APPALACHIAN STATE
UNIVERSITY/COPAL AA
DELEGATION REPORT
2020

A BRIEF
INTRODUCTION
During the Spring semester of 2020,
nine students from Appalachian State
University, one student from
Watauga High School, and two
faculty members from ASU
participated in a seminar entitled
Education, Liberation, and
Sustainability in Indigenous
Guatemala. We spent several weeks
at the beginning of the semester
building community, learning about
US imperialism and intervention in
Guatemala, and studying the
Guatemalan Civil War and Genocide.
This classroom work prepared us for
our March delegation to the returned
refugee community of Copal AA La
Esperanza in northwestern
Guatemala. In Copal AA, we met with
local leaders to learn about their
collective struggle for indigenous
and environmental rights.

Copal AA is a community located in
the Alta Verapaz Department of
Guatemala. The community was
founded near the end of the Civil
War in January of 1996, when 86
families from the first collective
return of refugees split off to form
their own community; the town has
since grown to almost 700 people.
Copal AA is multilingual and
multiethnic, composed of indigenous
Mam, Q’anjob’al, and Q’eqchi’ Maya.

From the beginning,
they established a
progressive vision for
their community,

adopting by-laws that banned the
use of slash and burn agriculture,
chemical pesticides and fertilizers,
and sale of junk food and alcohol. In
their community schools, they teach
the true history of the Guatemalan
Genocide, and the continuing
indigenous struggle for
environmental, political, and
economic justice.

On Friday, March 6, 2020, we left Boone
amidst whipping winds and snarling snow
to begin our journey to Copal AA.
Guatemalan president Giamattei had just
issued a nationwide “State of Calamity”
due to rising concerns over the
worldwide Coronavirus outbreak. We were
individually screened for fevers before
being allowed to enter the country. With
our group all safely inside Guatemalan
borders we met Jorge, our driver, and
Heather Dean, our Liaison and Interpreter
for the delegation. We packed into our
van and began the six-hour drive to
Coban, where we spent our first night in
Guatemala at the Pension Monja Blanca.

87%
product percentage of the
company have been achieved
for the year 2018

Over a typical Guatemalan breakfast of
beans, eggs, and platanos, Heather
shared some thoughts on the ways
that language, interpretation, gender,
and power can intersect to shape
interaction and participation. This was
an important insight for us, and we
experienced this within our own group
as well as in our interactions with
members in Copal AA.

After breakfast, we met Rafael, the director of Copal AA’s middle school, and
boarded the community’s bus for the 3-hour ride to Copal AA. From Coban, the road
is paved for one hour to the town of Cubuilhitz, but then transitions to a bumpy
gravel road for the next two hours to Nimlajacoc before finally reaching Copal AA.
We pulled into Copal AA during the early afternoon and were greeted in the
Community Gathering Hall by members of the Community Development Council
(COCODE) and the Board of Directors (ADECO). Fabiana, President of the COCODE,
formally welcomed us to Copal AA, asking that we make ourselves at home. She
thanked us for our visit, acknowledging what a long and difficult journey it is to
travel from the US to Copal AA, and that by doing so we were already creating
solidarity with Copal AA. This was an important reminder of our responsibility as a
delegation.

After being welcomed into the
community, we were led on a tour by
Roselia, another member of the
COCODE. The sun was bright and
strong and it was great to be moving
around, walking and getting to know
the community. She showed us the
central market, community offices,
the technology center, the primary
and secondary schools, the
Evangelical and Catholic Churches,
and the town’s first hardware store.
During the tour, Roselia explained
the community’s use of solar energy
to power the school office and
community kitchen. She pointed out
greenspaces and fruit orchards that
were commonly held and maintained
by the community.

We saw all the community has
accomplished and were inspired by
their collective vision. We ended our
tour by walking past the western
edge of the community into
neighboring Rosario and down to the
banks of the Chixoy River. You could
feel the ancient power of the river
moving north through its channel to
communities downstream.

The air, our lungs, and
the leaves on the trees
were thankful for the
moisture rising as
evaporation.
From this spot we could see the
Copala River, which cradles the edge
of the community, flowing into the
mighty Chixoy. Though unspoken,
our thoughts all turned to the Xalalá
hydroelectric dam project that
threatened everything before our
eyes. Here in our first afternoon we
had already experienced the tensions
between collective, people-centered
development and the ongoing threat
of extractive global capitalism.

