society in Cultural 
Preservation and Development 
through the Angklung Movement

Arny Dulishaputri

Rumah Angklung
In December 2011, Rumah Angklung was founded by a group of young people who loved and 
cared about the Angklung (a traditional Indonesian musical instrument) and finally had the 
initiative to create a community. That community is now a serious foundation committed to 
preserving and developing Indonesian art and culture, especially related to angklung.

Rumah Angklung has a responsibility to continue working and instill pride in people far and 
wide. “When Culture Becomes a Pride” includes the common threads, ideals, and dreams of 
Rumah Angklung to make Indonesian culture prestigious. Rumah Angklung could hopefully 
be a “home” for individuals, groups, or other angklung communities for gathering information, 
seeking solutions, and experiencing many other benefits of angklung. In these activities, the 
purpose of angklung preservation and development can be achieved.





▲ Angklung at School, Jakarta

When culture becomes pride, the meaning of living heritage can exist. 
Rumah Angklung Indonesia’s ultimate goal lies here. Rumah Angklung 
Indonesia strives for the preservation and development of Indonesian 
cultural arts, especially through the traditional musical instrument  
of angklung.
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Rumah Angklung Indonesia has a respon-
sibility to continue working and instill 
pride in people far and wide. “When 

Culture Becomes a Pride” includes the common 
threads, ideals, and dreams of Rumah Angklung 
Indonesia to make Indonesian culture prestigious. 
Rumah Angklung Indonesia has a commitment to 
maintaining and developing Indonesian cultural 
arts, especially related to the traditional musical 
instrument known as angklung. Rumah Angklung 
Indonesia has a community that is actively 
preserved and developed by the young generations 
in the trainings, performances, and other activ-
ities concerning the art of Indonesian culture. 
These activities aim to introduce and foster a sense 
of pride in Indonesian culture for all generations, 
especially the young generation. Consistent with 
the UN Sustainable Development Goals, Rumah 
Angklung Indonesia is implementing a program 
to achieve better education and gender equality. 
The foundation’s representative activities are titled 
Community Class, Training, Performing Arts, 

and Cultural Mission. 
Angklung can be adapted to different regions and 

is very dynamic for various cultures. Many schools 
thus choose angklung as an activity, but financial 
problems and human resources are often a serious 
problem and the reason for not being able to realize 
their desires. Having seen this problem, Rumah 
Angklung is trying to invite whole communities, 
societies, and companies to move hand-in-hand to 
realize their dreams. Limited government capabil-
ities make it so that we, as Indonesian people who 
care about preservation and cultural development, 
need to take part and actively participate. Through 
Gerakan Angklung Untuk Anak Negeri (Angklung 
Movement Program for Indonesian Children), 
Rumah Angklung Indonesia invites the commu-
nity and stakeholders to realize the proud taste of 
Indonesian culture through angklung instruments 
in Indonesian schools and other educational insti-
tutes who are in need. 

This program is divided into three activities. 
First is Angklung Untuk Anak Negeri (Angklung 
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for Indonesian Children); this activity is the first 
step of the program, alternatively called Angklung 
Donation. Rather than only waiting for the 
school or government’s ability to provide musical 
education tools in schools, volunteers can actively 
participate in realizing the dreams and wishes of 
the schools as well as the students. 

Second, Workshop Angklung Untuk Pengajar 
(Angklung Workshop for Teachers) is an angklung 
workshop for teachers—not only music, art, and 
cultural teachers, but all teachers who want to 
learn about Indonesian culture and angklung: 
teachers who will commit to teach their students 
the learning of music, culture, and how to play 
angklung correctly. This workshop is intended to 
disperse the teaching materials of angklung so 
that teachers could instruct their students about 
angklung while carrying the values of education 
and the philosophy of angklung.

The third activity is Festival Angklung Untuk 
Anak Negeri (Angklung Festival for Indonesian 
Children). After one year of continuous Angklung 
Movement programs, the Angklung Festival for 
Indonesian Children is one of the activities to 
show appreciation for students and teachers of 
angklung. This festival is expected to increase 
the spirit, motivation, and feelings of pride in 
preserving and developing angklung. The high-
light of the Angklung Movement series for the 
children of the country is the “Angklung Concert 
for Indonesian Children,” which is a medium of 
appreciation for friends of the Rumah Angklung 
Indonesia community that focuses on embracing 
various communities and other cultural actors. 

By collaborating with other cultural actors, the 

foundation would like to present that Indonesian 
cultural arts support one another and can produce 
different works. Thus, we can be more open about 
Indonesian cultures, not only in one particular 
culture or region, but everywhere. 

Rumah Angklung Background

The young generation was the one to take initia-
tive to create a community that has now become 
a serious and committed organization in the pres-
ervation and development of Indonesian culture, 
especially angklung. In December 2011, Rumah 
Angklung was founded by a group of young people 
who loved and cared about angklung and finally 
had the initiative to create the community that 
has now become a serious foundation committed 
to preserving and developing Indonesian art and 
culture, especially angklung.

Angklung, which was recognized by UNESCO 
on November 16, 2010 as an Indonesian intangible 
cultural heritage, became a responsibility and a 
challenge for Rumah Angklung Indonesia to make 
the art of Indonesian culture a source of pride.

As previously stated, Rumah Angklung has a 
responsibility to continue working and instill pride 
in people far and wide. “When Culture Becomes a 
Pride” includes the common threads, ideals, and 
dreams of Rumah Angklung to make Indonesian 
culture prestigious. Rumah Angklung could hope-
fully be a “home” for individuals, groups, or other 
angklung communities for gathering information, 
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seeking solutions, and experiencing many other 
benefits of angklung. In these activities, the 
purpose of angklung preservation and develop-
ment can be achieved.

Rumah Angklung Indonesia has a commit-
ment to preserving and developing Indonesian 
cultural arts, especially regarding the traditional 
music instrument known as angklung. The 
organization has a community that is actively 
preserved and developed by the young generation 
in the training, performances, and other activities 
surrounding the art of Indonesian culture. These 
activities aim to introduce and foster a sense of 
pride in Indonesian culture for all generations, 
especially the young generation. Consistent with 
the UN Sustainable Development Goals, Rumah 
Angklung is implementing programs to improve 
education and gender equality.

Characteristics of Angklung
The development of angklung went from the 
original folk instrument with a pentatonic tone to 
a musical instrument with a diatonic tone thanks 
to Daeng Soetigna, who is known as the father 
of modern angklung music. The conversion of 
angklung from pentatonic to diatonic also enabled 
the angklung music repertoire to be expanded 
so that it could encompass popular songs rather 
than only traditional songs, and also Western and 
foreign music songs in general. One of the reasons 
for the decision was based on the motto of “Mr. 
Angklung Indonesia,” Daeng Soetigna. Soetigna 
chose angklung as a musical instrument to be 
developed based on considerations that he thought 

were very logical, a set of five descriptive terms 
currently known as 5M: murah (cheap), mudah 
(easy), massal (en masse), mendidik (educational), 
and menarik (attractive).

A further description of Soetigna’s 5M reasoning 
is as follows:

1. Murah (cheap): in terms of price, an angklung 
      is fairly cheap, so hopefully it will not be a burden 
    if the school chooses it as a school musical ins- 
     trument. This is unlike the case in which a school 
    must buy a guitar, violin, or piano, all of which 
   cost far above the price of an angklung. Thus,  
   only certain schools can have these other ins- 
     truments.

2. Mudah (easy): Angklung can be played easily 
      by all ages of players, from children to the elderly. 
    Playing angklung does not require the manipu- 
   lation of fingers and hands like other musical 
    instruments. Simply holding the middle of the 
     angklung with the left hand and shaking it with  

▲ Daeng Soetigna’s “5M” theory
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   the right hand allows the angklung to produce 
    sound.

3. Massal (en masse): Angklungs can be played 
     in a group. There is no limitation on the number 
   of players as long as the tool is available with  
    clear concepts and arrangements.

4. Mendidik (educational): The art of playing 
    of angklung comprises the philosophies of disci- 
  pline, responsibility, mutual cooperation, duty 
   and responsibility, accuracy, and agility, so tak- 
   ing up the instrument is very good to serve as  
    an example for life.

5. Menarik (attractive): Angklung music has 
   attracted interest and awe from various circles 
    because the simple musical instrument can play  
    traditional songs and popular songs.

Music Education and Formation of the 
Character of the Nation
Why is it important for angklung to be taught in 
school, and what is the role of angklung in forming 
a child’s character?

Angklung is highly appropriate when set as a 
music education instrument because the playing of 
angklung holds philosophies related to education, 
including the following:

− discipline, as children must be on time and follow 
the rules;

− knowledge of duties and obligations, since chil-
dren must obey the rules;

− democracy, in terms of free expression of children 
while not violating the rules that apply;

− tolerance, in that children should respect each 
other and any differences that arise;

− confidence, as a child must be confident in 
carrying out the task of playing angklung;

− cooperation, in that children must cooperate  
with each other to achieve the same goal;

− accuracy, in that children must be careful in every 
job and task given;

− dexterity, as children must be responsive and 
skilled in the job and duties;

− responsibility, as children must be responsible for 
the task and work that is given and for all decisions 
and things they do; and

− emotional control, since children will be trained 
to express emotions that will affect social develop- 
ment. 

On August 23, 1968, angklung was designated 
as a musical education instrument through a 
decree known in English as the Decision of the 
Republic of Indonesia Ministry of Education and 
Culture Number 082/1968 About the Application 
of Angklung as a Music Education Tool. 

Projects

Rumah Angklung’s activities are representatively 
titled Community Class, Training, Performing 
Arts, and Cultural Mission.

Community Class
The Rumah Angklung community classes are 
open to the public, and members ranging from the 
age of 15 to 70 have joined the classes. More than 
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50 members registered in each period. Everyone 
can be a member of Rumah Angklung: there is no 
need for a special background such as a musical 
background or cultural background. The most 
important thing to join the community is to have 
a commitment to the preservation and develop-
ment of angklung, because Rumah Angklung has 
as its basis the preservation and development of 
angklung for all generations, especially the young 
generation.

In Rumah Angklung community classes, people 
are not only learning about music theory like 
diatonic scales and traditional pentatonic scales 
to learn how to play angklung with the right tech-
nique; members of Rumah Angklung classes also 

learn about how to implement organization and 
social living as part of the philosophy of angklung, 
including such concepts as respect, appreciation, 
focus, discipline, and many other positive values. 
Members of the Rumah Angklung community 
are from different backgrounds, including school 
students, university students, workers, retirees, 
etc. Thus, practices run every weekend to accom-
modate. In the Rumah Angklung community, 
members pay only the cash that will be needed 
for community activities themselves. The teachers 
also voluntarily provide knowledge without fees.

Rumah Angklung community classes are 
expected to be a medium for all levels of society 
to become more familiar with and develop love 

▼ Rumah Angklung community class
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for the art of Indonesia’s special cultural heritage, 
angklung. As time passes, it is hoped that Rumah 
Angklung could be “home” to Angklung commu-
nities in Jakarta, Indonesia, and even around the 
world. It is the classes’ aim for angklung music 
fans to exchange ideas and become an influence in 
the development of angklung in the world.

Every year, Rumah Angklung holds open 
recruitment for its community classes. Why does 
the Rumah Angklung community open recruit-
ment once a year? This is because all members who 
join the community are expected to understand 
their responsibilities on the team. Holding the 
recruitment once a year also teaches members how 
to be disciplined and commit to the program for 
that year. Thus, in connection with UN Sustain-
able Development Goals, classes will help students 
bring into the outside world (in any field, including 
the field of education) the idea that we must always 
be committed, responsible, and disciplined.

Training
Another program to preserve angklung is training 
for other people or institutes who want to play and 
learn angklung, especially educational institutes. 
There is a lot of demand for those who teach 
angklung but still only a few teachers who can 
teach how to play.

The nature of angklung as a musical instrument 
is that one angklung is one note, so you can’t 
play it by yourself. You need other people to play 
angklung together. This is why the philosophy 
of angklung includes discipline, responsibility, 
teamwork, togetherness, cooperation, etc. These 

concepts make angklung the best instrument for 
building character, as stated in the Decision of the 
Republic of Indonesia Ministry of Education and 
Culture Number 082/1968 About the Application 
of Angklung as a Music Education Tool.

Rumah Angklung has several cooperative 
agreements with companies, universities, Indo-
nesian schools, and international schools to train 
students or staff regarding music and traditional 
musical instruments, especially angklung.

Performing Arts
Angklung is a traditional musical instrument that 
originates from Indonesia, but, for the purposes of 
performing arts, angklung instruments are able 
to play not only traditional songs, but in fact all 
songs. These angklung instruments do not only 
fit alongside other bamboo instruments. They can 
be used in collaborations with another traditional 
musical instrument in Indonesia called kendang 

▼ Angklung training, Kembangan Primary School
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(a two-headed drum) or musical instruments 
from other countries, like the fujara (a type of 
fipple flute) from Slovakia. Rumah Angklung has 
also had some collaborations with other types of 
cultural performing arts like traditional dance, just 
as the organization has had a lot of collaboration 
with other traditional instruments in Indonesia. 
The group hopes to sometimes travel the world 
and collaborate with traditional instruments from 
other countries.

Cultural Mission
Rumah Angklung has been trusted by govern-
ment entities such as the Ministry of Education 
and Culture, the Ministry of Youth and Sports, 
and branches of the Embassy of the Republic of 
Indonesia in some countries for cultural missions 
in Europe, Asia, and South America and has also 
done work for several companies. The organiza-
tion is still adopting cultural missions to spread 
angklung around the world. 

Angklung Movement for Indonesian 
Children
Since 2017, Rumah Angklung has followed a 
development program that maintains the same 
goals as the UN Sustainable Development Goals. 
The name of the program is Angklung Movement 
for Indonesian Children. This movement is a 
continuous program to build a sense of pride in 
the art of Indonesian culture through angklung 
musical instruments. This program is divided into 
three activities: Angklung Donation, Angklung 

Workshop for Teachers, and Angklung Festival for 
Indonesian Children. 

In schools, teachers and students both wish for 
musical instruments to aid in music education. 
Most schools want to have traditional musical 
instruments that can be played by many students in 
groups, while at the same time playing music that 
has a good value for character building through 
concepts like togetherness, cooperation, and 
responsibility. Because of these positive reasons, 
schools often choose angklung as a traditional 
musical instrument.

Angklung was further acknowledged as an 
official instrument for musical education in Indo-
nesia in 1968. This instrument can be adapted to 
different regions and is very dynamic for various 
cultures, so many schools do choose angklung 
to be their activity. But financial problems and 
human resources are often serious impediments 
and can be reasons for not being able to realize 
their desires. 

Having seen this problem, Rumah Angklung 

▲ Angklung in Slovakia
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tries to invite whole communities, societies, and 
companies to join hand-in-hand to realize their 
dreams. Limited government capabilities mean 
Indonesian people who care about preservation 
and cultural development need to take part and 
actively participate. This participation is an effort to 
realize the dreams of creating pride in Indonesian 
cultural art and to know how to plant that pride as 
early as possible. Responding to this problem is an 
obligation of all citizens to participate in various 
ways. The limited capacity of the government’s act 
means those who are aware of preservation and 
development of culture need to contribute and 
participate actively.

Angklung Donation
The Angklung for Indonesian Children program, 
also known as Angklung Donation, is a program 
for donating angklung instruments to schools that 
are committed to preserving and developing the 
art of Indonesian culture, especially angklung. 
Angklung Donation is aimed at schools that are 
committed but do not have the funds to buy tools 
for school facilities.

The program also aims to improve the quality 
of education through the art of music and the art 
of Indonesian culture. In Indonesia, education is 
increasingly based on theory, while practice with 
existing facilities in schools or field practices are 

▲ Angklung at School, Jakarta
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increasingly rare. In addition to the different 
programs, other things lack funding and support, 
such as facilities or funds for practice outside 
school or in the place of knowledge inside the 
school.

This emphasizes the importance of Angklung 
Donation in finding donors to schools that are 
in need and are committed to preserving and 
developing Indonesian cultural arts, especially 
angklung, in improving the quality of education. 

In addition to improving the quality of educa-
tion, playing and learning through angklung also 
require cooperation. In particular, unlike some 
sports that only feature one gender, with angklung 
all genders can play and learn. In this field, women 
are not at a different level than men, but have the 
same level. Both play angklung and both learn the 
art of music and culture. In learning angklung, it is 
also not necessarily a man who can teach students 
about the instrument: female teachers can and do 
teach students about angklung music. Thus, the 
program can embrace a wider society, as it is not 
limited by gender to only men or only women.

As for the process of the program, first of all, 
every school that needs angklung instruments 
has to fill out and sign the form. The form is about 
the school itself, why they need angklung instru-
ments, and confirmation that they are responsible 
for preserving and developing angklung in their 
schools.

Schools that receive angklung instruments are 
selected schools that have committed to preserving 
and carrying out angklung activities. In addition, 
teachers at each selected school are given a work-
shop in order to directly practice the teaching 

of angklung. The head of each school receiving 
angklung instruments has to sign to confirm that, 
after all programs are completed at the end of the 
year, the school must participate in a festival held 
by Rumah Angklung Indonesia as a form of appre-
ciation for and accountability to volunteers.

The program that ran in 2017 was the begin-
ning of the Angklung program series for the 
Angklung Movement for Indonesian Children. 
In the first stage at that time, there was only one 
donor, Winani Kumalasary, who donated some 
of her wealth to five kindergarten (TK) schools. 
After verification of the school’s data and inter-
views with the teachers, five schools were selected 
for the kindergarten category. In the first stage 
of Angklung Donation in 2017, the five selected 
schools were the following:
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− TK Taman Anggrek 
Address: Jalan Kampung Rawa Barat RT 007/016 
No. 90, Pondok Pucung, Kecamatan Pondok 
Aren, Kota Tangerang Selatan, Provinsi Banten

− TK Pelita Hati
Address: Vila Dago Tol Blok H1/2 Sarua, Ciputat, 
Tangerang Selatan

− TK Negeri Pembina II
Address: Jalan Manunggal V RT.03/04, Pondok 
Aren, Kota Tangerang Selatan, Provinsi Banten

− TK Wijaya Kusuma 
Address: Jalan Dahlia No. 100, Komplek Pondok 
Pucung Indah I, Pondok Aren, Kota Tangerang 
Selatan, Provinsi Banten 15229

− TK Rodja
Address: Jalan Mandor Tadjir No. 6, Serua, 
Bojongsari, Kota Depok, Jawa Barat 16517

After verification, the team decided that these 
five kindergartens would receive angklung instru-
ments, and every school was contacted for further 
confirmation related to verification of the team’s 
decision. Then, the delivery of the educational 
instruments and angklung music was completed 
by collecting faithful representatives from one of 
the kindergartens, namely TK Taman Anggrek. 
The handing over of angklungs was conducted on 
July 27, 2017. A delivery ceremony was held to open 
the program, filled with speeches and explanations 
related to the Angklung for Indonesian Children 
program series, including Angklung Donation, 
Angklung Workshop for Teachers, and Angklung 
Festival for Indonesian Children.

