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1lintroduction

How can partnerships between international
institutions and organizations representing
traditional communities overcome legacies of power
and knowledge inherited from colonization?

This is an issue currently being discussed in various
parts of the world, especially in former colonies.
Conventional models of cooperation are in crisis, and
new horizontal forms are urgently needed to
challenge rules and propose new perspectives on the
relationship between the Global North and South,
such as the Shift The Power and RINGO (Reimagining
the Role of Global Civil Society) movements.

This Guide aims to contribute to this debate by
answering the question in a localized way, focusing
on international partnerships for projects carried out
in the Amazon with traditional communities, as the
region, due to its climatic centrality and
sociocultural diversity, offers a critical field for
observing and transforming these relationships. The
Guide offers suggestions for strategies and actions
for partnerships between international
organizations and traditional community
organizations, including indigenous, quilombola, and

extractivist communities.




The publication is part of a Professional Master's degree
research project in Cultural Assets and Social Projects at the
Getulio Vargas Foundation, carried out between 2023 and
2025, with the theme “The colonial legacy in international
cooperation: Challenges and paths for partnerships with
traditional populations in the Amazon.” Its objective was to
understand the tensions and relationships between Western
scientific knowledge and traditional knowledge in
international cooperation projects in the Amazon. I sought to
analyze the encounter between institutions from the Global
North and South to identify how the colonial legacy still
influences the modes of operation of international
partnerships and to understand some colonial aspects that are
still present and guide the rules of this encounter.

The methodology involved two main steps: reading and
analyzing calls for proposals from international
organizations, or those with international financial support,
and interviewing technicians from these organizations and
indigenous, quilombola, and extractivist community leaders.
Based on the research, this Guide was developed with the
collective contribution of interviewees and professionals
working in social projects, such as scientists, lawyers,
sociologists, and journalists, as well as representatives of
indigenous peoples and traditional communities, among
others.

The ultimate purpose of this Guide is to provoke reflection
and ideas, enabling ways to transform the donor/recipient

y.

model into a possible and real partnership relationship.



2 Strategies and actions for ]
horizontal international partnerships

“I imagine an ideal world in which these inequalities (caused
by the colonization process) are overcome, where our
communities can be valued for their knowledge and culture,
without external impositions. A very good project would be
one that would ensure fair international cooperation, where
funds dedicated to indigenous communities would be used in
a participatory and transparent manner that values local
knowledge. In this way, we would preserve our forests and
our culture, and we would face climate change in a fairer
way, with the communities playing a leading role."
Indigenous leadership

The contributions, tips, and reflections suggested in this

Guide have been divided into three sections: General

Strategies and Actions, Recommendations for

International Institutions, and Recommendations for

Communities.
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2.1 General Strategies and Actions

From guardianship to autonomy

In order to achieve greater equity in partnerships, it is
necessary to transform the cultural and institutional
practices of the sector, abandoning paternalistic and
hierarchical models. Funds and organizations must act as
facilitators and partners, promoting a relationship of
trust and respect.

One of the challenges is also to increase the participation
of grassroots leaders in negotiation and decision-making
spaces, where projects, themes, and agendas are decided,
which often do not reflect the reality of the
communities. The more leaders participate in spaces
where decisions are made about the allocation of
resources that impact the future of the communities
they represent, the more the project promotes
transformations connected to their culture, aspirations,
and needs.

The ideal international cooperation partnership should
be one that recognizes the historicity and coloniality of
these relationships and seeks to promote a truly
equitable exchange, in which communities have real
decision-making power and autonomy. This involves
redefining financing, evaluation, and monitoring models
so that these processes are more participatory and less
bureaucratic, ensuring fair and transparent processes.

y.



Knowledge exchange

Having a genuine exchange of knowledge and a mutual
understanding of values, processes, and culture between
institutions promotes a two-way street, a more
horizontal partnership.