The ceremony proceeded with a welcome from 
donors, who felt proud and happy to help schools 

to continue to preserve and develop the art of Indo-
nesian culture, especially angklung. The donors 
had been touched by the positive response of many 
schools, which had made selection and verification 
quite difficult. Donors also explained how one 
donation could only help some parties; meanwhile, 
for larger and more sustainable programs it would 
take the cooperation of many groups to continue 
the Angklung Donation program to improve the 
quality of education in Indonesia and in the world.

The first stage of this program has been 
conducted at the kindergarten level, but Rumah 
Angklung hopes that the Angklung Donation 
program can run at every level of educational 
institution, including kindergarten, elementary 
school, junior high school, senior high school, and 
university. The program is also expected to cover 
not only certain areas, but all parts of Indonesia. 
That way, the goal of improving the quality of 
education will be achieved and the Sustainable 
Development Goals program will work well.

Angklung Workshop for Teachers
In line with the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals, improving the quality of education should 
start with the teachers, as the teacher is the first 
person to encounter the students at a school. 

Indonesia’s diverse range of cultural arts leads 
to teachers and schools being unable to determine 
which art or cultural practice is best or most proper 
to teach in schools. Basically, all the cultural arts 
in Indonesia, whether visual art, music, dance, 
theater, or other medium, have good philosophies 
and could be valuable for lessons in every school. 
However, sometimes there are constraints, such as 
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▲ Angklung instruments in a participating school
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the need for human resources or tools, which can 
be barriers for schools to include the art of Indo-
nesian culture as one of the mediums that can be 
used to improve the quality of education.

One limit in terms of human resources is the 
lack of teachers who can teach the art of Indo-
nesian culture, especially in this case of the art 
of angklung music. The limited information 
and training for the teachers of music in schools 
makes the number of teachers of angklung very 
minimal; even in some big cities they do not exist. 
These limitations sometimes cause schools to force 
teachers to teach angklung music without training 
or the correct information about angklung music. 
Thus, even some schools that have angklungs 
cannot play angklung appropriately or with true 
knowledge.

Seeing the problems that existed, Rumah 
Angklung had the aim of improving the quality 
of education starting from the teacher. In accor-
dance with UN Sustainable Development Goals, 
Rumah Angklung held angklung training for 
teachers in schools who had taught, who wanted 
to, or who would teach angklung. The material 
for the angklung training covered how to play the 
angklung instrument correctly by handling the 
instrument properly, how to play the angklung 
according to the song’s score, how to share 
angklung among the students (because angklung 
is a group-based musical instrument), and how to 
develop angklung, which can be used in collabora-
tion with other musical instruments or adapted to 
other musical forms.

Nowadays, learning about cultures and tradi-
tions is beginning to be abandoned, but many 

positive values can be drawn from cultures and 
traditions that have been inherited from our ances-
tors. Indonesia has various cultures and tradi-
tions, from the Western (Sabang) to the Eastern 
(Merauke). One that can be particularly useful is 
the philosophy of cooperation through angklung 
musical instruments. Through this workshop for 
teachers, Rumah Angklung wanted to provide 
materials for how culture and tradition could 
continue to grow hand-in-hand with modern life 
through angklung.

The Angklung Workshop for Teachers is not 
only for music, art, and cultural teachers, but for 
all teachers who want to learn about Indonesian 
culture and angklung: teachers who will commit 
to teaching their students about music, culture, 
and the correct way to play angklung. This work-
shop is intended to provide teaching materials for 
angklung so that teachers can teach their students 
about the instrument while carrying forward the 
educational values and philosophy of angklung 
itself.

This workshop is also a medium for teachers 
to exchange ideas and share their experiences 
in teaching angklung so that creative ideas and 
thoughts for the preservation and development of 
art and culture can be created. Playing angklung is 
not only about the skills of teamwork, discipline, 
and cooperation, but also about developing skills 
associated with communication, ethics, and life-
long learning.

Angklung Festival for Indonesian Children
After each year of projects under the Angklung 
Movement for Indonesian Children, the Angklung 
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Festival for Indonesian Children is held as one of 
the activities to show appreciation for students 
and teachers of angklung. This festival is expected 
to increase the spirit, motivation, and feelings of 
pride in preserving and developing angklung. 
The theme of every festival is the appreciation of 
Rumah Angklung Indonesia toward volunteers 
to the school, who can be truly beneficial in pres-
ervation. This festival also serves as a place for 
learning, exchange of ideas, and cultural exchange 
in each region. Thus, participants celebrate and 
acknowledge that what has been given by the 
volunteers to the schools can be truly beneficial in 
the preservation and development of cultural arts, 
especially angklung, in the world.

On December 10, 2017, Rumah Angklung Indo-
nesia held an appreciation event for students and 

teachers in the form of its first Angklung Festival 
for Indonesian Children. This festival was an 
event that displayed participants who had been 
practicing angklung in their respective schools. 
The festival, held in the first year of the project, 
was organized for schools with the categories of 
kindergarten (TK) and elementary school (SD).

There was an assessment at the festival conducted 
by a team of observers, broadly categorized into 
three points: technique, appreciation of music, and 
appearance. 

The first point assessed technique in playing 
with angklung and additional tools. Technical 
points were seen from the start of the song or start 
of a musical sentence, with judgment based on the 
mastery of the instrument of music by participants 
alone or in groups. Criteria regarding technique 

▲ Angklung Festival for Indonesian Children 2017: kindergarten
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were also related to the mastery of the tempo of the 
song being played, the processing of the dynamics 
of the song, and the musical rendition. The sound 
balance and the unity of sounds among the 
musical instruments played were also included in 
the technical assessment points, along with, lastly, 
how the sentence of music was ended.

The second point for assessment of participants 
was appreciation of music. In playing a musical 
instrument, whether a modern musical instrument 

or a traditional one such as angklung, appreciation 
is a point of consideration in judgment because it 
affects the overall appearance of the participants. 
In this case, assessment began with the way the 
participants interpreted the song through the 
traditional musical instrument of angklung. How 
the expression and character of songs appeared 
through the angklung were the next components.

The third or last point for assessment was 
appearance. Appearance was judged not by 

▼ Angklung Festival for Indonesian Children 2017: primary school
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technical but by aesthetic aspects. Details included 
in those criteria were the mastery of the stage or 
blocking on stage and the arrangement or place-
ment of musical instruments by the participants 
on stage according to the function played. The 
attitude of marching, because angklung is a tool of 
mass music, was also deemed important for those 
playing together on stage. The final component 
in this category was the attitude on stage or how 
participants held to true angklung.

Generally, in such festivals, the kindergarten 
and elementary categories have the same points 
in the assessment. However, for the kindergarten 
category, there were additional points of creativity 
because, in the age range of kindergarten students, 
students could not be forced to learn the instru-
ment of music. In the model of Rumah Angklung 
Indonesia for kindergarten schools, the organiza-
tion introduced a traditional musical instrument 
with the concept of playing instead of learning. 
Thus, in this festival event, the kindergarten cate-
gory could collaborate with other activities such as 
drama or dance.

Media appreciation events held by the govern-
ment, such as festivals and contests, are lacking. 
This makes the art of Indonesian culture become 
increasingly marginalized and, as we feared, 
increasingly not recognized by the younger 
generation. In some schools, however, educational 
institutions, communities, or other groups still 
exist that preserve and develop the art of Indone-
sian culture, including angklung, but the absence 
of media appreciation makes the groups remain 
unseen by the public.

This is what led to Rumah Angklung inviting all 

No. School Name Participants

1 Rizqi Kindergarten 25

2 Taman Anggrek Kindergarten 20

3 Pelita Hati Kindergarten 24

4 Tunas Cendekia Kindergarten 25

5 Hikari Montessori Kindergarten 25

6 Negeri Pembina II Kindergarten 20

7 Rodja Kindergarten 21

8 Wijaya Kusuma Kindergarten 25

Table 1. Data of participating schools in the 
kindergarten category.

No. School Name Participants

1 Jatibening 01 Primary School 43

2 CBS 15 Primary School 40

3 Cipinang Muara 01 Primary 
School 43

4 Al-Ikhlas Islamic Primary School 35

5 Al-Fauzien Islamic Primary School 42

6 Makasar 01 Pagi Primary School 43

7 Yasporbi 01 Primary School 34

8 Syafana Islamic Primary School 30

9 Muhammadiyah 24 Primary 
School 35

10 Gunung 01 Primary School 40

11 Green Montessori Primary School 35

12 Trisula 2 Primary School 42

13 Trisula 3 Primary School 45

14 Pondok Bambu 10 Primary 
School 36

Table 2. Data of participating schools in the primary 
school category.
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parties, such as government, private, and public 
entities, to engage in the Angklung Festival for 
Indonesian Children. The festival, which aims 
to introduce the art of Indonesian culture to the 
public, must be preserved and developed. Through 
events such as this one, traditional musical instru-
ments that have been passed on as educational 
tools are still being preserved by the students of 
kindergarten and elementary schools.

The participants in the Angklung Festival for 
Indonesian Children comprised eight schools in 

the kindergarten category and 14 in the elementary 
school category. The tables on the previous page 
outline participation in the Angklung Festival.

The next series of events on December 10, 2017 
was the Angklung Concert for Indonesian Chil-
dren. The concert, centered around the concept of 
diversity within Indonesia, was an offering from 
the Rumah Angklung Indonesia community to 
the people of Indonesia. 

This concert is the highlight of the Angklung 
Movement for Indonesian Children series and 

▲ Rumah Angklung Concert 2017
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serves as a medium of appreciation for friends of 
the Rumah Angklung Indonesia community by 
embracing various communities and other cultural 
actors. By collaborating with other cultural actors, 
Rumah Angklung would like to present that Indo-
nesian cultural arts can rely on one another and 
produce different works. Thus, everyone can be 
more open to Indonesian culture, not only of one 
particular culture or region but of all of them. 

The 2nd Angklung House Concert will further 
tell the story of the diversity and beauty of Indo-
nesia. A sleek mix of theater, dance, choir, and 
angklung community performances from different 
backgrounds will let the audience experience an 
unusual angklung music performance.

When culture becomes pride, the meaning of 
living heritage can exist. Rumah Angklung Indo-
nesia’s ultimate goal lies here. Rumah Angklung 
Indonesia strives for the preservation and devel-
opment of Indonesian cultural arts, especially 
through the traditional musical instrument of 
angklung. By including all generations without 
barriers and by using both formal and non-formal 
education, the foundation truly believes this goal 
can be achieved. Amidst our ever-growing econo-
my-first world, intangible cultural heritage is right 
next to you in your life, and when it comes to its 
continuation, angklung can be played to develop 
it sustainably. With the sustainable program of 
the Angklung Movement for Indonesian Children 
that started in 2017, Rumah Angklung believes it 
can make change and support educational insti-
tutes in Indonesia.

▲ Angklung instruments in a participating school



Growing Significance of Nomadic 
Cultural Heritage in the Sustainable 
Development of Mongolian Society

Urtnasan Norov

Foundation for the Protection of Natural and Cultural Heritage
The Foundation for the Protection of Natural and Cultural Heritage is a UNESCO-accred-
ited NGO located in Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. It was established in 2000 with the objectives of 
protecting and safeguarding various natural and cultural heritage elements, including intangible 
heritage values, and carrying out various activities for researching, studying, and promoting 
natural and cultural heritage properties and ICH values. 

Since its establishment, the Foundation has been actively involved in state efforts to implement 
the UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the ICH and introduce its new requirements 
in Mongolia. Both members and the president of the Foundation himself have initiated new 
ICH amendments into existing heritage law to be more compliant with the 2003 Convention 
(2006). 

Since 2007, in close cooperation with other ICH NGOs, experts and members of the Foun-
dation have elaborated on and implemented action policy, introducing the UNESCO Living 
Human Treasures program in Mongolia. As a result, in 2015, the primary registration work of 
ICH elements and their bearers was conducted for the first time in Mongolia, and, overall, 88 
ICH elements and more than 3,000 individuals as ICH bearers were identified. One hundred 



individuals were registered on the “National List of ICH Bearers Possessing the High Level of 
Skills and Knowledge.” 

Members of the Foundation have initiated the translation of basic texts concerning the ICH 
Convention into Mongolian language, including the operational directives in which the criteria 
for inscription on the ICH Convention are provided. Consequently, the Foundation has been 
involved in preparation of about 10 nominations of ICH elements. The Foundation and its 
members have closely cooperated and worked with competent government organizations in the 
preparation of the nominations and in the promotion and dissemination of ICH. 

The Foundation has also been carrying out various activities and programs related to educa-
tion and raising awareness. For example, the project titled “Improving the Capacities of ICH-Re-
lated NGOs in Mongolia” was also initiated and implemented by the Foundation with financial 
assistance from the UNESCO ICH Fund. It recently initiated the World Heritage Education 
in Mongolia program and proposed to include these issues and a “Folk Culture” course in the 
general education school curriculum. 



▲ Horse Racing during Naadam

Cultural heritage, including nomadic intangible cultural heritage, greatly 
contributes to the sustainable livelihood of Mongolian society because 
it contains traditionally established spiritual expressions, customs, and 
cultural patterns of communities and helps them to keep and develop 
their spiritual and economic lives in sustainable ways.
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In today’s world of globalization, culture and 
cultural heritage have gained a greater role in 
the achievement of humanistic and ecological 

paradigms for the sustainable development of 
humanity. One key element of the Agenda 2030 
adopted by the UN General Assembly in September 
of 2015 was the list of its 15-year Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). These SDGs contain 
an explicit cultural heritage target, Target 11.4, 
which calls for making societies sustainable by 
strengthening efforts to protect and safeguard the 
world’s cultural and natural heritage.14 

The UNESCO principles of cultural diversity 
explicitly expressed in “The Nara Document for 
Authenticity,” which states that “heritage prop-
erties must be considered and judged within the 

14  United Nations, “Sustainable Development Goals,” Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals: 17 Goals to Transform Our World, accessed February 19, 
2018, https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-devel-
opment-goals/.

cultural contexts to which they belong,”15 open a 
new path for world cultures, including the nomadic 
cultures of the Mongolian people. In most Asian 
societies, the traditional methodological approach 
is based on the material or physical substance of a 
heritage. This needs to be renewed using a combi-
nation of the abstract and spiritual concepts that 
mostly characterize nomadic life and culture.

For a long period of history, the prevailing 
cultural heritage philosophy, which was based 
on the material or physical substance of heritage, 
considered nomadic culture as “nonculture” and 
rejected its existence. Now, the world has come to 
understand the unique nature of nomadic culture 
due to UNESCO’s fundamental principles and 
ideas on cultural diversity. 

Since the ancient times of living on the Great 
Grassland Steppe, Mongolians have created and 

15  UN, “The Nara Document on Authenticity,” UNESCO World Heritage  
Center, accessed June 1, 2018, https://whc.unesco.org/document/ 
116018.



166   7. Growing Significance of Nomadic Cultural Heritage in the Sustainable Development of Mongolian Society

promoted a mobile and eco-friendly nomadic 
culture and intangible cultural heritage based 
on developing animal husbandry and living in 
harmony with nature and the environment. They 
do distinguish themselves with their unique 
way of life and rich intangible cultural heritage, 
including various practices, rituals, beliefs, forms 
of worship, customs, festivals, oral traditions, folk 
arts, and fine crafts derived from nomadic cultures 
and civilizations. 

This chapter introduces some projects imple-
mented by the Foundation for the Protection of 
Natural and Cultural Heritage for reviving tradi-
tional nomadic intangible heritage properties and 
promoting their role and significance in sustain-
able development in modern Mongolian society. 
ICH elements of Mongolian nomadic culture 
chosen here include those such as the traditional 
practices of making airag (fermented mare’s milk) 
in khokhuur (skin bags).

While the world is facing deep ecological prob-
lems, the significance of nomadic culture has been 
growing in the conservation and protection of 
nature without harming it and in the promotion 
of sustainable development. 

In addition, the significance of the cultural land-
scape concept has recently been incorporated as a 
new paradigm into the sustainable development of 
modern society. The landscapes have been shaped 
by the interactions between people and nature 
and by the traditional patterns of land use and 
associated tangible heritage elements and spiritual 
values. The sacred landscape is the most important 
and fruitful manifestation of the cultural land-
scape concept. Sacred landscapes are deeply rooted 

in a particular combination of natural values and 
tangible and intangible cultural expressions of 
the site that belong to the given social groups and 
constitute their lifestyles and specific approaches 
toward nature and the environment.

In order to show the significance of nomadic 
practices and intangible heritage in the protection 
of nature and sustainable development, this chapter 
also introduces, as an example, the project titled 
“Supporting Natural and Cultural Sustainability 
through the Revitalization and Transmission of 
Traditional Practices of Worshipping Sacred Sites 
in Mongolia,” implemented by the Foundation.

Tangible and intangible heritage values have 
vital significance in increasing the well-being and 
sustainable development of residents of cities; these 
values serve as a sense of place and contribute to 
their distinctive, unique qualities and their image. 
This accords with explicit cultural heritage Target 
11.4 of the 15-year Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG) on the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, which requires the consideration 
of cultural heritage factors in making cities and 
human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient, and 
sustainable.

International communities and their world 
organizations, especially UNESCO and ICOMOS 
(the International Council on Monuments and 
Sites), have initiated a series of actions for the posi-
tive integration of culture and cultural heritage 
into urban development plans and policies in the 
context of newly adopted SDGs. One of them is the 
UNESCO Hangzhou Declaration: Placing Culture 
at the Heart of Sustainable Development Policies 
(2013), which, along with others, has contributed 
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to the service of making cities more unique and 
interesting as well as inclusive and cohesive for all 
the residents.

In this sense, the consideration and inclusion 
of cultural heritage factors and places in a city’s 
planning and development have become more 
important because cultural heritage (tangible and 
intangible) has a vital value for identity and serves 
as a repository of historical, cultural, and social 
memory and a sense of place, besides contributing 
to the distinctive and unique qualities and the 
image of cities. 

To connect to this idea, the Foundation pres-
ents here the progress of a feasibility study titled 
“Ulaanbaatar Ger Area Cultural Heritage, Tourism 
and Community Enhancement.”

Ulaanbaatar: Past, Present, and Future
Founded as a monastery in 1639 for Undur Gegeen 
Zanabazar, the first leader of Buddhism in Mongolia, 
Ulaanbaatar became a political and cultural center 
in Northern Mongolia. After moving 28 times 
across a distance of 300 kilometers, Mongolia’s 
capital city of Great Khuree (now Ulaanbaatar), 
a city of nomads, settled at its current location in 
1778 and hasn’t moved since then. 

During the period of its development, the capital 
city of Mongolia experienced four political systems 
and was a witness to three social revolutions in the 
20th century. First came the Qing Dynasty’s rule 
and oppression (1691-1911). After the National 
Freedom Revolution, an Independent Mongol 
monarchical state emerged under the rule of the 
reinstated Bogd Khan (1911-1924). As a result of 

the People’s Revolution in 1921, the Mongolian 
People’s Republic (1924-1990) was established 
as a satellite state of the socialist Soviet Union. 
Finally, as a result of the peaceful, anti-communist 
Democratic Revolution of 1990, the present-day 
democratic Mongolian state with parliamentary 
rule was established. 

Ulaanbaatar (meaning “red hero”), the capital 
of today’s Mongolia, was given its present name 
in 1924, after the death of the Bogd Khan. It is a 
growing city that has kept its rich and unique 
history of four centuries all around. The city’s 
every district, every mountain and hill, every 
street and neighborhood keeps its own original 
history, secrets, and remembrance of the past, 
while building a new sense of place. While the 
capital city of Ulaanbaatar has developed urban 
culture in general, though, it has absorbed all 
the main characteristics of Mongolian national 
culture, including national spiritual traditions 
of nomadic culture, a close connection with the 
Shamanist tradition and Buddhist teachings, art, 
customs and ceremonies, and reverence for nature 
and sacred sites.

The city is divided into distinct parts: a formal 
urban core area and ger (traditional tent) district 
area. The ger district area’s extensive, low-density 
area settlements are served by insufficient basic 
urban services and social facilities. The ger district 
area’s population is estimated at 800,000, which 
equals 60 percent of the city’s population. 

Ulaanbaatar, as a modern urban city, has only 
about 70 years of history. During this period, 
several development plans have been elaborated 
on and implemented by government and city 
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authorities. Unfortunately, the inclusion of 
cultural heritage factors and consideration of 
cultural interests and needs of communities, 
including those of the ger area’s residents, were 
usually ignored in its planning. However, recently, 
urgent needs were raised to change the planning 
paradigm of the city’s development and consider 
the possibility of integration of heritage values and 
sustainable development in planning processes 
involving various stakeholders. 

Now, “The General Plan of UB City to 2020 and 
Its Development Guidelines to 2030,” which was 
adopted by the Mongolian Parliament, calls for 
the creation of a capital city that embodies Mongo-
lia’s traditional heritage and unique national 
characteristics. 

In order to initiate the action in this direction, a 
feasibility study in Ulaanbataar was started under 
the title “Ulaanbaatar Ger Area Cultural Heritage, 
Tourism, and Community Enhancement Project,” 
and cultural heritage experts of the Foundation 
were involved.

In modern democratic societies and commu-
nities, the community-based organizations and 
various NGOs retain a greater role and signifi-
cance in safeguarding ICH and promoting the 
sustainable livelihood of communities. Therefore, 
in order to enhance the activities, the Foundation 
also introduces here the results of the project 
“Improving the Capacities of ICH-Related NGOs 
in Mongolia.”

Also presented here are results of a serial project 
titled “Raising the Visibility of ICH,” including a 
sub-project named “Conducting ICH Video Docu-
mentation” that is focused on ensuring visibility 

and awareness of intangible cultural heritage in 
Mongolia through its audio-visual documenta-
tion and dissemination of information utilizing 
modern communication technologies.

A UNESCO-Accredited NGO:  
The Foundation for the Protection of 
Natural and Cultural Heritage, Mongolia

The Foundation for the Protection of Natural and 
Cultural Heritage is a UNESCO-accredited NGO 
located in Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. It was estab-
lished in 2000 with the objectives of protecting 
and safeguarding various natural and cultural 
heritage elements, including intangible heritage 
values, and carrying out various activities for 
researching, studying, and promoting natural and 
cultural heritage properties and ICH values.

Among all the NGOs in Mongolia, the Foun-
dation has effectively been operating in the field 
of safeguarding ICH with a predominant role in 
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the country. In 2015, the Foundation was given 
accreditation a second time by the UNESCO Inter-
governmental Committee of ICH Convention to 
act in an advisory capacity to the committee. 

Since its establishment, the Foundation has 
actively been involved in state efforts to implement 
the Convention for the Safeguarding of the ICH 
and introduce its new requirements in Mongolia. 
Both members and the president of the Founda-
tion himself have initiated new ICH amendments 
into existing heritage law to be more compliant 
with the 2003 UNESCO Convention (2006). 

Since 2007, in close cooperation with other ICH 
NGOs, experts and members of the Foundation 
have elaborated on and implemented action 
policy, introducing the UNESCO Living Human 
Treasures program in Mongolia. As a result of 
the implementation of this policy in 2015, the 
primary registration work of ICH elements and 
their bearers was conducted for the first time in 
Mongolia, and, overall, 88 ICH elements and more 
than 3,000 individuals as ICH bearers were iden-
tified. One hundred individuals were registered on 
the “National List of ICH Bearers Possessing the 
High Level of Skills and Knowledge” and received 
special monetary awards.

Members of the Foundation have initiated the 
translation of basic texts concerning the ICH 
Convention into Mongolian language, including 
operational directives in which the criteria for 
inscription on the ICH Convention are provided. 
Consequently, the Foundation has been involved 
in preparation of about 10 nominations of ICH 
elements. Among those, the following ICH 
elements of Mongolia were inscribed on the 

UNESCO Representative List of Humanity: 
− urtiin duu, Mongolian traditional long song 

(2008); 
− the traditional music of the morin khuur, a 

horsehead fiddle (2008); 
− the traditional art of khuumei, Mongolian 

throat singing (2010);
− Naadam, a Mongolian traditional festival of 

wrestling, archery, and horse racing (2010); 
and

− falconry (2012). 
Other intangible heritage elements are on 

the UNESCO List of ICH in Need of Urgent 
Safeguarding: 

− Mongol Tuuli, a Mongolian oral tradition 
involving heroic epics (2009);

− traditional music of the tsuur, a three-holed 
pipe instrument (2009); 

− Biyelgee, a Mongolian traditional form of folk 
dance (2009); and 

− Mongolian traditional practices of worship-
ping sacred sites (2017).

The Foundation and its members have closely 
cooperated and worked with competent govern-
ment organizations in the preparation of the 
nominations, in the promotion and dissemina-
tion of ICH, and so on. In cooperation with the 
National Institute of Language and Literature, 
the Foundation has implemented the Mongo-
lian-Korean joint project “Safeguarding ICH of 
Mongolia by Utilizing the Modern Information 
Technology” (2010-2011). In the framework of this 
project, 713 hours of the antiquated or damaged 
ICH-related magnetic tape data that was stored 
in the Institute of Language and Literature were 
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restored and digitized. A collection of 10 series of 
audio CD sets of these ICH elements was created 
and disseminated. In cooperation with ICHCAP 
and the National Public Radio and Television, the 
Foundation also implemented the project “ICH 
Documentation Workshop and Pilot Filming in 
Mongolia” (2013), which resulted in the production 
of the short documentary film World Heritage: 
Mongolian National Naadam Festival.

The Foundation has also been carrying out 
various activities and programs related to educa-
tion and raising awareness. For example, the 
project titled “Improving the Capacities of ICH 
Related NGOs in Mongolia” was also initiated 
and implemented by the Foundation with finan-
cial assistance from the UNESCO ICH Fund. It 
recently initiated the “World Heritage Education 
in Mongolia” program and proposed to include 
these issues and a folk culture course in the 
general education school curriculum. To this end, 
the Foundation organized the translation and 
dissemination of the UNESCO Handbook World 
Heritage in Young Hands and the creation of two 
handbooks for children and teachers titled Intan-
gible Cultural Heritage of the Mongols and World 
and Mongolian Cultural Heritage, which have 
received great support from the school society and 
general public. 

Over the last 10 years, in cooperation with 
UNESCO’s Category 2 Intangible Cultural Heri-
tage Centre for Asia and the Pacific (ICHCAP) 
in the Republic of Korea, the Foundation imple-
mented a series of important projects: establishing 
a favorable legal background and an inventory 
and information fund for the ICH; introducing 

UNESCO’s Living Human Treasures system in 
Mongolia; conducting ICH video documentation 
in Mongolia, which resulted in creation of the 
reference book Intangible Heritage of the Mongols 
and of 10 ICH video films during the period from 
2015-2017; and so on.

The president and two other researchers from 
the Foundation have been participating in the 
implementation of the pre-feasibility study project 
“Ulaanbaatar Ger Area Cultural Heritage, Tourism 
and Community Enhancement,” which is in full 
accordance with cultural heritage Target 11.4 of 
the newly adopted UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).

Over the last five years, members of the Founda-
tion have participated in more than 10 international 
and regional conferences, meetings, and seminars 
and have given presentations on exchanging and 
sharing ICH knowledge and information among 
various stakeholders in the Asia–Pacific region 
and the world. 

In terms of UNESCO ICH events, the delegation 
of the Foundation actively participated in meet-
ings of the Intergovernmental Committee for the 
Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, 
the Asia-Pacific ICH NGO Conference, and the 
ICH NGO Forum, as well as in the Central Asia 
Sub-regional Network Meetings in Uzbekistan, 
Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan. 
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ICH-Related Projects and Programs 
Implemented by the Foundation

Reviving and Promoting the Traditional 
Technique of Making Airag in Khokhuur
In 2014, the Foundation invited the communi-
ty-based organization “Airag Tour” to cooperate 
in initiating and implementing a very important 
and urgent project: “Reviving and Promoting 
the Traditional Technique of Making Airag in 
Khokhuur and Its Associated Customs.”

This project aimed to revive the important 
traditional technique of fermenting airag (mare’s 
milk) in khokhuur (a cowhide vessel or sack) and 
also to preserve the special method of making 
the khokhuur in which the airag has traditionally 
been fermented.

Airag is for Mongolians what wine would be 
for the viticulturist: a beverage in which they take 
great care and pride. This intangible cultural heri-
tage includes the traditional method of making 
airag, its related equipment and objects such as 
khokhuur, buluur (churning paddle), and khovoo 
(kibble), and the associated social customs, cele-
brations, rituals, and folk games.

A mare’s airag, when fermented traditionally 
in the cowhide vessel of khokhuur, has a unique 
dietetic value. It is a nutritious, easily digestible, 
aromatic white drink. Airag contains different 
proteins, fat, and minerals, vitamins A, B, and C, 
and a sufficient amount of amino acids essential 
for the human body. Airag gives strength and 

cheerfulness and helps to improve the living body’s 
metabolism. Foaming, tasty airag is an important 
part of the daily summer diet of Mongolians.

In addition, airag has been scientifically proven 
to be of therapeutic benefit. Studies reveal mare’s 
airag is very effective for curing various diseases 
and conditions such as tuberculosis, neurosis, 
anemia, arteriosclerosis, for decreasing gastric 
acid secretion, etc. Therefore, today this medical 
beverage is included on the menus of numerous 
health resorts in the country.

Breathing in the scent of the sparkling airag and 
diving into its sensuality, people learn something 
more than just a taste. They are penetrated by the 
nomadic people’s culture, customs, and philos-
ophy. Airag is used as the main or holy drink 
during various feasts and in making offerings and 
ritual blessings. It is broadly used in making offer-
ings at sacred mountains and sites and in airag 
libation rituals to honor the heaven and earth. 
There is an exciting and popular custom of sharing 
airag during such social events. This custom 
boosts cohesion among members of society and 
represents an important symbol of solidarity, 
identity, and hospitality.

Unfortunately, during the last half-century, the 
number of families and practitioners who use the 
khokhuur for fermenting airag has dramatically 
decreased, and, along with this, the traditional 
method of making and using the khokhuur has 
almost been forgotten even in core areas of airag 
production. The main reason for this is that the 
people started to massively use a plastic vessel for 
making airag instead of the traditional khokhuur. 
This has resulted in a considerable decrease in the 
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very specific good quality of airag and in the loss 
of its valuable characteristics and nice taste. Airag 
fermented in khokhuur always remains fresh 
compared to the airag fermented in a plastic vessel. 

Such a phenomenon adversely affects the quality 
of nutrition and taste of airag and decreases 
the main source of cash-and-barter income of 

airag-making communities and their sustainable 
subsistence livelihood. Therefore, an urgent need 
was raised to revive and bring back to daily use 
this valuable traditional technique of making 
khokhuur and fermenting airag, at least in core 
areas where most airag-making communities live.

In the framework of the project, the Foundation, 

▼ Milking the mares
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in collaboration with local communities and 
authorities of such airag-making provinces as 
Bulgan, Uburkhangai, Arkhangai, Dundgobi, 
and Tuv, organized an attractive and intensive 
campaign titled “Let’s Make the Best Khokhuur 
and Tasty Airag” among airag-making families 
and soums (country subdivisions). 

During the campaign, various seminars and 
workshops were organized for training practi-
tioners and bearers of the traditional technique of 
making khokhuur and airag, along with research 
work, meetings with different stakeholders, and 
creation of books, video films, and other education 
materials. But the main part of the campaign was 
the contest “Let’s Make the Best Khokhuur and 
Tasty Airag” and the show/festival that arose as a 
result of the campaign and contest. For the year 
2015, the steering committee of the campaign 
arranged enriched programs for involving as 
many families and practitioners as possible, 
broadly distributing introduction materials for the 
campaign, conditions of the contest, and so on. 

One of the families actively involved in the 
campaign was Saikhanbileg’s. His family belongs 
to what is nowadays known as the Bayan-Ondor 
Soum of Ovorkhangai Province. His wife, Gunde-
gmaa, is famous in her homeland for her method 
of making airag in khokhuur and lives in a group 
of gers with her mother, husband, and children, 
passing on the tradition of making the “Unkhan 
khokhuur” brand of airag. 

Knowledge and skills for making airag and 
khokhuur are orally and visually passed down 
from generation to generation through home 
practice by family members. From a tender 

age, children witness and learn the processes of 
caring for horses, tethering foals, milking mares, 
churning airag, and making khokhuur from 
their elders. Since Saikhanbileg’s family has used 
khokhuur for three generations, they enjoy the 
best of the khokhuur and drink the best airag. 
The sons wake up early and ride out to round up 
their horses, which spend the night out in the 
country. They greet the sun rising on the steppe 
and enjoy the life of horse herders, meeting each 
new morning of their lives. 

This simple life, with the smell of dried cow dung 
fire and the enclosure that smells of livestock, has 
become living witness to the unique culture and 
inimitable way of life of Mongol herders. Mongols, 
who utilize everything from the animals except 
their breath, make milk buckets and khokhuur for 
airag themselves. Gundegmaa learned these skills 
by helping her parents. Their family was famous 
for making khokhuur in their homeland, and they 
lined them up from the northern side of the ger 
along the lattice wall to the entrance and made 
airag in them. 

The preparation and making of khokhuur is one 
of the oldest branches of Mongolian traditional 
handicraft. Venerable Saikhanbileg and his wife 
have made five cowhide khokhuur this year. His 
sons participate in this process, each with his own 
role. Animal skin becomes the best material for 
khokhuur since the skin breathes itself, and, with 
the help of this air exchange, airag and milk inside 
ferment and always remain fresh. 

Herders who have used a big cow for their 
winter food keep the hide, soak it, and scrape off 
the outside hair to prepare to turn it into flexible 
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white leather. The khokhuur is made from this 
white leather and consists of mouth (orifice), neck, 
corner, body, and cords. Churning and making 
airag also necessitates a buluur (churning paddle). 
The buluur is a long-handled wooden paddle that 
is furnished with a bored blade of board at the end. 
The khokhuur can hold 40 to 100 liters of airag.

Mare’s airag plays an essential and honorable role 
in the various ceremonies, rituals, and Naadam 
celebrations. During Naadam celebration days, 
the dignitaries and honorable guests are served 
the best and most aromatic airag, which is made 
in khokhuur and brought from different families 
who make famously tasty airag. A sparkling airag 
is sprinkled down the head of winning swift horses 
and presented by cup to winning wrestlers and 
winning child jockeys. 

Many herder families such as Saikhanbileg’s 
family participated in the campaign and contest, 
replacing plastic vessels with cowhide khokhuur 
and enjoying truly tasty and sparkling airag. 
Organizers of the campaign decided to hold a 
show/festival with the results of the campaign and 

contest titled “Let’s Make the Best Khokhuur and 
Tasty Airag.” It would honor the Great Danshig 
Naadam, dedicated to the commemoration of the 
380th anniversary of Undur Geghen Zanabazar, 
the first religious leader and Great Enlightener of 
Mongolia. The Danshig Naadam was held on July 
25, 2015 near Kharakhorum, the ancient capital 
city of the Mongol Empire in Kharakhorum 
Soum, Uburkhangai Province, which is famous 
for having the best airag. 

On the eve of Great Danshig Naadam, the 
opening ceremony for the show/festival of airag 
took place and was well attended by representatives 
from almost all provinces and soums of Mongolia, 
who had come to enjoy the celebration and its tasty 
airag.

More than 60 airag-making families from 25 
soums of five provinces came to participate in 
the festival and contest. Each family brought 
with them their own ger (Mongolian felt shelter), 
in which they displayed their cowhide khokhuur 
with airag, airag-related equipment, and objects 
with various decorations and meanings. About 60 

▲ Ms. Gundegmaa churning airag in khokhuur ▲ Traditional technique of making airag in khokhuur
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gers were erected in a big circle, in whose middle 
the participants performed odes, benedictions, 
rituals, practices, dances, and games associated 
with airag and sang long songs with cups of airag 
in their hands. 

Approximately 3,500 people including foreign 
tourists and guests watched the airag show and 
festival and the selection process for the contest. 
Happy local women, who were accustomed to 
welcoming guests with cups full of airag, took 
care that people’s cups were always filled during 
that day. Nowadays, such customs of hospitality 
are broadly used during visits from foreign guests 
and tourists to Mongolian families of herders 
or Naadam festivals for introducing nomadic 

tradition and lifestyle. In such ways, Mongolian 
airag greatly contributes to mutual respect and 
kind relationships, not only among local commu-
nities but among different ethnic groups and 
people of different nations. 

During the festival, a special jury selected the 
best airags through the degustation of all airag 
entries brought by families. The jury also selected 
the best khokhuur and airag-related equipment 
and best expressions and presentations of rituals, 
ceremonies, and other ICH elements associated 
with airag. 