The resources of partner institutions, both international
and local, both material and immaterial, are considered
in building the partnership. This can break the welfare
logic, where the institution is seen as a “savior,” and
moves closer to a partnership process, in which
exchanges are present throughout the process. This
impacts the positioning and commitment of those
involved and moves closer to a process that promotes
more autonomy than guardianship.

Intematlonal partnership that
respects the autonomy of peoples

It is necessary to promote empowerment processes,
valuing the expression of the communities
themselves, their forms of organization, and their
traditional knowledge, so that they can make
autonomous and shared decisions. It should be noted
that this strengthening does not happen overnight,
but is a gradual process that requires patience,
dialogue, training, and, above all, respect for their

cultural and social forms.




The international fund should act as a facilitator, a
partner that invests in community capacity building,
supports resilience strategies, wvalues traditional
knowledge, and creates direct financing mechanisms
with simple, accessible, and low-cost administrative
processes.

It is essential to ensure that financial resources
effectively reach communities, without going through
intermediaries who tend to concentrate power and

resources.

Create networks for dialogue

There is a need to create networks for dialogue and
exchange between communities so that they can learn
from each other and strengthen their leadership.

It is an opportunity to collectively create new paths and
solutions to common challenges.

appropriate learnin
ﬁ%?ll\yodg ogigs J

It is crucial to understand which learning methodology
works best for communities and is most adaptable to
their realities. Communities and groups need to take a

y.

stand and demand the best type of approach.



Consider new financing models

A thorough review of financing structures should be
conducted, and evaluation processes should be
implemented that prioritize strengthening and autonomy
outcomes, rather than just traditional productivity
metrics. In this regard, it is essential to develop a strategy
to make processes more accessible, without losing the
oversight and control that financing requires.




2.2 Recommendations for
international institutions

“

“Community participation in project development and
direct negotiation with financiers is essential. Although
these institutions have some knowledge of the territory,
they do not have the same depth of local experience and

knowledge as those who live there. Only those on the
front lines know what really works and what needs to be
adapted to bring about real improvement. This is the
correct perspective and one that maximizes the
effectiveness of these actions.”

Extractivist leadership

Valuing the knowledge, ways of life,

and worldviews of communities

It is essential that funds have a flexible structure
that supports cultural diversity and is capable of
listening and adapting to local realities. Local
knowledge is vital. The role of institutions is to listen
to demands, validate them with communities, and,
from there, build the foundations for project
development, that is, translate this knowledge into
public notices, calls for proposals, contracts,
accountability, among other steps.

y.



Respect diversity

Each biome, each culture, each group has its own
dynamics, knowledge, and forms of organization. The
important thing is to ensure the leadership of these
communities, promoting a relationship of partnership,

respect, and trust.

Create new financing mechanisms

Funds must be willing to relinquish central control
and create low-cost, direct financing mechanisms for
communities. It is essential to understand that
institutional strengthening and respect for local forms
of organization are key to the success of this model.

Democratize resources, broaden the
support base, and recognize the
potential of all communities

It is essential to change the paradigm that only a few
groups can access financial resources, and that this
solves the problem. What really works is reaching
everyone, putting money, support, and knowledge at
the forefront, where communities are. This means
expanding to thousands of groups, not just a few. This
change will only happen if international funds
support this vision of democratizing resources, with
clear steps, decentralized support, and a long-term
commitment.




It is essential that public, philanthropic, and
international resources be willing to make this move
toward democratization. Believing in the capacity of
communities is the first step.

Another step is to ensure that communities have
direct access to resources, with autonomy. This is
what will make a real difference in protecting the
forest, fighting climate change, and preserving
identities and territories. Resources must go directly to
communities, promoting their self-determination.

Proprietary technologies

Climate change requires specific solutions that
permeate various sectors of society and different
populations. Traditional communities have their own
knowledge and technologies and are responsible for
preserving their territories—it is well known that
forests are better protected and less devastated in
Indigenous Lands. At the intersection of diverse models
of thought, visions, and intentions, as well as economic
development practices, institutions come together, with
their different roles, to seek solutions with a common
goal.




Rethinking structures and forms of
financing

The entire structure of evaluation, accountability, and
financing must be rethought. Current protocols often
do not favor or hinder direct relationships. It is
essential to create more agile, simpler mechanisms
that can guarantee speed and transparency and
promote true autonomy.

Prel?are public notices that reflect
reality

The calls for proposals could be more in tune with the
realities of the communities, with a more participatory
approach, in which the funding institutions could visit
the communities, get to know them, understand the
context, and follow up on what is being done in a more
flexible and dialogical manner.

Calls for proposals that can encourage adequate training,
support management, and value local knowledge,
culture, and the way these communities are organized.

It is important to have different calls for proposals for
each type of organization. A call for proposals aimed at
large institutions can make it impossible for an
organization with a small structure to compete.

The deadlines for calls for proposals could be longer. It
often takes time to mobilize community members to
participate in the preparation of the call for proposals.




Links and partnerships

An ideal world of decolonial international
cooperation must be based on mutual respect, where
communities are protagonists and not just recipients
of resources or projects. Funders and institutions
should establish more lasting relationships, with
greater autonomy and freedom for communities to
choose their priorities, without imposing models that
do not fit the local culture.

Consider the importance of oral communication for
project management and monitoring. Create
permanent communication channels, such as
WhatsApp groups, and use more audio and video
messages to maintain constant contact, even outside
of face-to-face meetings. This helps to create a
support network for exchanging experiences and
solving problems almost in real time.

Building ties with communities and carrying out
longer projects can bring better results in
communication, management, and knowledge
exchange.




Having multiracial and local teams

Diverse teams, with professionals from different
backgrounds, originating from local communities,
with experience in operational projects and with
government agencies, help to understand the local
reality and analyze the feasibility of projects.

It is even better if these professionals are familiar
with the particularities of the region. They will be
closer to local realities, making a difference
throughout the partnership process. They optimize
resources and communicate more easily with the
community.




2.3 Recommendations for
communities

“Going into a meeting with a donor head-on, knowing that
they have the money and will potentially listen, requires a
strategy. Highlighting important steps, showing that
management is developing, convincing them that they need
to improve their interaction and internal processes—all of
this is essential, without ever putting yourself in a position
of submission, but in a strategic and progressive manner.”
Project manager at an international institution

Institutional strengthening

Organizations need to strengthen their governance,
leadership, internal processes, records, financial
management, and project development to increase their
autonomy and effectiveness. Seek to understand your

limitations and potential.

Negotiation strategies

It is necessary to develop negotiation skills and strategies
so that resources can be accessed more effectively,
without submitting or losing leadership. Seek to
understand the requirements demanded by funding

A

organizations.



Map skills

Better understanding the profiles within the community
helps when dividing tasks. For example, young people
tend to be more comfortable with technology and
computers; women are generally more organized, with
skills in record keeping and managing transactions. It is
also crucial to understand what they cannot yet do on
their own and bring in someone from outside to mentor,
teach, or help with management until the team is
autonomous enough to manage the entire process.

Have collective and structured
management

Centralizing an organization's decision-making in a single
person or small group can hinder the relationship with
the donor. Usually, this small group also takes care of
project management and other demands. The more
collective the management, the better the dialogue with
the donor.

Important: this group must be trained to strengthen the
organization. Having teams prepared to develop projects
and manage them makes all the difference. To achieve
this, it is sometimes necessary to put aside egos and
internal disputes and be more categorical in choosing
these people.

Include new leaders

Strengthening female and young leadership to act in the
management of the institution means bringing different
profiles, perspectives, and skills to compose the

institution's teams. ﬂ



3 Why decolonize?

“I believe that an ideal world of decolonial international
cooperation must be based on mutual respect, where
communities are protagonists and not just recipients of
resources or projects.”

Quilombola leadership

Although some countries are no longer colonies, the
influence of colonization is still present in wvarious
aspects, sectors, and ways of life. The attempt to
homogenize and universalize a single worldview led to
the subjugation of wvarious indigenous cultures,
resulting, among other things, in the hierarchization
of races and knowledge.