Since the implementation of this project, the 
consumption of airag fermented only in khokhuur 
has obviously been increasing, and many 

▼ Making airag in khokhuur
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airag-making families have replaced plastic vessels 
with nice khokhuur. This has also resulted in an 
increase of revenue for families from selling good-
quality airag.

On the day of the festival, Gundegmaa, like many 
other award-winners of the contest “Let’s Make the 
Best Khokhuur and Tasty Airag,” was very happy 
and gave the following airag benediction:

It is the best part of a perfect beverage,
Which is the generous gift of flowers grown in the 
summer, and 
It is offered to all of you
As the kindness of mares

Supporting Natural and Cultural 
Sustainability through the Revitaliza-
tion and Transmission of Traditional 
Practices of Worshipping Sacred Sites
Intangible cultural heritage can contribute to the 
protection of the natural and cultural environment 
and the promotion of sustainable development 
through worshipping nature and sacred sites. The 
tradition of worshipping sacred mountains and 
sources of water is one of the outstanding cultural 
heritage elements created, developed, and practiced 
by nomadic Mongolians since ancient times. The 
tradition initially developed and thrived during 
the shamanic period and was later enriched with 
Buddhist teachings and rituals.

Mongolians believe that sacred sites contain 
the vital spiritual energy of deities or spirits who 

▲ Sacred ovoo (ritual stone heap)



177 

reside there and are associated with the universe 
and nature. They also believe that these spirits help 
to maintain the organic balance of relationships 
between humans and nature and to spiritually 
nourish the existence of all living beings within 
sacred sites. Therefore, nomadic people perform 
worship rituals at sacred sites, inviting the spirits of 
those sites to be pleased and express their respect 
and requests to them. 

The general order of a worship ceremony of a 
sacred site in Mongolia is as follows:

1. Decorating the ovoo, a pile of stones that is 
a locus of worship, and offering rituals with 

khadag (ceremonial scarves) and dartsag 
(small flags).

2. Arranging the products for offering, including 
trapeze-cakes, boiled meat, tea, airag, milk-
vodka, and so on.

3. Placing the incense and juniper needles in 
front of the ovoo. 

4. Chanting by monks or experienced leaders 
of the worship sutra created especially for the 
worshipped mountain.

5. Consecrating a horse or other animal to the 
mountain’s spirits.

6. Offering the libation of milk. 

▲ Sacred mountain worship ceremony



178   7. Growing Significance of Nomadic Cultural Heritage in the Sustainable Development of Mongolian Society

7. Reciting prayers in reverence and making 
offerings to the ovoo and to the mountain. 

8. Holding a Naadam festival that honors the 
sacred mountain at the end of the worship 
ceremony, far below the mountain itself. 

Amid the homogenizing forces of globalization 
and urbanization, these worship practices of 
sacred sites have vital importance in safeguarding 
cultural and biological diversity, nature, and the 
spiritual and economic well-being of nomadic 
people and local communities.

This tradition maintains a variety of forms 
of ICH and positive taboos and builds a sense 
of community and solidarity among the people 
while strengthening awareness of the importance 
of protecting nature and the environment. Sacred 
sites have vital significance for the spiritual well-
being and sustainable livelihood of local commu-
nities and people because they contain the legacy 
of the traditional system of the indigenous culture, 
customs, knowledge, and skills and transmit this 
system to the future generations. This significantly 
contributes to the preservation of our natural 
environment and wildlife as sacred and pristine. 

This traditional knowledge system was ignored 
or even prohibited in Mongolia for a certain period 
of time in the world of communist ideology in the 
20th century. The number of practitioners and 
masters who are knowledgeable enough to prop-
erly conduct the traditional worship rituals and 
ceremonies has decreased dramatically due to the 
aforementioned historical reasons. The traditional 
procedures of worship rituals and their symbolic 
meanings and expressions have almost been lost 
in many local communities. Since the 1990s, the 

Government of Mongolia has taken on active 
policy to revive and promote national culture, 
customs, and traditions. 

Though the Mongolian communities, worship-
ping practitioners, and the government have 
been actively reviving the traditional practices 
of worshipping sacred sites, several extreme 
challenges remain in reviving efforts and tasks. 
Mongolia has experienced rapid globalization and 
urbanization, and the flow of the herdsmen popu-
lation from those sacred sites’ areas to the cities has 
diminished the scope of the traditional cultural 
space of worshipping practices in this situation. 
Besides this, as Mongolia is rich in minerals such 
as coal, gold, and copper, a considerable number 
of mining companies have been operating in the 
country. Therefore, a large area of Mongolian 
territory is under exploration and mining licenses. 
Some sacred sites are located within the territories 
under such licenses, which threatens the viability 
of the elements and their continued transmission. 

Another challenge is that the locals, though they 
wish to revive and continue these practices, do not 
have appropriate knowledge and wisdom or possi-
bilities to properly conduct worship rituals. The 
process of urbanization is causing an isolation 
from direct contact with sacred sites and is having 
a bad influence on the rising generations.

Bearing in mind the importance of this tradi-
tion in such situations, the Foundation, in close 
cooperation with the Research and Information 
Center for Sacred Sites (an NGO), initiated and 
implemented the special project titled “Supporting 
Natural and Cultural Sustainability through the 
Revitalization and Transmission of Traditional 
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Practices of Worshipping the Sacred Sites in 
Mongolia” from 2010-2013. The framework of 
the project sought to clarify the present situation 
of the revitalization and viability of traditional 
worshipping practices and to identify related 
communities and practitioners who were reviving 
those traditions of specific sacred sites (moun-
tains). To this end, the foundation carried out a 
series of field surveys and research work in all the 
areas of Mongolia. 

As a result of the research, expeditions identified 

more than one thousand sacred mountains, rivers, 
and lakes that had been worshipped but forgotten 
during the socialist period of history. On the basis 
of collected information, an inventory database 
was created of ICH elements called “Traditional 
Practices of Worshipping Sacred Sites,” a resource 
to which all practitioners, concerned communi-
ties, and the general public now have free access 
through information-sharing activities.

On the basis of the conducted research work, 
the most active, knowledgeable, and experienced 

▲ Worship ritual by monks
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leaders of communities were selected as practi-
tioners, after which their representatives partic-
ipated in national and provincial workshops for 
training leaders or experienced bearers of worship 
practices. Participants in these workshops and 
seminars gained good practical experience and 
knowledge through live performances of worship 
rituals at selected sacred sites showing the unique 
local characteristics and flavor of rituals for the 
given sites. These should serve as good examples 
for young people to imitate others and follow 
them, molding their positive attitude toward 
nature, knowledge, and skills.

During project implementation, researchers 
and leaders of the practitioners collected about 
100 special sutras (praising and chanting books 
for specific sacred sites) and revived traditional 
ways of worship rituals at these sites, chanting 
specially dedicated revived sutras and, in some 
cases, holding performances of revived traditional 
shamanic rituals. All research materials and output 
from workshops were included in the creation of 
four serial books containing general descriptions 
of worship rituals of sacred sites, related taboos, 
various revived sutras, praise songs, legends, odes, 
and descriptions of some selected sacred sites.

As a result of the project’s implementation, the 
forgotten worship practices have been revived in 
all rural areas and their viability has been signifi-
cantly improved. Along with this, the role and 
significance of worship practices in the sustainable 
livelihood of communities has been improved and 
enhanced considerably.

Empowering ICH NGOs as Catalysts for 
Sustainable Development
In general, the socio-cultural dimension of devel-
opment depends upon social intangible cultural 
heritage (ICH), which provides nations, commu-
nities, and groups with a sense of identity and 
community. Also, any national cultural heritage, 
particularly ICH, should be seen as evidence of a 
“creative industry” and a source of unique creative 
and energetic effort. This heritage is a source for 
unique features and creative minds. In other 
words, the ICH is vital and important for the prog-
ress and development of a given society. 

In any case, NGOs, especially community-based 
NGOs, play significant roles in the creation and 
development of societies through safeguarding and 
promoting traditional cultural heritage lifestyles 
and ICH values.

At the time UNESCO’s Convention of the 
Safeguarding of the ICH started to be enforced, 
the activities and overall capacity of ICH-re-
lated NGOs in Mongolia were uncertain and 
weak. An estimated 30 big and small NGOs 
in Mongolia were operating in the field of ICH 
safeguarding, transmission, and dissemination. 
However, managers, staff, and employees were 
lacking knowledge and understanding about the 
Convention and relevant skills to implement its 
operational directives. 

Some efforts for improving ICH-related capacity 
building in the country were mostly aimed only at 
government officials, specialists, and policymakers. 
No information or statistics were available on the 
number or types of ICH NGOs in the country, 
nor was there any information on their activities 
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or contributions to the safeguarding of ICH. This 
meant that there was no adequate understanding 
among decision makers about the importance and 
predominant role of ICH NGOs and bearers in 
mediating the necessary conditions for the flour-
ishing of a creative economy and recognition of 
the contributions of traditional culture to creative 
society. 

Therefore, in the framework of implementation 
of the ICH Convention, the Foundation, with 
financial support from UNESCO, implemented 
the project “Improving the Capacities of ICH 
Related NGOs in Mongolia” in 2015. The objectives 
of the project were to enhance the visibility of the 
predominant roles of ICH NGOs in safeguarding 
ICH, to improve their capacity building, and to 

raise awareness among various stakeholders.
A nationwide survey on specialized ICH-related 

NGOs and community-based organizations and 
bearers was carried out by organizers of the project. 
According to the survey results, there are two 
main working types of ICH-related organizations: 
community-based organizations and specialized 
NGOs. Community-based organizations consist 
of several members who practice with one element 
and mainly operate with objectives to practice, 
perform for the public, and transmit and dissem-
inate the element. On the other hand, specialized 
NGOs consist of diverse groups of people and are 
engaged in a wide range of activities.

The Foundation, in close collaboration with the 
National Centre for Cultural Heritage, announced 

▲ Participants in the workshop
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and carried out a nationwide contest among ICH 
NGOs and bearers for selecting the best practices 
for safeguarding activities and programs. This 
contest was announced and conducted for a dura-
tion of three months in order to receive entries for 
best practices. The contest covered all adminis-
trative units of Mongolia (21 provinces and nine 
districts of Ulaanbaatar). 

Overall, 200 entries of the best safeguarding 
practices of ICH-related NGOs, community-based 
organizations, and individual bearers were 
received. Entries included ICH elements from all 
five domains, with predominance in the areas 
of performing arts, traditional craftsmanship, 
and social practices. All entries were carefully 
evaluated by committee members consisting of 
researchers and specialists from the Foundation 
and the National Centre for Cultural Heritage. 

As a result of this contest, 10 ICH NGO leaders 
and 10 bearers whose practices were selected as 
the best were invited as participants to a national 
workshop, at which they would make their own 
presentations regarding best practices. From the 

selected best practices, 15 cases were then included 
in a newly created handbook. 

On the basis of the surveys and observations, the 
Foundation started the initial stage of building a 
network among ICH NGOs and all stakeholders, 
including ICH bearers and policy makers. Orga-
nizers registered over 100 ICH-related small- and 
big-sized NGOs and started to establish a nation-
wide network of ICH NGOs. It is firmly believed 
that this ICH NGO network will work strongly and 
effectively through a newly created website that 
provides NGOs and stakeholders with ICH-related 
information and shares experiences among them.

A newly created handbook was distributed 
among NGOs to introduce and explain the general 
principles and contents of the ICH Convention 
and the methodology of the implementation of 
its operational directives. It included not only 
theoretical and methodological aspects of ICH but 
also the practical issues including best practices of 
Mongolian ICH NGOs and international experi-
ences of other nations and countries. 

Around 250 people, including representatives 

▲ International expert giving an example about a case of how ICH  
      is preserved in India

▲ Mr. Rahul Goswami visits a local family of herders
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of government ministries, NGOs, research insti-
tutions, universities, ICH bearers, and others, 
attended the opening ceremony for the publica-
tion of the handbook and ICH website. A two-day 
national workshop was also held with about 80 
representatives from national ICH NGOs and 
community-based organizations in attendance. 

The key activities identified in the project 
proposals were successfully carried out during the 
period of the project’s implementation. This led to 
a good output and sufficient results. 

Ulaanbaatar Ger Area Cultural Heritage, 
Tourism, and Community Enhancement
The city government of Ulaanbaatar recently 
submitted an application to the Cities Develop-
ment Initiative for Asia (CDIA) for a pre-feasi-
bility study (PFS) to help identify the potential 
for cultural heritage conservation, protection, 
community enhancement, and tourism develop-
ment in the city’s ger area. The application was 
endorsed by the national government and the Asia 
Development Bank (ADB). It was approved by the 

▲ Past and Present of Dari Ekh Temple

▲ Surrounding Heritage Sites of Botanical Garden and Dari Ekh Temple Area
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CDIA in December 2015, and the study started 
in the middle of September 2016. The study was 
carried out by IPE Global Limited with national 
partners and experts, including the author of this 
joint publication.

The overall objective of the pre-feasibility study 
was to identify physical infrastructure investments 
that would enhance the value of both tangible and 
intangible cultural heritage assets in ger areas and 
provide economic opportunities and better living 
conditions for inhabitants.

To achieve this, the project identified six 

packages for development and investment. Each 
package was designed to promote cultural heritage 
values at different levels: architectural and artistic, 
spiritual and religious, historical and scientific, 
research and education, and employment and live-
lihood. Three of the packages included improve-
ments to historic monasteries and the supporting 
urban fabric that surrounded them. Three project 
packages featured major infrastructure improve-
ments to ger housing areas within their bound-
aries. All investment packages were well-aligned 
with government and community objectives and 
efforts to increase tourism and improve cultural 
heritage conservation and management in the city 
of Ulaanbaatar. They have been identified as such 
in the Master Plan for Ulaanbaatar, 2020.

One of the six project packages, “Botanical 
Garden and Temple of Dari Ekh Area and Its 
Surrounding Heritage Sites,” has been chosen as a 
case study for a joint publication project for PINA 
(Promoting ICH Safeguarding Activities of NGOs 
in the Asia-Pacific Region).

Botanical Garden and Temple of Dari Ekh Area 
and Its Surrounding Heritage Sites 
This area is located in Bayanzurkh District, 
Khoroo (administrative unit) 12 and covers an 
area of some 51 hectares. Khoroo 12 has a total 
population of some 14,700 people living in 4,100 
households. The major growth in population 
began in the 1990s. The government institutions 
and organizations there include one general 
education school with seats for 340 children, one 
kindergarten with 100 beds for preschool children, 
one khoroo-level “Amgalan Itgelekhui” household 

▼ A handbook outlining best practices for safeguarding ICH
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health care center, one cultural center named after 
Damdin Sükhbaatar, and over 140 private entities.

For the purpose of identification and prioritiza-
tion of development of potential cultural heritage 
tourist sites in this area, the Foundation carried 
out research work on both tangible and intangible 
cultural values. Intangible cultural heritage values 
will be strengthened to support the preservation 
and development of tangible heritage sites. This 
work considers not only single monuments and 
heritage sites but also natural and cultural heritage 
landscapes that combine tangible and intangible 
values and natural and human factors.

This package of the project proposes several inte-
grated activities on the basis of identified potential 
natural and cultural heritage sites and spaces:

− upgrading and landscaping the Botanical 

Garden and surrounding area;
− restoring and upgrading Dari Ekh Temple as a 

religious cultural heritage center;
− renovating and landscaping the connecting 

street between the Botanical Garden and Dari 
Ekh Temple;

− creating and landscaping the memorial site of 
the hero Damdin Sükhbaatar;

− reviving and landscaping memorial places on 
the “Great Tea Road”;

− renovating and reusing buildings that were 
historical buildings of the socialist era;

− reviving traditional worship practices of 
Sacred Bayanzurkh Mountain and other 
sacred sites; and

− reviving and promoting traditional ICH in 
the ger areas and surrounding places for 

▼ General view of capital city of Ulaanbaatar
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improving residents’ living conditions.
The general key components of this project are 

as listed above. The Botanical Garden and Dari 
Ekh Temple are the two most important cultural 
assets that absolutely need to be improved and 
conserved. They are both cited in the Ulaanbaatar 
Master Plan for 2020 and Extension to 2030 for 
conservation consideration. The connecting 
pedestrian way/service road, between the garden 
and temple, is a critical element in linking these 
two important sites together and in providing the 
means for residents and tourists to travel between 
them. All three of these elements need to be 
considered together in terms of the timing of their 
implementation. 

The socialist-era buildings along the connecting 
road are also important to the preservation of the 

area’s history and ICH space, not to mention that 
they are able to provide valuable services to both 
the community and tourists through adaptive 
reuse. The construction of a small but historical 
information-providing Tea Road Museum will 
add considerable value to the other cultural assets 
in the project. Taken together, these improvements 
will be able to add a day to the tourist experience 
in Ulaanbaatar and will improve living conditions 
for the residents and add to the visitor experience 
in learning about Mongolia’s unique ger area 
housing.

Reviving Traditional Worship Practices of Sacred 
Bayanzurkh Mountain and Other Sacred Sites
The tradition of worshipping sacred moun-
tains and sites is one of the most noteworthy 

▼ General view of a worship ceremony of a sacred site
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cultural heritage elements created and practiced 
by nomadic Mongolians since ancient times. 
This practice has greatly contributed to the safe-
guarding and preservation of nature and of our 
intangible cultural heritage space. 

The sacred Bayanzurkh Mountain, subordinate 
to Khan Khentii mountain range, pushes to the 
river of Tuul, which runs across the city of Ulaan-
baatar. The meaning of the name “Bayanzurkh” 
can be directly understood in English as “rich 
heart.” According to legend, the daughter of 
a nymph became its symbolic deity and the 
protector of this mountain. It found the shape 
of a heart and became friendly and propitious to 
men, particularly soldiers. Since long ago, it has 
been known as a custom that soldiers during the 
periods of Mongolia under the rule of Bogd Khan 
and soldiers of Khuree (the old name of the capital 
city) came to worship their Black Banner at this 
mountain every year. From its northwest and 
southeast, the mountain seems both open and 
hidden to naked eyes. Hidden by the willows of the 
Tuul River and surrounded by hills with forests, 

the half-moon-shaped site holds a place called 
Khujirbulan where many soldiers and horses can 
hide. Along the north of the Tuul River, there is 
a place with beautiful nature called Upper and 
Lower Khuandai. 

Surveys revealed that residents of the ger 
areas and the entire city of Ulaanbaatar actively 
worshipped and revered their highest, loftiest, 
and most beautiful local mountains: Bogd Khan 
Mountain, Songino Khairkhan Mountain, 
Chingiltei Mountain, and Bayanzurkh Moun-
tain, which exist on four sides of the capital city 
of Ulaanbaatar. People who were engaged in 
discussion responded that they went to nearby 
sacred Bayanzurkh Mountain’s ovoo (sacred stone 
heap) or other sacred sites at least once or twice 
per year and gave offerings, praying for their good 
fortune, nice weather, timely rain, and so on. These 
participants explained that the lamas (monks) of 
the monasteries or temples located quite near to 
sacred mountain ovoo or sites were charged with 
performing the worship rituals for that mountain. 

Sacred sites (mountains, springs, rivers, trees, 

▲ A Mongolian ger, a traditional round conical felt dwelling of  
     nomadic people

▲ Inside of the ger
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and rocks) are one of the most salient forms of 
preservation and safeguarding of ICH based on 
indigenous cultures, folk knowledge, and spiritual 
traditions of local people with their respective 
worldviews and memories. Local ger area commu-
nities hold sacred values and conduct rituals 
because the deterioration or harming of sacred 
sites would threaten their very existence and their 
ancestors’ memories.

In the framework for reviving traditional 
worship practices, it has been suggested to 
take appropriate measures for landscaping and 
arranging the sacred Bayanzurkh Mountain and 
other sacred sites according to traditional worship 
customs and rituals and to create the Buddhist 
Religious Heritage Circuit. Dari Ekh Temple, in 
combination with the nearby sacred Bayanzurkh 
Mountain and other landscape and cultural 
features, will help create the basis of such a circuit.

Reviving and Promoting ICH in Ger Areas and 
Surrounding Places to Improve Residents’ Living 

Conditions
Ger areas are a number of places where people 
dwell in the traditional gers (round, conical felt 
dwellings, known to many as yurts) or in small 
wooden houses that are fenced off.

Khoroo 12 is one example of a subdistrict located 
within a ger area. A cultural center is located in the 
territory of Khoroo 12, at the front of the Botanical 
Garden near Dari Ekh Temple (Monastery). This 
center is the only place where various art and 
cultural events, ceremonies, festivals, and district-
level meetings take place.

Any city or any city area is defined not only by 
its physical presence but even more so by the living 
culture and spiritual life of the people who live 
in it. In the newly developed environment of the 
city of Ulaanbaatar, the cultural and social space 
of ICH has undergone dramatic changes. The 
modern trends of mass culture and art are taking 
over residents of Ulaanbaatar, including residents 
of the ger area. Interest in and reverence of youth 
and adolescents toward the traditional ICH are 
being reduced continuously. 

Nevertheless, according to project surveys, resi-
dents of Ulaanbaatar, particularly residents of the 
ger areas, continuously revive and perform tradi-
tional national ICH elements, rituals, folk arts, and 
games, adding a new meaning and form to them.

In line with the compilation methods of intan-
gible cultural heritage, residents in ger areas were 
interviewed and engaged with in discussion in 
person. Some other necessary data components 
were collected through observation and meetings 
with the officials of heritage sites and adminis-
trative units at all levels, including khoroos and 

▲ General view of the ger area around the temple
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districts, and with Ulaanbaatar’s city cultural 
department. 

Surveys among and interviews and discussions 
with the officials of khoroos and cultural heritage 
sites (monasteries, temples, museums, etc.) and 
with residents in ger areas in Ulaanbaatar show 
that since 1990, Tsagaan Sar (the Lunar New Year 
celebration) and the traditional Naadam festival 
have been broadly celebrated in ger areas. This 
has, in turn, helped to revive some other customs, 
rituals, traditional performing arts, and games, 
including traditional morin khuur music, long 
songs, benedictions, odes, anklebone games, etc.

The surveys also revealed that religious practices 
and rituals have been revived in recent years in our 
selected monasteries, namely in Gandan Monas-
tery, Dambadarjaalin Monastery, and Geser 
Monastery, as a result of the religious freedom 
since 1990. These cultural and religious sites are 
very spiritual places for Mongolians, including 
residents of Khoroo 12, and they frequently go to 
pray and give offerings at these temples and rely 

on the spirits to ensure the safety and well–being 
of their families and livelihood. According to 
discussions and dialogue with residents of the 
selected ger area, they regularly visit for these reli-
gious services, special ceremonies, and rituals, and 
virtually every household invites monks into their 
homes every year to chant prayers and ask advice 
via horoscopes. During the rituals and ceremonies 
outside of the monasteries or temples, most fami-
lies also provide a prayer and offering to the sky 
and mountains at their homes.

Many forms of ICH elements mentioned above 
are intricately associated with the daily activities 
of people who live around the Dari Ekh Temple 
and Botanical Garden. 

According to surveys and discussions with 
residents of the ger area around selected heritage 
sites, the numbers of practitioners of rituals and 
ceremonies, masters of traditional medicine, 
traditional song and long song performers, morin 
khuur (horsehead fiddle) players, dancers of tradi-
tional folk dances, and craftspeople of various 

▼ Office of the NGO “Amgalan Tsogts Khugjil” in Amgalan, near the 
temple

▼ Sewing equipment and other supplies for making traditional 
crafts in the ger area
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craft arts have increased significantly. The bearers 
of those ICH elements who were involved in the 
surveys said that they participated in activities of 
small-sized groups or bands of traditional perfor-
mance arts, or, in the case of most craftsmen, in 
small workshops in their homes.

In any case, the surveys fully demonstrate that 
social, cultural, and heritage values of selected 
heritage sites are derived from their tangible 
monuments and their intangible cultural heri-
tage expressions. These cultural landscapes are 
comprised of spiritual and intangible expressions 
of local ger communities and their unique beliefs 
and ways to maintain livelihood, providing 
meaning and spirituality to these given places. 

Supporting the establishment and work of 
various small groups of ICH performers and 
bearers of handicraft skills and creating art centers 
and theaters of folk arts and games within and 
around this area will considerably help residents 

in reviving and practicing various 
ICH values. In terms of safe-
guarding and supporting an 
intangible cultural heritage, the 
creation of handicrafts, work-
shops, souvenir enterprises, shops, 
and markets along the roads 
within the area and among resi-
dents of the ger areas will support 
the development of the traditional 
cultural industry in the area.

Key members of the local 
community are aware of this 
project and support its imple-
mentation. Contacts within the 

community have been fostered through resident 
interviews, focus groups, meetings with individual 
stakeholders, and attendance at the stakeholders’ 
workshops. The group attending the workshops 
included representatives from the khoroo, city 
government, botanical garden, Buddhist temple, 
and so on.

Community and Resident Involvement in Project
Residents and community organizations are 
actively involved in the implementation of the 
project and in the revival and promotion of various 
ICH assets within the ger areas.

The Amgalan Tsogts Khugjil, or the Amgalan 
Complex Development, is located near Dari 
Ekh Temple. This NGO operates in Bayanzurkh 
District, covering several khoroos (including 
Khoroo 12). They have eight fulltime staff members, 
all of whom are females. The NGO owns the prop-
erty (land and structure) of the current office. This 

▲ ICH bearers making Mongolian traditional boots
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NGO was established in 2006 and mainly imple-
mented programs of an international NGO, World 
Vision, on providing capacity building for vulner-
able households on setting up small businesses 
or income-earning activities involving ICH like 
traditional handicraft making, sewing, vegetable 
gardening, making of leather and felt products, 
creating paper mâché crafts, knitting, cobbling 
of shoes and slippers, and making of rugs, among 
others. The capacity-building activities included 
training on actual production, support for busi-
ness development, creation and management of 
savings and business groups, and marketing. The 
activities of the NGO include provision of equip-
ment and supplies (e.g., sewing equipment and 
materials) for the selected vulnerable households. 
From 2006 until its completion in September 2016, 
the NGO has had a total of 200 beneficiary house-
holds from the livelihood training program who 
are now capable of starting up and operating their 
own ICH-related small businesses. The selection of 
low-income vulnerable households for the liveli-
hood program was done in coordination with the 

khoroo administration and the labor department 
of Bayanzurkh District. 

There are 120 savings groups with up to 15 
members each and 45 business groups with five 
members each that have been created as part of 
the livelihood support program. Members of 
the savings groups give monthly contributions 
recorded in a shareholders book, which are later 
used for lending. They each decide how much they 
can give and lend, and other rules are decided 
by the group members. Meanwhile, the business 
groups are formed based on having the same type 
of business. These groups provide an avenue for 
households to learn from each other, participate in 
trainings (which are more effective when provided 
to people in the same business), and make joint 
business/project proposals. The savings and 
business groups also provide an avenue for the 
members to socialize through weekly meetings. 
Amgalan Complex Development provides guid-
ance to all the savings and business groups. These 
kind of activities greatly help households and 
residents to expand their production of traditional 

▲ Meeting of community members of the ger area ▲ Inside Mr. Tumurkhyag’s house
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crafts and increase income benefits that lead 
toward safeguarding and promoting various ICH 
elements among families and residents.

Rehabilitation and Transmission of ICH through 
Local Residents 
Many local residents voluntarily provide different 
teaching programs on traditional arts and crafts 
promoting rehabilitation and transmission of 
intangible cultural heritage in the ger areas.

Mr. Tumurkhyag, who is a retired army officer, 
and his wife Ms. Gantuul, a retired school teacher, 
live in Khoroo 12 of Bayanzurkh District. The 
two provide voluntary service by teaching chil-
dren about Mongolian traditional ICH elements, 
including traditional folk stories, fairy tales, and 
national dances (such as Biyelgee). 

Mr. Tumurkhyag created a set of handmade 
wooden replicas of traditional horse-drawn carts 
for teaching children and was even previously 
invited into some exhibitions to display his works. 

Although the couple had wanted to create formal 
teaching classes for Mongolian traditions and 
ICH, the idea was not financially feasible since the 
couple were both retirees and did not have finan-
cial resources for their operations. However, the 
efforts of Mr. Tumurkhyag could be supported in 
the framework of this project. The local knowledge 
and passion for teaching and promoting Mongo-
lian traditional ICH provide valuable potential 
for increasing the livelihood of communities and 
should be promoted as much as possible.

As a result of the project, restoring, upgrading, 
reusing, and landscaping of identified potential 
cultural heritage sites and reviving and promoting 
ICH elements in the ger area and its surrounding 
spaces will contribute to generation of revenue 
and decent work for residents, especially for ICH 
performers and craftspeople and their families.

This gives new possibilities for improving the 
well-being and living conditions of the communi-
ties, focusing on the following:

▲ Young girls performing a national dance, Biyelgee
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− intensive development of cultural and eco tourism;
− development of creative and cultural industries;
− generation of new workplaces;
− local hiring of staff at new visitor information 
centers and museums;
− local hiring of guides, especially students who 
speak foreign languages; 
− small loans/grants within ger areas for equipment, 
product display, and working capital;
− support for homestays (bed and breakfasts) nearby 
ger areas, with advice and guidance on how to set up, 
market, and manage homestays;
− catering at or near restored and landscaped 
cultural sites;
− sales of handicrafts and other brand products, 
publications, and other cultural goods; and
− performances based on intangible heritage, 
including traditional music and dance.
This project fulfills an important and urgent 

need to address the safeguarding of cultural heri-
tage assets in ger areas that are currently at risk and 
to link their conservation and revitalization to the 
development of tourism and the livelihood of resi-
dents around them. Its success will be measured 
by its impact on tourism in Ulaanbaatar and its 
ability to conserve high-priority cultural heritage 
assets as part of the city’s future development. 

Its outcome will be the enhanced value of cultural 
heritage assets and public facilities (green parks 
and sports facilities) in selected ger areas as tourist 
sites and public spaces that provide increased 
social, recreational, and economic opportunities 
as well as employment for local residents.

Ensuring Visibility and Awareness of 
ICH through Its Audio-Visual Documen-
tation and Dissemination Utilizing ICT
In order to ensure visibility and awareness of 
ICH, there is a growing need to produce high-
quality video films and documentaries about the 
invaluable ICH elements of the Mongols. However, 
there is an insufficient capacity in Mongolia of 
the professional experience and expertise of ICH 
audio-visual documentation and production of 
films and documentaries utilizing the latest tech-
nologies and methodologies. 

Considering the above circumstances, it was 
concluded that there was an urgent need to 
conduct an ICH documentation workshop and 
practical pilot filming activities in the country by 
using and sharing the methodological and tech-
nical experiences of advanced Korean experts and 
practicing collaborative filming and documenta-
tion work. To this end, ICHCAP and the Founda-
tion organized a joint workshop and carried out 
pilot filming exercises. 

The Foundation and ICHCAP Joint ICH Docu-
mentation Workshop was held in Ulaanbaatar 
on June 5-7, 2013. More than 30 representatives 

▼ Participants in the workshop
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and individuals were involved in the workshop. 
Delegates of both countries freely discussed and 
expressed their opinions about relevant issues and 
challenges on the current state of ICH documen-
tation in Mongolia and Korea. An overview of the 
ICH Documentation Workshop was broadcast 
through MNB-2 TV Channel. 

After completion of a fruitful three-day work-
shop in Ulaanbaatar, the team of experts headed 
to the Yesun-Zuil Soum (district) of Uvurkhangai 
Province to film the Soum Naadam Festival as 
celebrated in local places. The joint pilot filming 
took place under the name “World Heritage 

– Mongol Naadam” in Yesun-Zuil Soum and at 
Central Stadium and Khui Doloon Khudag in 
Ulaanbaatar from June 7-11, 2013. The main aim of 
the pilot filming was to demonstrate the Mongo-
lian Naadam Festival, a distinct ICH element as 
a ceremony celebrated by nomadic Mongols, and 
to show its purpose and symbolic meanings, the 
preparation for the celebration, and the diversity of 
Naadam customs, rituals, and events held during 
the celebration days.

In general, rural Mongolian people living in 
the countryside have preserved the authenticity, 
symbolism, and traditional sense of the Naadam 

▲ Wrestling matches at the “World Heritage – Mongol Naadam” festival
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Festival. This celebratory event is inseparably 
connected to the nomadic civilization of the 
Mongols, who have long practiced pastoralism on 
Central Asia’s vast steppe. The rituals and customs 
of Naadam also accentuate respect for nature and 
the environment. In 2010, the Mongolian Tradi-
tional Naadam Festival was successfully inscribed 
onto the UNESCO ICH Convention’s Represen-
tative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of 
Humanity. 

According to a Memorandum of Understanding 
and as a continuation of the pilot filming exercises 
conducted in Mongolia in 2013, the Foundation 

implemented the project “Conducting ICH Video 
Documentation” for a duration of three years 
from 2015 to 2017. This project was implemented 
within the framework of an international cooper-
ative project of Central Asian countries under the 
auspices of ICHCAP. The project aimed to create 
a series of 10 documentary movies in Mongolian 
and English by filming unique ICH elements that 
explicitly expressed the nomadic cultural heritage, 
elements that were in danger at the same time. The 
sole purpose of the project was to promote ICH 
elements and raise their visibility and awareness 
through dissemination of such documentaries, 

▲ Horse race at “World Heritage – Mongol Naadam” festival
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not only in Mongolia but also internationally. 
Below is the list of names of documentaries and 
the names of corresponding ICH elements that the 
documentaries were selected to represent: 

• Holy Melody of Wisdom (Mongolian national 
long song)

• Wisdom of Mongolian Bow Makers (tradi-
tional knowledge and technique of making a 
bow and arrow)

• Traditional Games with Anklebones (tradi-
tional games using shagai [sheep anklebones])

• Secret of Hair’s Melody (traditional art of 
morin khuur [horsehead fiddle] music)

• Traditional Craftsmanship of the Mongolian 
Ger and Associated Customs

• Descendants of the Golden Sun (traditional 
rituals related to childhood)

• Traditional Technique of Making Airag 
(making airag in khokhuur)

• Talent of Possessing Swiftness (folk knowledge 
and tradition of recognizing and training 
swift horses)

• Mongolian Khuumei Today (traditional art of 
khuumei [throat singing])

• Traditional Mongolian Practices of Worship-
ping Sacred Sites

The Foundation created three films from the 10 
ICH videos above in Russian and brought them to 
the Central Asian Film Festival held in July 2017 in 
Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, disseminating the ICH of the 
Mongols and the voices from the great grassland of 
the Steppe.

These 10 films were shown to delegates of the 
12th session of the Intergovernmental Committee 

of ICH Convention, which was held December 
5-9, 2017 at the International Convention Center 
on Jeju Island of the Republic of Korea. Designed 
for introducing various ICH from the five Central 
Asian countries, the video exhibition Living Heri-
tage: Five Landscapes, organized by the Cultural 
Heritage Administration of the Republic of Korea 
and ICHCAP along with these five countries, 
showed 50 video films created as results of the 
Central Asia ICH Video Production Project for 
safeguarding ICH. This was the true pride of the 
Mongolian people and their gift to the cultural 
fund of humanity.

Cultural heritage, including nomadic intangible 
cultural heritage, greatly contributes to the 
sustainable livelihood of Mongolian society 
because it contains traditionally established spiri-
tual expressions, customs, and cultural patterns of 
communities and helps them to keep and develop 
their spiritual and economic lives in sustainable 
ways.

We hope that through the presentation of some 
of the projects and programs implemented by 
this UNESCO-accredited NGO in Mongolia, the 
Foundation for the Protection of Natural and 
Cultural Heritage, its various practices and forms 
of activity for safeguarding nomadic traditional 
ICH in Mongolia can be shared among scholars, 
researchers, educators, ICH bearers, and policy 
makers who are committed to promoting sustain-
able development in their countries and in our 
region.
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Tao Foundation for Culture and Arts 
The Tao Foundation for Culture and Arts is a Philippine non-profit, non-governmental orga-
nization based in Quezon City, National Capital Region, Luzon and in Agusan del Sur, Caraga 
Region, Northeastern Mindanao. Established in 1994, the Tao Foundation is led by an all-fe-
male Board composed of Filipino scholars, artists, and Indigenous community leaders engaged 
in cultural regeneration initiatives in response to the five centuries of colonial and neocolonial 
histories and the need to help build strong cultural communities. 

The Tao Foundation’s mission is to (1) facilitate the exchange, transmission, and development 
of Philippine ICH/TCH; and to (2) contribute to the empowerment of culture bearers or those 
who possess ancestral practical and theoretical knowledges that have endured and transformed 
to remain relevant through colonial and neocolonial histories as a result of day-to-day and more 
large-scale acts of resistance. 

LISTEN TO VOICES:
The Tao Foundation Experience

Grace Nono





▲ Kuntaw students with Tausug Kuntaw Teacher Abraham Sakili

“Quality education,” in other words, cannot be reduced to a school 
certificate or degree used to gain employment in the town center or the 
city or overseas. Quality education, first and foremost, strengthens one’s 
self-knowledge. It respects and upholds ICH/TCH and is committed to 
empowering Indigenous and other local communities.
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The endeavor to set intangible cultural heri-
tage (ICH) in conversation with the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

resonates with the work of the Tao Foundation, 
which has considered matters of culture not in 
isolation or for their own sake but in the context of 
social realities and efforts to build a more just and 
humane world.