At the same time, colonization provoked a process of
resistance, adaptation, and acculturation for the
survival of minority peoples and groups.

Colonization also created the categories of colonizer
and colonized, and defined roles and levels of power.
These roles are still perpetuated, with different
formats and names, incorporated into the Western
narrative and the structure that sustains it.
Communities end up being seen as ‘beneficiaries’ or
‘technical recipients’, while external actors, such as
consultancies, international NGOs, or intermediary
technicians assume the role of ‘implementers’ and de
facto decision-makers.




But when we talk about the remnants of colonial
thinking, we also look at the system and how it
connects. For example, if Amazonian communities are
invisible in state/federal assessments, this is reflected
when international agencies request official data or
statistics as a basis for cooperation. In practice, the
absence in national registries is also felt in
international systems. It is part of an external colonial
structure that aligns with an internal structure. The
historical marginalization of communities at the state
level is reproduced in international cooperation, which
relies on official assessments and tends to reinforce
these exclusions.

Administrative invisibility functions as internal
coloniality. It centralizes decisions, defines who is a
“valid subject” and who is disposable. International
cooperation that does not recognize these layers of
coloniality runs the risk of merely reinforcing
historical exclusion.

Double challenge

One of the results of the study was to identify that
some institutions were making an effort to make calls
for proposals more accessible and inclusive. However,
there is still a major challenge: making the processes
less bureaucratic in order to democratize the transfer
of funds. For institutions representing traditional
communities, this is still an obstacle. For international
organizations, it is equally challenging, as they would
need to adapt requirements to local realities while also
being accountable to donors.




Another point to be highlighted is the need for
intermediary institutions, referred to by some
interviewees as “surrogate mothers,” between local and
international organizations, especially with regard to
resource management. Some institutions are creating
their own funds to ensure greater autonomy in the use
and direct management of resources. In other words,
they are moving from guardianship toward autonomy.

On the other hand, there is a movement seeking
autonomy in traditional communities and questioning
the mechanisms of guardianship and unilateral
thinking present in international cooperation.

The research revealed a blind spot in the learning and
exchange relationships between donor institutions and
communities. Despite efforts to make processes more
inclusive and decolonial, to seek to understand the
community and consider its knowledge, there was a
limit to what these organizations could learn. The
diagnoses and experience gained in the projects helped
to better design the processes and calls for proposals,
but did not impact the structural way in which these
institutions think and operate. In essence, the
international and national institutions that operate
international resources impact the way of life and
management of communities, but are not impacted by
them, nor are the donors or contributors from whom
the resources originate.




This blind spot shows how the hierarchization and
valorization of knowledge from some cultures over
others imposes itself and influences relationships and
dynamics, even in partnership processes that benefit
these communities. Colonial logic is still present and
forces communities to adapt to the Western model,
which is often extremely opposed to their own,
without any reciprocity in this process.




4, How to apply the suggestions
in this guide?

The first tip is to reflect on the Guide's proposals and
understand what applies to your institution and what
does not. Understand that these are observations and
ideas intended to serve as a starting point for further
reflection and action.

e Discuss the guide within your organization and see
what makes sense and what does not. It is a guide
to help with annual planning or institutional
evaluations.

e When writing calls for proposals, consider the
aspects raised in this guide to produce a call for
proposals that 1is as accessible as possible,
considering the local reality and the proposal for
democratization of resources.

¢« You can use this guide to define the premises for
partnerships in your institution or to develop
protocols or recommendations.

e« You can also share the guide with other
institutions and colleagues who work with this
topic.




These are some suggestions for applying this Guide. The
most important thing is to review how your institution
operates in international cooperation projects and what
impact these projects have on strengthening
communities and promoting their real autonomy.

This Guide is intended as a starting point for reviewing
ways of thinking, attitudes, and positions that, even
without realizing it, we reproduce as part of the colonial
legacy still present in our society.
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