Since both ICH and SDGs were coined in 
top-level forums following consultations that 
may not have covered every corner of this widely 
heterogeneous planet, it is possible that some of 
the official ICH and SDG language will not exactly 
match non-governmental and grassroots termi-
nologies, classifications, or general understand-
ings of their own goals and ways. This chapter, for 
example, will not always distinguish ICH from 
tangible cultural heritage (TCH) because the two 
are generally experienced by partner communities 
as wholes (ICH has TCH aspects, and vice versa). 
In addition, many of the ICH domains indicated 
in the UNESCO document are experienced by 

partners as non-mutually exclusive; for example, 
oral traditions are also often performing arts and 
social practices. Considering the degree of incom-
mensurability, therefore, this chapter will, at best, 
serve as an effort to dialogue with the ICH and 
SDG nomenclature with a caveat that “deviations” 
from the official language and understandings 
may not be construed as mistakes, but as efforts 
to more accurately reflect locally situated historical 
realities.

This chapter outlines and discusses the initia-
tives of the Tao Foundation for Culture and Arts 
and its leaders in relation to safeguarding/ensuring 
the viability of ICH and promoting SDGs. It asks 
the following questions: 

1. What ICH domains has the Tao Foundation 
  been engaging with? What ICH-related pro- 
   grams has it undertaken? What have been the 
   positive outcomes as well as the problems and 
    difficulties? 

2. What SDG goals has the Tao Foundation 
   been seriously considering? What SDG-related  
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   programs has it undertaken? What have been 
   the positive outcomes as well as the problems  
    and difficulties? 

By outlining and briefly discussing the Tao 
Foundation’s past and present programs, namely, 
the Philippine Traditional Music Recording Series; 
the Agusan del Sur–School of Living Traditions; 
and the PAMATI Encounters, this chapter suggests 
that the intersections between selected ICH/TCH 
and SDGs have been the major concerns of the Tao 
Foundation for the last 22 years. The Tao Founda-
tion has engaged, in modest, circumscribed, but 
concrete ways with, on the one hand, the over-
lapping ICH/TCH domains of performing arts 
(oral, instrumental, and dance), language, arts and 
crafts, spirituality, medicine, environment, gender, 
customary law governance, mediation, and peace-
building; and, on the other hand, with the overlap-
ping SDGs of quality education, gender equality, 
good health and well-being, decent work, reduced 
inequalities, life on land, and peace, justice, and 
strong institutions. 

The Tao Foundation’s methodologies have 
included ICH/TCH and SDG identification, 
research, documentation, preservation, revitaliza-
tion, enhancement, promotion, and transmission 
via non-formal and semi-formal school programs, 
public workshops, and encounters. The two most 
positive outcomes of these efforts have been to 
help build communities that revolve around 
the intersections of ICH/TCH and SDGs and to 
raise public awareness about specific ICH/TCH 
and SDGs. The most serious challenge for the 
Tao Foundation has been financial sustainability 
resulting from the lack of external counterpart 

support for the services and material allocations 
provided by the Tao Foundation officers and staff 
as well as the partner culture bearers and their 
immediate communities. Where support for 
programs is available, some grant organizations 
have also withheld support for the Tao Founda-
tion’s administrative needs crucial to the effective 
and sustained implementation of programs.

Tao Foundation Profile and History

The Tao Foundation for Culture and Arts is a Phil-
ippine non-profit, non-governmental organization 
based in Quezon City, National Capital Region, 
Luzon, and in Agusan del Sur, Caraga Region, 
Northeastern Mindanao. It is led by an all-female 
Board composed of Filipino scholars, artists, 
and Indigenous community leaders engaged in 
cultural regeneration initiatives in response to the 
five centuries of colonial and neocolonial histories 
and the need to help build strong cultural commu-
nities. As of 2018, the Tao Foundation is led by Dr. 
Grace Nono, Dr. Rhodora Toyong, Bae Luciana 
Rico, Dr. Erlinda Natocyad, and Ms. Christine 
Guiao.

The Tao Foundation’s mission is to (1) facilitate 
the exchange, transmission, and development of 
Philippine ICH/TCH; and to (2) contribute to the 
empowerment of culture bearers or those who 
possess ancestral practical and theoretical knowl-
edges that have endured and/or transformed to 
remain relevant through colonial and neocolonial 
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histories. 
The Tao Foundation has been in existence since 

1994. Its history may be divided into four phases 
covering the following periods: Phase I: 1994-
2002; Phase II: 2002-2008; Phase III: 2008-2014; 
and Phase IV: 2014 to the present. 

Phase I, from 1994 to 2002, saw the Tao Founda-
tion respond to the dearth of instructional mate-
rials on Philippine traditional music by launching 
its Philippine Traditional Music Series. 

Phase II, from 2002 to 2008, witnessed the Tao 
Foundation mount and facilitate over thirty public 
workshops and trainings conducted by culture 
bearers themselves and attended by approxi-
mately 20,000 students, teachers, and general 
audience members. Held in thirteen barangays 
(administrative districts) and municipalities 
in Agusan del Sur; in fifteen public schools in 
Metro Manila, Rizal, and Laguna; at the National 
Museum, Museo Pambata, British Council-Ma-
nila, and Balay Agusan—Tao Foundation’s center 
in Agusan del Sur, these workshops transmitted 
knowledge of traditional music, dance, arts and 
crafts, and intercultural and interfaith dialogue. 
In addition to these offerings, Phase II also saw 
the mounting of the 2004 Agusan del Sur Culture 
and Arts Festival; the 2005 tour of Agusan del 
Sur culture bearers in community-based cultural 
centers in Mindanao and Luzon; the 2006 training 
of Agusan del Sur mat and cloth weavers, embroi-
derers, bead makers, basket makers, woodcarvers, 
and grass paper makers; and the 2008 training for 
traditional healers and municipal health workers.

All these Phase II activities were supported by 
the Tao Foundation officers and their families and 

friends, the culture bearers, the Toyota Founda-
tion, the Advocates of Philippine Fair-Trade Inc., 
UNESCO, the Philippines-Australia Community 
Assistance Program, the Cultural Center of the 
Philippines, the National Commission for Culture 
and Arts, and the provincial government of 
Agusan del Sur. This phase was a high point for the 
Tao Foundation and its culture-bearer partners.

Phase III, from 2008 to 2014, coincided with the 
destruction of Balay Agusan—the Tao Founda-
tion’s center in Agusan del Sur—by Typhoon Pablo. 
This was also the time when the Tao Foundation’s 
officers went back to school to finish their doctoral 
degrees. The loss of the organization’s home and 

▼ Ritual Ceremony at the School of Living Traditions
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the pursuit of higher education by Tao Foundation 
officers constituted an organizational recess. 

In spite of the relative inactivity of this period, 
the Tao Foundation officers and partners 
remained active in their respective areas of 
specialization. The Tao Foundation’s director, for 
example, published two books during this period: 
The Shared Voice: Chanted and Spoken Narratives 
from the Philippines, winner of the 2009 National 
Book Awards, and Song of the Babaylan: Living 
Voices, Medicines, Spiritualities of Philippine Ritu-
alist-Oralist-Healers, winner of the 2014 Gintong 
Aklat Awards and the 2014 Catholic Book Awards.

Phase IV, from 2014 to the present, began 
with fundraising efforts to rebuild Balay Agusan 
following its destruction by Typhoon Pablo. 
With the help of Give2Asia, Sanctuary Fund, and 
friends from North America and the Philippines, 
Balay Agusan rose again in 2015 to host a new 
cycle of Tao Foundation programs, in particular, 
the Agusan del Sur–School of Living Traditions 
(ASLT) and the PAMATI Encounters.

Tao Foundation Projects and  
Outcomes

The Philippine Traditional Music Series
This program published five audio titles—three of 
them with monographs—on the music of specific 
culture bearers from five Philippine ethnolin-
guistic groups. The culture bearers who were 

featured were Aga Mayo Butocan in Maguindanao 
Kulintang (1995); Sindao Banisil in Pakara-
dia-an: Maranao Chants and Instrumental Music 
(1997); Baryus Gawid, et al. in Marino: Hanunuo 
Mangyan Music and Chanted Poetry (1998); 
Salvador Placido, et al. in Kahimunan: Cultural 
Music of the Manobo, Higaonon, Banwaon of 
Agusan del Sur (2002); and Mendung Sabal in 
Tudbulul Lunay Mogul: T’boli Hero of Lunay, the 
Place of Gongs and Music (2002). Support for the 
series came from the Tao Foundation’s officers and 
their families and friends, the culture bearers, and 
small donor organizations. Related to this series, 
educational workshops were held at the Ateneo de 
Manila University, the Community of Learners 
Foundation, and the Museo Pambata.  Part of 
the proceeds of the cassettes/CDs supported a 
small scholarship program that helped support 
the schooling of thirteen students from different 
Philippine Indigenous communities. 

Because of the prohibitive costs of recording and 
printing—costs that could not be recouped through 
cassette/CD sales because of the non-commercial 
character of the music and the lack of business 
acumen of the Tao Foundation officers—produc-
tion and reprinting had to stop, despite the interest 
of other culture bearers to be recorded and to have 
their voices heard by a wider public. What remains 
of this project is third-party online distribution of 
four out of five of the recordings, with revenue 
distributed to the culture bearers concerned. The 
scholarship program that partly depended on this 
program has also stopped, pending identification 
of new sources of sustained support. 

The following discussions relate the Philippine 
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Traditional Music Series to UN Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs), in particular, those focused 
on quality education (SDG 4), gender equality 
(SDG 5), decent work (SDG 8), and reduced 
inequalities (SDG 10). The words of culture bearers 
will be stressed here.

The Philippine Traditional Music Series and Quality 
Education
The functional meaning of “quality” in education 
is the big question here. What constitutes “quality 
education”? In 2000, a Datu (tribal leader) from 
one of the Agusan del Sur municipalities told the 
Tao Foundation director: “An Indigenous child’s 
first day of school is also the first day when s/he 
learns to hide her/his identity.” Why is this the 
case? This is because formal education’s colonial 
and urban bias tends to disparage both Indigenous 
ways and Indigenous peoples seen as backward, 
heathen, uncivilized, and inferior. Formal schools’ 
general lack of Indigenous instructional materials 
and culturally sensitive teachers has reinforced 
discriminatory practices against Indigenous 
Peoples and has contributed to the further aban-
donment of Indigenous ways. 

Kahimunan: Cultural Music of the Manobo, 
Higaonon, Banwaon of Agusan del Sur (2002) is a 
publication that featured audio recordings, histor-
ical notes, text transcriptions, and annotations 
of both oral and instrumental music traditions. 
The Manobo, Higaonon, and Banwaon oral 
traditions included in the publication were the 
tod-om (Manobo song), limbay (Higaonon song), 
idangdang (Banwaon song), dasang (Higaonon 
sung debate), and uyaging (Manobo historical 

chant). The instrumental music traditions that 
were featured included the sayuday (zither), 
takombo (bamboo drum), gimbae/agong (drum-
gong ensemble), kobing (jaw’s harp), pulala (flute), 
and kudyung (lute). Datu Lagnasan Alejandro 
Campos, a tribal leader from Salvacion, Trento, 
Agusan del Sur, one of the Manobo musicians 
featured in Kahimunan, stated in the monograph 
that accompanied the recording: 

My children are no longer interested in these tradi-
tions, except for Manobo songs. I would like these 
[recordings] to be heard [by them and] also by 
non-Manobos so everyone will become aware that 
the Manobo people have their own songs and music. 
And if both Manobos and non-Manobos learn these 
things, these will not vanish and will gain recogni-
tion. It is best for these knowledges to be taught and 
learned in schools so all will know that Manobos 
have their own identity and that they should not be 
ashamed of themselves for in this matter they will 
excel and are No. 1.
My wish for the Manobo youth is that they will 
regain their understanding of our culture so that it 
will remain alive forever. My message to my fellow 
Manobos is for us to continue to practice the culture 
that we have inherited from our ancestors.16

Similar to Datu Lagnasan’s sentiments were 
those of T’boli tau lemingon (epic chanter) and 
tau m’ton bu (shaman) Mendung Sabal from 
Surallah, South Cotabato. The recording Tudbulul 
Lunay Mogul: T’boli Hero of Lunay, the Place of 

16  Salvador Placido, et al., Kahimunan: Cultural Music of the Manobo, Hi-
gaonon, and Banwaon of Agusan del Sur, trans. Jose and Florencia Havana, 
Quezon City: Tao Foundation for Culture and Arts, 2002.



206   8. Listen to Voices:The Tao Foundation Experience

Gongs and Music (2002) featured T’boli historical 
notes, text transcriptions, and annotations of 
Mendung’s performances of several T’boli oral 
traditions, namely lingon Sebu (historical chant), 
lingon lemnek (short song), and lingon Tudbulul 
ukol (abbreviated epic song). Also included were 
Mendung’s instrumental performances of the 
slagi (gongs), hegelung (lute), and sludoy (zither). 
Mendung stated in the monograph accompanying 
this recording: 

I belong to the first generation, the first people . . . My 
dream is that we preserve what we have by uniting 
as a tribe and also by uniting with other tribes. We 
can only move on this way. My life is getting shorter. 
I would like that our ways remain, as I continue 
contributing a little to it. Our place, S’bu, is the place 
where our ancestors have gathered us, and this, we 
must maintain.17

Mendung, here, related the task of preserving 
traditions to the undertaking of maintaining the 
ancestral domain, treating the two as inseparable. 
She also called for mutual support with other 
tribes.18

In these quotations from some of the culture 
bearers featured in two of the Tao Foundation 
publications, one gets a sense that “quality educa-
tion” is equated with cultural survival, tribal 
identity, territorial integrity, sense of history, 
Indigenous values, and unity with other tribes.

17  Mendung Sabal, Tudbulul Lunay Mogul: T’boli Hero of Lunay, The Place 
of Gongs and Music, trans. Myrna Pula, Quezon City: Tao Foundation for 
Culture and Arts, 2002. 

18  Sabal.

The Philippine Traditional Music Series and Gender 
Equality
The fight for women’s well-being is as salient in 
the Indigenous Philippines as it is in many places 
around the world. In reference to the T’boli epic 
Tudbulul that Mendung Sabal sang in Tudbulul 
Lunay Mogul (2002), a song that has been noted 
by some T’boli women to promote severe gender 
inequality and violence against women, Pula 
stated, in an attempt to “reconcile the interrelated 
issues of cultural survival and (women’s) rights: 
‘[T]he values reflected in Tudbulul that must be 
strengthened are: (1) leadership, (2) kindness, (3) 
courage, (4) pride in one’s culture, and (5) spir-
it-centeredness.’”19 Pula stressed, however, the 
need to put an end to the following practices found 
in Tudbulul’s story that T’ boli women have had to 
endure:

(1) a man having many wives (there will never 
be peace in the home because of jealousy); (2) 
the beating up of women [because] they, too, are 
human beings who deserve as much respect as 
society accords men; (3) the giving of too much 
dowry [because this] results in a couple getting 
burdened with endless obligations and being 
forced to neglect their own needs; (4) the pre-ar-
rangement of marriages [because] these almost 
always fail; and (5) not acknowledging the rights 
of children from the second, third, fourth, etc. 
wives or their claims to their father’s properties 
[because] they, too, must enjoy the benefits of their 

19  Sabal, Tudbulul Lunay Mogul.
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blood ties with their fathers.20

Here we see oral tradition as a site for the 
active reflection and reinterpretation of harmful 
traditional values toward a more just treatment of 
Indigenous women.

The Philippine Traditional Music Series and 
Reduced Inequalities
Economic and related forms of inequality in the 
Philippines are deep-seated and have multiple 
causes, many of which can be traced to historical 
developments like colonization and their attending 
structural formations. The following statements 
show how Indigenous Peoples themselves under-
stand some of the causes of their socio-economic 
insecurities, namely, non-Indigenous values 
propagated by some settler groups and by national 
and transnational corporate interests. Datu Yadup 
Salvador Placido, a Manobo benud-uman (singer) 
and baylan (shaman) from Tag-oyango, Sibagat, 
Agusan del Sur, stated in Kahimunan (2002): 

When the settlers came, we supported them with 
our food. Later on, when their livelihood progressed 
and they became rooted in the land because they are 
hardworking farmers, there would be times when 
we would run to them for assistance. But instead of 
assisting us freely and voluntarily, they would instead 
make us buy what they had. [W]e noticed that each 
time they caught something big, they would weigh it 
in kilos and then sell [this] to us. Among my people, 
this was not the case. When someone came to our 
home, even if he or she was not a relative, even when 

20  Sabal.

it was not time to eat, we would rush to prepare food 
to offer to our visitor. And when it was time for that 
person to leave, we would also give something. This 
was the custom that I was born to. Whoever caught 
a big boar, everyone partook of it, nothing was ever 
sold in kilos. 
My message to those who hear: thank you for being 
interested in this opportunity for me to tell you that 
if possible, let us be united in our minds, you and us. 
Let there be no one oppressed; let there be no one 
taken advantage of. Let us treat each other well. May 
our goal be, if only we can do it, to unite, to help one 
another.21

For his part, Datu Lagnasan Alejandro Campos 
in Kahimunan (2002) called on the government 
to help Indigenous Peoples with their ancestral 
domain claims:

To our country’s leaders, may you help us reclaim 
our lands that have been taken from us by the rich. 
We are being controlled by big companies. They say 
that our ancestral domains are not ours so that we 
are unable to plant them with crops that can keep us 
alive. Instead, our lands have been planted with trees 
that are turned into paper.22 

21  Placido, Kahimunan.

22  Placido.
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Singing his appeal for help with alleviating his poverty, Datu Katipunan Benito Lindahay sang an 
extemporaneous tod-om (Manobo song) in Kahimunan (2002), excerpts of which are below:

No kanami no migyaw-an to kapubrihon We are very, very poor
su kaliwat koy man to pubri no mgo Manubu We Monobos inherited poverty
liwat koy man to nutibu no kabus We are the generation of poor natives
no kanami wada ogsaligon noy We have no one to trust ourselves with
wada tindahan noy, wada nokoy noy No stores, nothing at all
wada makinaryas noy No machinery
Ginikanan to kaliwat noy pubri We descended from poor ancestry
kaliwat noy pubri Our ancestors were poor
kaliwat koy to kakabus We inherited poverty
no pagka-otow to kamanubuan The Manobos, poor from birth
no dapit to Agusan in Agusan
puun to Mindanaw from Mindanao
no mayuuy to mgo gubirnu Government, have pity
no pamuju koy ubag to kanami no kalipay We plead even for a little help to make us happy
to hinabang no kanami no mgo kabus Help us who are poor
no pasayluhon a to meyduon kasal-anan Forgive me if I commit mistakes
to kanay no pinulungan in my speech
su natural pakigda-it seini pakig-angay It is but natural to make peace and fellowship
kaniyu no taga Manila You, who are from Manila
yabi pad to prisidinti especially the President
yabi pad to mgo artista no taga Manila especially so with artists
no iyan ogkaliyagan ku with whom I am pleased 
no tabangi koy ubag that you please help us
to kanami no kapubrihon in our poverty
su wada’g kahimu-an noy We cannot do anything
Dapit to Agusan, dapit to Mindanaw in Agusan and Mindanao
su yagboy on kapubrihon noy because we are really poor
to kanami, na kanay pad no’g nangonon I will say some more
no hapit ku igkasinogow I am on the verge of crying
hapit ku igkahilak I can almost cry
to kanami no kapubrihon thinking how poor we are
su wada ogkahimuan noy We cannot do anything 
na sikan da to uboy ku kanda to bisaya ku This is the only thing I can say and talk about
kanda kan pinulongan ku This is the only thing I can say

kuntoon no kaudtuhon now, at this noon hour23

23  Placido, Kahimunan.
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While it is beyond the Tao Foundation’s Philip-
pine Traditional Music Series’ power to eliminate 
long-standing inequalities that have systemic roots, 
the series has provided a space for marginalized 
voices to expose their conditions and to express 
their sentiments. This may be an important first 
step toward finding appropriate actions to address 
their problems.

The Philippine Traditional Music Series and Decent 
Work 
In the almost ten-year existence of the now-de-
funct Philippine Traditional Music Series, the Tao 
Foundation and the culture bearers whose voices 
and words were featured in the recordings and 
monographs divided the printed copies among 
themselves for each group to sell and dispose of. 
This was in addition to cash the Tao Foundation 
gave to each culture bearer during the production 
phase and the honoraria the latter received for 
presentations in Manila and Mindanao. Because 
of the lack of business skills on the part of the 
Tao Foundation and the culture bearers, however, 
many of the copies ended up being given away to 
interested parties. While production and printing 
for the series stopped over a decade ago, some of 
the recordings are being distributed by a third-
party online distribution outfit. As a result, some 
culture bearers, including designated inheritors 
of those who have died, continue to receive cash 
whenever there are royalties. Though the amounts 
are small, these constitute additional income 
sources for them and their families. 

Maranao epic chanter Sindao Banisil, who was 
featured in Pakaradia-an: Maranao Chants and 

Instrumental Music (1997), said:
I’m beginning to realize that being an onor 

[musician, artist] could also be a good thing and a 
good means of livelihood. When I was a little girl 
tagging along with my aunties, there was no pay 
for performances. Now [besides performance and 
recording fees, there are teaching and] consulta-
tion fees.24 

In addition to giving honor and additional 
income to culture bearers, perhaps the most 
important legacy of the Philippine Traditional 
Music Series has been to raise public awareness 
about specific ICH/TCH and the situations of 
culture bearers. The Tao Foundation would have 
wanted for this program to continue, but the 
absence of sustained external support to match 
the foundation’s contributions and efforts forced 
the program to stop, at least for the time being. If 
support comes in the future, the foundation will 
be happy to revive this effort, especially with the 
many other culture bearers who wish for their 
voices to be heard.

The Agusan del Sur–School of Living 
Traditions
The Agusan del Sur–School of Living Traditions 
(ASLT) is a non-formal learning space where 
Agusan del Sur culture bearers transmit knowl-
edge to the local youth in the overlapping areas 
of (1) indigenous languages and performing arts 

24  Grace Nono, The Shared Voice: Chanted and Spoken Narratives from the 
Philippines (Pasig City: ANVIL Publishing and Fundacion Santiago, 2008), 
135.
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(sung and recited oral traditions, dance, and 
musical instrument making and performance); 
(2) arts and crafts (embroidery, beadwork, 
weaving, basketry, mat making, pottery, grass 
paper making, traditional house-building, and 
boat-building); (3) healing, spirituality, gender 

equality and environmental regeneration; and (4) 
history, governance, customary law, mediation, 
and peacebuilding. 

In 2014, the Tao Foundation submitted an appli-
cation to the National Commission for Culture 
and Arts for the establishment of ASLT. Three 

▲ Traditional embroidery lessons at the Agusan del Sur–School of Living Traditions
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years later and after much preparation, the ASLT 
finally opened its doors. The school’s mission, 
curriculum, schedules, budget, and policies were 
the result of collaborative planning between the 
Tao Foundation officers, a number of Agusan del 
Sur’s culture bearers, and representatives from the 
National Commission for Culture and Arts and its 
partner institutions.

The ASLT is the fruition of almost two decades 
of Tao Foundation presence in Agusan del Sur, 
a presence that began with the 2000 search for 
culture bearers to be featured in the 2002 publica-
tion of Kahimunan: Cultural Music of the Manobo, 
Higaonon, Banwaon of Agusan del Sur. This was, 
in turn, founded on long-standing relationships 
between the peoples of Agusan del Sur and the Tao 
Foundation founding director’s family, with the 
founding director herself having been born and 
raised in Agusan shortly before the province was 
split into northern and southern parts. 

The ASLT is supported by the National Commis-
sion for Culture and Arts, the Tao Foundation 
officers and their families and friends, Indigenous 
leaders and culture bearers, and other govern-
mental and non-governmental partner-agencies.

In view of SDGs, the ASLT contributes in its 
own small way to the areas of quality education 
(SDG 4), gender equality (SDG 5), good health and 
well-being (SDG 3), decent work (SDG 8), reduced 
inequalities (SDG 10), life on land (SDG 15), and 
peace, justice, and strong institutions (SDG 16). 
Again, the words and perspectives of the culture 
bearers will be stressed here.

The ASLT and Quality Education
Many of the ASLT students come from interior 
communities where access to formal education is 
limited. Without education (and in some cases, 
even with education), Indigenous boys often get 
recruited by the various armed groups.25 Out-of-
school Indigenous girls, on the other hand, tend to 
marry very early.26

In view of the disconnect between formal 
education curricula and Indigenous realities, the 
Philippine Department of Education recently set 
up Indigenous Peoples’ Education units all over 
the country. While this effort is lauded, it has been 
ascertained that many of the teachers deployed 
to teach Indigenous communities—even if they 
are, themselves, Indigenous—have very limited 
knowledge of Indigenous ways. Because of this, 
the Department of Education’s Caraga Regional 
Indigenous Peoples Education Focal Person 
suggested that perhaps these teachers should first 
train under the ASLT. 

“Quality education,” in other words, cannot be 
reduced to a school certificate or degree used to 
gain employment in the town center or the city 
or overseas. Quality education, first and foremost, 
strengthens one’s self-knowledge. It respects and 

25  Rufa Cagoco-Guiam, “Philippines Child Soldiers in Central and West-
ern Mindanao: A Rapid Assessment,” Investigating the Worst Forms of Child 
Labour No. 21 (Geneva: International Labour Organization International 
Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC), 2002), 28, http://
www.ilo.org/ipecinfo/product/download.do?type=document&id=2605 
(accessed December 15, 2017).

26  Lila Ramos Shahani. “Precarious Lives: Women in Indigenous Com-
munities,” Philstar, November 2, 2015, http://www.philstar.com/opin-
ion/2015/11/02/1517391/precarious-lives-women-indigenous-commu-
nities (accessed December 15, 2017).



212   8. Listen to Voices:The Tao Foundation Experience

upholds ICH/TCH and is committed to empow-
ering Indigenous and other local communities.

Datu Malinoglinog, Manobo tribal leader from 
Loreto, Agusan Del Sur, one of the culture bearers 
who teaches at the ASLT, explained the ASLT’s 
historical importance: 

Indigenous history [in Agusan] is such that ever 
since the migrants and other Indigenous groups in 
Mindanao arrived, the languages of the Indigenous 
People also [further] diverged. If your neighbor was 
Hilonggo, your child also started to speak Hinilonggo 
[the language of the Hilonggo]. If your neighbor 
happened to be an Ilokano, your child also became 
fluent in Inilokano [the language of the Ilocano]. 
Indigenous Peoples are so adaptive especially where 
language is concerned. The problem is the migrants 
and newcomers are not interested in learning Mina-
nobo [the language of the Indigenous Manobo], 
partly because their tongues have a hard time with 
it. Only few have persevered in learning while 95% 
have continued to only speak their own tongues. 
So 90% of the Indigenous People here have also 
become Visayan language speakers [the language 
of migrants from central Philippines]. [But] why did 
this happen? It is because of feelings of shame and 
fear after observing the migrants’ bullying practices. 
Supposedly, it would be the Indigenous Peoples who 
would bully the newcomers since the former are 
the ones who are from here. But no. It is instead the 
migrants who bully the Indigenous Peoples. This 
is the reason why they (the younger generations) 
are ashamed to speak Minanobo… Bullying is the 
reason why they hide and deny their own language. 
The first thing that can be learned at the ASLT is 
language. Second are the traditions and customs. 

Since culture is our concern, let us return to analyzing 
the state of our traditions. If you hide them, sooner 
or later they will become rusty. Second and third, 
they will be eaten by mice, until they disappear. So 
why do I say that it is a good thing for the Indigenous 
cultural bearers to help each other at the School of 
Living Traditions? It is so they can promote the 
flickering (marginalized) Indigenous languages, 
knowledge of embroidery (and other forms of Indig-
enous knowledge). In other words . . . let us connect 
with the best culture bearers around us and teach all 
the knowledge we have so these will be developed, 
and so [our culture] can be appreciated. In other 
words, if it were a candle, these knowledges [would] 
be ablaze again.27 
Bae Luciana Rico, a Manobo woman leader 

and culture bearer/ASLT teacher from Esperanza, 
Agusan del Sur, further alluded to “quality educa-
tion” as one that fosters cultural sensitivity and 
inter-tribal respect, which, in turn, contributes to 
peacebuilding.

The ASLT and Gender Equality
The ASLT is one of the flagship programs of 
the female-led Tao Foundation for Culture and 
Arts. Bae Luciana Rico herself is an Indigenous 
Manobo woman leader and regular resource 
speaker on gender concerns, in addition to issues 
of peacebuilding, customary law, and the Indig-
enous Peoples Rights Act. Her Indigenous views 
about gender complement national/international 

27  Datu Malinoglinog Hilario Bebero, Consultation Meeting for the 
Agusam del Sur School of Living Traditions, Balay Agusan, Bunawan, Agu-
san del Sur, August 2017. 
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perspectives well.
Among the ASLT culture bearers, students, 

and staff, there is almost a one-to-one male-fe-
male ratio. There are also gay and lesbian culture 
bearers, students, and staff who are fully respected 
for their gender identity and sexual orientation.  

The ASLT and Good Health and Well-being
In relation to the Tao Foundation’s long-standing 
engagement with traditional healers, part of the 
ASLT Curriculum is to teach traditional healing 
methods and principles to students. Lessons have 

been taught on rituals and more are scheduled 
for hilot (musculoskeletal and energy healing 
modality) and plant medicines, all of which serve 
both preventive and curative measures and are 
complementary to Western allopathic medicine. 
The ASLT also plans to plant an herbal garden of 
local species, a project that can be replicated by the 
ASLT culture bearers and students in their respec-
tive communities. 

The ASLT’s focus on traditional medicine does 
not imply a turning away from allopathic medi-
cine. One of ASLT’s staff, Rosephine Toyong, is a 

▲ ASLT participants
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medical technologist at the Bunawan Emergency 
Hospital. The ASLT believes in the complementary 
relationship between traditional and allopathic 
medicine.

The ASLT and Decent Work 
While the ASLT is a drop in the ocean of what 
would be needed to address poverty, which has 
deep historical and structural roots, it does what 
it can to contribute to solutions by providing 
additional income for the culture bearers who 
share their knowledge of ICH/TCH with the ASLT 
students. Teaching at the ASLT is decent work that 
contributes to the self-respect and sense of power 
of culture bearers who have been some of the most 
marginalized in society.

As for the ASLT students, these are taught 
knowledge that can potentially help them sustain 
their families and immediate communities 
through small-scale industries of embroidery, 
beadwork, mat making, traditional music and 
dance performance, musical instrument making, 
traditional house-making, boat-building, and 
other potential vocations and revenue sources. 
These knowledges, however, cannot be reduced to 
their economic value since they are also markers of 
identities, histories, and relationships with specific 
environments and communities. 

The ASLT and Reduced Inequalities
Whereas inequalities are generally measured 
along economistic lines, these cannot be reduced 
to cash and material assets alone. Lack of educa-
tion and gainful livelihood, lack of access to public 
resources and to participation in decision-making 

processes, and insecurity over asserting oneself all 
contribute to social inequalities. 

The Tao Foundation has observed that a number 
of ASLT culture bearers and students have grown 
in confidence, particularly in representing them-
selves, perhaps because they are in a place where 
their Indigenous identities are affirmed and 
respected, their knowledge increased, and their 
relationships expanded. This increased sense 
of personal and collective power will hopefully 
help the ASLT culture bearers and students 
assert their inherent equality with more domi-
nant groups/peoples and advance their access to 
public resources and participation in larger deci-
sion-making processes. 

The ASLT and Life on Land
Another important component of the ASLT 
curriculum is environmental education, espe-
cially as it relates to ancestral domains, sacred 
sites, and natural sources of livelihood. Since the 
ASLT is situated in the marshland of Agusan del 
Sur, students are educated in sustainable resource 
management and ways to mitigate the effects of 
climate change. All this is crucial considering 
that the “Agusan Marsh is a Wildlife Sanctuary 
and Caraga’s plant diversity accounts for some 31 
percent of the Philippines’ total plant species.”28 

If the debilitating effects of logging, mining and 
urbanization continue unabated, “these species 
will diminish, be endangered and worst, become 

28  Bona Abigail Hilario, “Saving Biodiversity,” Nature Exploitation and Pro-
tection in Mindanao, http://www.socialwatch.org/sites/default/files/pdf/
en/biodiversity2005_phi.pdf, retrieved August 12, 2017.
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extinct.”29 

The ASLT and Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions
Still another important component of the ASLT 
curriculum is conflict mediation and peace-
building based on knowledge of both Indigenous 
customary law, on the one hand, and national/
international law, on the other. Considering Mind-
anao’s long history of conflict, this is a necessary 
competency. Training the ASLT students in this 
regard is tantamount to preparing them for leader-
ship in their respective communities and beyond.

In a way, the ASLT is the crowning glory of the 
Tao Foundation’s 22-year efforts to contribute not 
only to identification, documentation, research, 
preservation, and protection of ICH/TCH but 
especially to the embodied transmission of 
cultural knowledge to future generations, perhaps 
the most crucial aspect of the ICH/TCH method-
ology. Running a school where the culture bearers 
and students teach and learn face-to-face is a most 
profound experience for both the Tao Foundation 
and its partners.

What is unfortunate, however, is that the Tao 
Foundation has very limited administrative 
support from the ASLT budget. Coordinators 
work on an almost voluntary basis. The founda-
tion not been granted its request for funds to help 
keep the organization in good fiscal health. This 
is irregular, since administrative costs are usually 
covered by a percentage from the overall grant 
amount, allowing the organization to attend to 

29  Hilario.

operational functions that support programs. Tao 
Foundation officers and staff hope this situation 
can be corrected soon. Organizations, especially 
small ones like the Tao Foundation that help 
ensure ICH/TCH viability and contribute to 
SDGs, deserve full support if they are to sustain 
their efforts.

Still another issue is the over-bureaucratization 
of ICH/TCH work, which often demands very 
technical reports from grassroots organizations 
that sometimes have a difficult time complying 
with these demands, especially if they are barely 
compensated. The demanding requirements, 
coupled with very low compensation, require 
immediate rectification in the pursuit of the 
SDG-related concepts of decent work, reduced 
inequalities, and strong institutions.

PAMATI 
Another ongoing program of the Tao Foundation is 
PAMATI. PAMATI (Cebuano-Visayan for “listen” 
[v.] and “feeling” [n.]) is an intergenerational, inter-
cultural, interfaith, and intersectional gathering of 
culture bearers—ritualists, healers, storytellers, 
musicians, dancers, martial artists, peacemakers, 
and community leaders—and Philippine and 
Philippine-descended professionals, e.g. scholars, 
artists, religious leaders/practitioners, holistic 
healing practitioners, peace advocates, sustain-
able agriculture advocates, gender activists, and 
environment and social justice workers, mostly 
from urban centers and the diaspora. PAMATI 
is organized to facilitate relationship-building 
between culture bearers and professionals and 
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the transmission of aspects of ICH/TCH in the 
areas of healing, spirituality, environmentalism, 
gender, dance, music, arts and crafts, oral history, 
and peacemaking. So far, PAMATI has been held 
twice by the Tao Foundation in cooperation with 
partner organizations, the Center for Babaylan 
Studies, GINHAWA (Growth in Wholeness and 
Well-being Associates, Inc.), the Institute of Spir-
ituality in Asia, and the Carl Jung Circle Center. 

PAMATI promotes mutual listening that 
privileges the voices of the culture bearers that 

are often unheard in society. The gatherings 
seek to contribute to dialogue and the bridging 
of older and younger generations, the non-for-
mally schooled and the formally schooled, the 
Indigenous and settler, the rural and urban, the 
homeland and diaspora, the world religions and 
Indigenous traditions, different classes, genders, 
ethnicities, races, forms of education, and religious 
and political persuasions. The ethics, protocols, 
and appropriate methodologies of transmitting 
and sharing ICH/TCH across ethnicities and 

▲ Elders’ circle in PAMATI 2017
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social locations are also taken up in PAMATI. 
In comparison to the ASLT, which is a local 

undertaking and involves local culture bearers 
and students, PAMATI has more national and 
transnational scope. The culture bearers who teach 
and share their knowledge in PAMATI hail from 
different ethnolinguistic groups in various parts of 
the Philippines. PAMATI’s students, too, are from 
different parts of the Philippines and from the 
Philippine diaspora. PAMATI is further distin-
guished from the ASLT by its schedule. While the 
ASLT operates six to 10 months per year, PAMATI 
takes place intensively for seven to nine days. 

PAMATI first took place in July 2015 in Balay 
Agusan, immediately following the facility’s 
rebuilding. PAMATI 2015 was participated in by 
25 culture bearers from Luzon, Visayas, and Mind-
anao and by about the same number of younger 
generation professionals from different parts of the 
Philippines and the Philippine diaspora. PAMATI 
2015: Listen to Water and Songs of Ancestors began 
with the building of a tinandasan, or Manobo 
traditional house, and the performance of rituals 
associated with traditional house-building. This 
was followed by the sharing of oral histories and 
local situations by the culture bearers. Then came 
the very important discussion on which knowl-
edges the culture bearers could and could not 
transmit and what the responsibilities of learners 
were. The participants then visited the Agusan del 
Sur State College of Agriculture and Technology to 
interact with students and teachers there. This was 
followed by a trip to the sacred Kanimbaylan Lake 
and explorations by the participants of possible 
future collaborations. 

Two years after the first PAMATI, a second one 
was scheduled to take place in the same venue, 
Balay Agusan. A few weeks before the scheduled 
opening, however, an area in central Mindanao 
was attacked by extremists. The government 
responded by declaring martial law on the whole 
island. With many of the PAMATI participants 
apprehensive about traveling to Mindanao, the 
organizers had to do a last-minute search for 
a new venue. PAMATI 2017: Listen to Songs, 
Bodies and Mountains found a welcoming host in 
Sakahang Lilok, Tanay, Rizal, Luzon. Thirty-five 
culture bearers and around 45 younger genera-
tion professionals converged from different parts 
of the Philippines and the Philippine diaspora. 
The encounter began with paying respects to 
the Dumagat, who are the Indigenous Peoples 
of the area. It then proceeded as prayer, chant, 
and storytelling circles; the sharing of embodied 
knowledges of gong music, chants, dances, martial 
arts, hilot (musculoskeletal and energy healing 
modality), and plant medicines; and nature treks 
in the area. This was followed by a visit to the 
sacred mountain of Banahaw in Quezon and the 
equally sacred mountain of Makiling in Laguna, 
where the participants engaged with students and 
teachers of the Philippine High School for the Arts. 

PAMATI and Quality Education
Although most if not all of the professionals who 
participate in PAMATI have received high levels 
of formal training, many of them are victims of 
the miseducation that is the legacy of centuries of 
colonial and neocolonial paradigms that deride—
or, at best, tokenize—ICH/ TCH, contributing to 
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the further discrimination of culture bearers, their 
knowledge, and their communities. 

PAMATI is a humble attempt to contribute 
to turning the tables around. Whereas culture 
bearers and their communities have historically 
been told to shut up and listen/learn the ways of 
“civilization” and “modernity,” in PAMATI, it is 
the culture bearers who teach the professionals 
their ways. While this takes place, some Indige-
nous youth observe, and, in the process, learn to 
better value and appreciate their own ancestors’ 
traditions.

In relation to the UN SDGs, PAMATI contrib-
utes in small ways to the pursuit of quality educa-
tion (SDG 4), gender equality (SDG 5), good health 
and well-being (SDG 3), decent work (SDG 8), 
reduced inequalities (SDG 10), life on land (SDG 
15), and peace, justice, and strong institutions 
(SDG 16). 

Based on the participants’ feedback, one gleans 
“quality education” as being associated with 
rectifying the histories of domination; identifying 
larger and historical causes of current difficulties; 
attaining inner insights, meaning, and life direc-
tion; and learning from practitioners who transmit 
Indigenous knowledge in practical ways. 

PAMATI and Gender Equality
Both PAMATI 2015 and 2017 have had an almost 
equal number of male and female culture bearers. 
It had been intentional on the part of the PAMATI 
organizers to make sure female culture bearers 
were heard, not only the males who typically 
dominated the more public aspects of community 
leadership. The younger professional participants 

from different parts of the Philippines and the 
Philippine diaspora, on the other hand, have 
been predominantly women, lesbians, and gay 
men. Gender was one of the points discussed in 
PAMATI 2017, with one cultural bearer sharing 
about Indigenous understandings and experiences 
of gender relations and sexual orientations. 

PAMATI and Good Health and Well-being
Traditional healing has been central to PAMATI, 
where most culture bearers have been shamans 
and/or healers who teach knowledge of hilot, 
plant medicines, songs, and dances that they are 
allowed by their sources to transmit to others 
(there are knowledges that these bearers cannot 
transmit, and respect for this stricture is central to 
PAMATI). A number of the professional partici-
pants from different parts of the Philippines and 
the Philippine diaspora have also been healers 
interested in learning more traditional modalities. 

PAMATI, as a whole, hopes to contribute to 
addressing the alienation between the older and 
younger generations, the non-formally schooled 
and the formally schooled, the Indigenous and 
settler, rural and urban, homeland and diaspora, 
world religions and Indigenous religious tradi-
tions, different classes, genders, ethnicities, races, 
forms of education, and religious and political 
persuasions. It is the organizers’ hope that this 
bridging work will contribute to the healing of 
colonial traumas, sexual traumas, socio-eco-
nomic traumas, and environmental traumas 
through relationship-building and networks of 
cooperation.
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PAMATI and Decent Work 
In a small way, PAMATI contributes to decent work 
among the culture bearers, who earn honoraria for 
their teaching and attendance in PAMATI. 

Because of PAMATI’s massive logistical require-
ments, however, it has only been held twice so 
far. If only the Tao Foundation and its partners 
had more resources, PAMATI would take place 
more often in the service of other culture bearers 
and professionals who also wish to participate, 
network, teach, and learn. 

PAMATI and Reduced Inequalities
Although inequality is generally equated with class 
hierarchies, it is equally a matter of race, ethnicity, 
gender, age, education, religion, and related social 
locations/power differentials. 

In a society that generally venerates mate-
rial wealth (measured according to monetary 
income, private property, level of consumption, 
leisure, access to public services and mainstream 
institutions, urbanity, etc.) as well as fairer skin, 
membership in majority ethnicities, heteronorma-
tive gender identities, youth, and world religions or 
ideologies, PAMATI—by privileging the voices of 
the poor, the minoritized ethnicities, the women/
lesbians/gay men, the elders, the non-formally 
educated, and the adherents to Indigenous reli-
gious traditions and ideologies—provides one 
humble model for equalizing deeply entrenched 
hierarchies.

In response to calls to sustain relationships and 
mutual service beyond the gathering, PAMATI 
has encouraged continuing relationships and 
mutual support between the culture bearers and 

professionals from different parts of the Philip-
pines and the Philippine diaspora. These sustained 
relationships have taken the form of ongoing 
communication and advice, further workshop 
opportunities (and income) for some culture 
bearers, marketing of Indigenous arts and crafts, 
environmental management support, and formal 
education support for Indigenous and other 
minoritized youth.

PAMATI, therefore, is not the end, but the 
beginning of ongoing relationships of mutual 
support.

PAMATI and Life on Land
An important part of PAMATI is visiting sacred 
sites and nature reserves. This is intended to 
inspire participants—the culture bearers and 
professionals alike—to help each other in the 
conservation of marshes, forests, rivers, and seas.

One of the things that the professional partici-
pants from different parts of the Philippines and 
the Philippine diaspora have been able to share 
with the culture bearers and Indigenous youth has 
been their high level of awareness of global envi-
ronmental issues. PAMATI, in this case, becomes 
one opportunity for connecting local and global 
perspectives in the search for solutions to the envi-
ronmental crisis. 

PAMATI and Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions
Peace and justice have been long-standing issues 
in many communities in the Philippines, in rela-
tion, for example, to religion and/or to struggles 
to reclaim and protect ancestral domains, where 
many wars have been waged and where the 
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▲ PAMATI: Kulintang (gong ensemble) lessons



221 

continued exploitation of natural resources take 
place. There have been no easy solutions to these 
difficult problems, and community efforts to 
address them have been ongoing.

Manila-based Muslim-Maguindanao kulintang 
(gong) master-teacher Aga Mayo-Butocan related 
her experience of war and conflict with kulintang 
performances when she taught in PAMATI 2017: 

Today, there is a growing view of all Muslims as 
terrorists. This is deeply hurtful to us, many peace-
loving Muslim-Filipinos. In every religion and 
people, there are those who sow conflict and those 
who stand for peace. I hope that my kulintang 
[gong] performances will help open peoples’ minds 
to the Islam I know that is one of peace. I am grateful 
to those who show understanding and malasakit 
[empathy], and who find ways to have our voices 
heard through our music.
According to our elders, “If only our youth were 
active in kulintang performances, they would stand 
a better chance at avoiding trouble.”  This is because 
kulintang music is associated with relaxation and the 
performance of healing rituals believed to contribute 
to peoples’ peace of mind.30

Aga Mayo-Butocan’s words are a clear indication 
of ICH/TCH as powerful instruments of peace 
and healing.

PAMATI does not presume to achieve a facile 
undoing of deep-seated historical conflicts, but 
it can provide hearts and ears to listen to stories 
of pain and suffering as well as hopes for peace, 
justice, and a better future. The fact that it enlarges 

30  Aga Mayo-Butocan, PAMATI 2017, Sakahang Lilok, Tanay, Rizal, July 2017.

the world of many culture bearers and Indigenous 
youth is perhaps already one antidote to much of 
the violence that thrives on conditions of isolation.

To reiterate, perhaps the most important contri-
bution of PAMATI has been to help connect and 
build communities alienated from each other 
because of colonial and neocolonial legacies, 
urban modernization, migration, and intersecting 
social inequalities. Los Angeles-based teacher and 
musician Alma Cielo summed this up succinctly:

The most important thing to me, was being in this 
community of people—with our vastly different 
experiences—and hearing, telling of our personal 
stories and finding common challenges.  It is signif-
icant that we strengthen our voices in the support of 
our community  that is part of the transformation. 
I am grateful for this totally unique experience of 
meeting and getting to know Elders, and the wisdom 
that they shared with us.  But equally, I am grateful 
to you organizers for accomplishing this totally 
monumental task!31

The 22 years of Tao Foundation engagement with 
ICH/TCH communities and SDGs through the 
Philippine Traditional Music Recording Series; the 
Agusan del Sur–School of Living Traditions; and 
the PAMATI Encounters have been challenging 
but also inspiring. However modest the contribu-
tions, these have been concrete in quantifiable and 
unquantifiable ways. The foundation has engaged 
with overlapping ICH domains and culture bearers 

31  Alma Cielo, PAMATI 2017 at Sakahang Lilok, Tanay, Rizal, July 2017.
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and students of oral and instrumental performing 
arts, dance, language, arts and crafts, spirituality, 
medicine, environment, gender, customary laws, 
governance, mediation, and peacebuilding. It has 
also helped to pursue, again, in small ways, the 
overlapping SDG focal points of quality education, 
gender equality, good health and well-being, decent 
work, reduced inequalities, life on land, and peace, 
justice, and strong institutions. Methodologies 
have included ICH/TCH and SDG identification, 
research, documentation, preservation, revital-
ization, promotion, enhancement, and transmis-
sion through formal and non-formal education 
and other public forums. These have resulted in 
publications, school programs, encounters, and, 
most importantly, the building of communities of 
mutual support. As earlier noted, perhaps the most 
important achievements of the Tao Foundation 
have been to help build communities of mutual 
support and to raise public awareness about ICH/
TCH and SDGs. On the other hand, the most 
debilitating problem for the Tao Foundation has 
been unsustainability, with the lack of counter-
part support from external sources (especially 
for administrative needs) to match its over two 
decades of dedicated service.

Let this serve as an invitation for international, 
national, and local agencies that share the passion 
and commitment for ICH/TCH and SDGs to 
partner with the Tao Foundation.

Thank you for this opportunity to share the Tao 
Foundation’s work.

Mabuhay!
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Azerbaijani Carpet Makers Union

Dr. Roya Taghiyeva is Chairperson of the Azerbaijani Carpet Makers Union. For half a century, Dr. 
Taghiyeva has been engaged in the research and popularization of Azerbaijani carpet art. Bestowed the 
title of Honored Worker of Culture in Azerbaijan, she has been a member of the Artists’ Union of Azer-
baijan since 1988 and has engaged in a number of scholarly works, publishing over 150 articles and 15 
books on carpet art. She was the organizer of four international symposia on the Oriental carpet held in 
Baku and of numerous international scientific conferences. As an academic advisor, she is working on the 
subjects of art history and museology.

Nagorik Uddyog

Mr. Zakir Hossain is head of Nagorik Uddyog (Citizens’ Initiative), a human rights organization working 
to promote human rights, access to justice, and good governance. Mr. Hossain has been one of the most 
active, vocal, and well-known human rights and environmental activists in Bangladesh over the past 20 
years. Hossain contributes mainly to engaging in the struggle for realizing human rights, empowering 
marginalized communities (including Indigenous, excluded, and Dalits), access to justice, realizing 
informal sector labor rights, promoting composite heritage, promoting peoples’ right to food, and the 
right to information through mobilization, organization, and research. Mr. Hossain is the author of a 
good number of publications on the issue of women’s rights and human rights as well as on the Dalit, 
Indigenous, and excluded people of the country. He has a Masters in Economics from Dhaka University. 
E-mail: zhossain@agni.com



226 

Mr. Monjurul Islam is a human rights activist with special focus on social exclusion, Indigenous peoples, 
and the Dalits. He has had a long 12-year experience in working with marginalized and excluded people 
and has contributed to a good number of research studies, publications, articles, working papers, policy 
advocacy briefs, etc. He is involved with Composite Heritage for Peace and Harmony, a campaign for 
sustaining composite heritage in South Asia. Currently he is working with Nagorik Uddyog (Citizens’ 
Initiative) as a Policy Advocacy Coordinator and engages with national, regional, and international advo-
cacy for promoting rights of the Dalit, Indigenous, excluded, and other minorities. E-mail: manjur_nu@
live.com

Loden Foundation

Dr. Lopen Karma Phuntsho is a leading scholar on Bhutan and teaches Buddhism and Bhutan Studies in 
Bhutan and abroad. He finished his full monastic training before he joined Oxford to read Sanskrit and 
classical Indian religions and pursue a D.Phil. in Oriental Studies. Since 2003, he has worked as a research 
fellow at Cambridge University and CNRS, Paris. An author of over one hundred books and articles 
including the authoritative History of Bhutan, he speaks and writes extensively on Bhutan’s history, reli-
gion, culture, and development. A spiritual and social thought leader and change-maker, his current work 
focuses on the study of Bhutan’s written and intangible cultures. He is also the President of the Loden 
Foundation, a leading educational, entrepreneurial, and cultural initiative in Bhutan.

Folkland, International Centre for Folklore and Culture

Dr. V. Jayarajan is the Chairman of Folkland, International Centre for Folklore and Culture, based in 
Kasargod, the northern district of Kerala, India. He is also the convener of Kasargod INTACH (Indian 
National Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage). He previously worked as the Vice President of the Indian 
Folklore Congress and is presently working as the Secretary of the Society for Indian Medical Anthro-
pology. Dr. Jayarajan is an advocate turned teacher and has a passion for art and cultural heritage. He was 
an expert committee member for the Department of Culture and an advisor to Sangeet Natak Akademi, 
a prestigious cultural body of the Government of India, New Delhi. He has completed a post-graduate 
degree in Sociology and Folklore and a Ph.D. in Social Anthropology. Jayarajan has visited several foreign 
countries to represent Indian culture and has made lectures in several academic and cultural institutions 
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in and out of India. He has several publications in his credit, including Teyyam: A Divine Dance Tradition 
of Kerala, published by IGRMS, Bhopal.

Centre for Environment Education Himalaya, India

Mr. Rahul Goswami is Advisor to the Centre for Environment Education Himalaya and a UNESCO 
expert facilitator on intangible cultural heritage (ICH) in the Asian region. He worked with a ministry 
program in India on agriculture during the period from 2009-2011 and researches agro-ecological systems 
with a focus on sustainable development and rural communities. He served in the 2003 Convention as 
an examiner, and, from 2009-2010, he worked with two nominations to the Urgent Safeguarding List and 
two international assistance requests.
Dr. Abdhesh Gangwar is a Director of the Centre for Environment Education Himalaya and Regional 
Centre of Expertise under a program supported by the UN University-Institute of Advanced Studies for 
Sustainability. He is an expert on disaster risk management in the context of climate change, particularly 
in Jammu and Kashmir region. Recognized for his expertise, Dr. Gangwar was invited as a “Resource 
Person” during the “Asia Regional Workshop on the Role of Youth in Mitigating the Impact of Climate 
Change for Sustainable Livelihood” in 2008 in Dehradun, India, and has taken part in many other forums 
to facilitate group discussions and provide recommendations.

Rumah Angklung

Ms. Arni Dulishaputri is Co-Founder of Rumah Angklung Indonesia. Currently, she is engaging in 
program development for the organization. In 2017, as a chief, she led the Gerakan Angkung Untuk Anak 
Negeri (Angklung Movement Program for Indonesian Children). Even before graduating university in 
2011, she worked in the field of angklung through an organization named Dapur Angklung Jakarta and 
Saung Angklung Udjo. With such background, she is passionately participating in cultural missions to 
many countries, including in the Asian and European region, to promote Indonesian culture through 
angklung.
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Foundation for the Protection of Natural and Cultural Heritage

Dr. Urtnasan Norov received his tertiary education at the State Pedagogical University in Moscow (1972-
1977) and later graduated with a doctoral degree from the Academy of Social Sciences in Moscow (1984-
1987). He served as the Director General of the Culture and Art Department in the Ministry of Culture of 
Mongolia (1993-1997), served in the Department of External Cooperation (1997-2001), and held the title 
of Secretary General of the National Commission for UNESCO (2001-2011). His research fields include 
culture, cultural heritage, civilization, and so on. He is currently serving as President of the Mongolian 
National Committee for the International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS).

Tao Foundation for Culture and Arts

Dr. Grace S. Nono is the Founding Director of the Tao Foundation for Culture and Arts. She is also 
an ethnomusicologist, scholar of Philippine shamanism, teacher, and music performance artist. As a 
music performance artist, Dr. Nono specializes in the contemporary performance of Philippine sung oral 
traditions taught to her by culture bearers from different parts of the Philippines. Besides her appearance 
in concerts, she has published six award-winning solo albums and has co-produced five recordings of 
Philippine oral traditions and traditional instrumental music. In addition to her endeavors with the Tao 
Foundation, she served as Executive Director for the Artists Welfare Project, Inc., a national non-profit 
organization that seeks to advance artists’ rights and the improvement of their conditions. Nono received 
her Ph.D. in Ethnomusicology from New York University and is the author of various books, including 
The Shared Voice: Chanted and Spoken Narratives from the Philippines (ANVIL Publishing and Funda-
cion Santiago, 2008), and Song of the Babaylan: Living Voices, Medicines, Spiritualities of Philippine Ritu-
alist-Oralist-Healers (Institute of Spirituality in Asia, 2013). For further information, please visit http://
gracenono.com.
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