OUR
INTERACTIONS
WITH IBNA
On Monday, we were given the
opportunity to participate in an
education exchange with the students
of Copal AA’s progressive middle
school, Instituto Basico Nuevo
Amanecer (IBNA). We split into groups
and spent time in class with each of
the three grade levels. Certain
members of our delegation had
prepared projects to share with the
students. We talked about subjects
such as fly fishing and mountaintop
removal in our home of Appalachia,
and we shared about our university and
the natural environment we live in. It
was a rewarding experience for all of
us, and especially for those of us who
had prepared the ‘lessons.’ The
students of IBNA were very receptive
and asked many questions about our
school and our home, especially
concerning the environmental
challenges and battles we are facing in
North Carolina.

Having finished our intercultural
exchange within the school
classrooms, we and the entire student
body of IBNA transitioned to a teambuilding and activity-based event in
the Salon, a community area of Copal
AA. The students set up a variety of
group games and challenges that were
designed to bring us closer together
and make us more comfortable with
each other, both physically and
socially. As one of our delegation
members remarked, the true spirit of
Copal AA shined through: though we
were all ‘competing’ with one another,
there was never any fanfare or even
mention around who ‘won’ the various
games and activities.

On Tuesday, the students presented a variety of cultural performances to
the delegation. These performances included theatrical pieces and plays, as
well as traditional dances and musical performances. While the dances
presented important historical traditions of their ancestors, the plays and
theatre performances tackled contemporary political and economic issues
facing the community such as pollution and extraction of natural resources.

One particularly powerful performance
foreshadowed the ways extractive
capitalism and climate change threatens
people and the planet. This reminded us
that we are facing similar problems and
that we all share the same home, and we
will need to work together to fix it.

Every Wednesday, the students at IBNA begin the day working in the
school garden. Our group had the opportunity to help out in the garden
planting seeds, preparing the soil, and clearing weeds in the cardamom
and corn. The garden is located on a plot of land owned by the school;
the crops are planted, looked after, and harvested by the students
themselves. These crops are then sold at community markets and
elsewhere as a way to raise money for the school and its programs. It
was awesome to witness the expanse of the project and the expertise
with which the students wielded their machetes, hoes, shovels, and other
tools.
Agriculture is an integral part of
the indigenous Guatemalan
identity, and to be able to
watch the young people of
Copal AA learn traditional
planting methods of their
parents and ancestors and
continue in sustainable organic
farming was inspiring. Their
passion for both the
environment and the communal
aspect of the garden was clearly
evident, and we were lucky to
be a part. In an effort to
contribute to the intercambio,
one of our delegation members
presented the students with
heritage seeds from Appalachia.
The opportunity to share in the
work, even if only for a few
short hours, was a highlight of
the trip.

We are grateful for the students and teachers at
IBNA for sharing in this exchange with us and we
appreciate their time. We wish to extend a special
appreciation to the school’s director, Rafael, for his
hard work in helping organize the delegation and
putting together these activities for our education
and cultural exchange.

REUNION
WITH LOS
SECTORES
On Monday afternoon, we were welcomed into the community kitchen of Copal
AA for a meeting with the various sectores of the governing bodies in the
community. The overall governing body of the community is the COCODE, which
monitors the development and well-being of the town, as well as serving as its
legal representative to the government of Coban. Also present were
representatives and the director of IBNA, or Instituto Basico Nuevo Amanecer,
the local middle school.
Additionally, representatives from the Women’s Committee as well as the
Elder’s Committee were present. Some of the other varios sectores in the
community oversee security, jobs, water management, the elementary school,
and the resistance to the Xalalá dam project. Not all of the committees could
be present because our meeting was being held in the middle of a work day. A
member of the elder’s committee, Hugo Ramirez Caal, recounted some of
Guatemala’s history. He spoke of the “scorched Earth policy” of the 1980’s,
which was especially devastating to the Ixcán region where Copal AA is
located. Those who were able to flee the country into Mexico officially
numbered over 46,000, but were likely more numerous. These refugees faced
double persecution from both the Guatemalan and Mexican governments. On
January 20th, 1993, the first group of Guatemalan refugees were welcomed
back, forming a community that came to be known as La Victoria 20 de Enero.

Hugo shared with us the community’s
approach to the environment and
sustainability.

He referred to the
environment as the
“lungs of the
community”; in other
words, the
environment is
inextricably tied to
the lifestyle of Copal
AA.
Many people in Copal AA are
cardamom farmers, and so they rely
on the health of the soil and the
river. The community is trying to
reduce their use of plastics, and has
banned the sale of single-use
plastics in their stores. The system
of elections was also explained to
us. Each October, the leaders of the
COCODE are democratically elected
by everyone in the community.

This first meeting with community
leaders set the tone for the rest of
our visit. We observed the strong
sense of collectivity which exists in
Copal AA and the collaborative way
in which decisions are made. We
were given the opportunity to
introduce ourselves briefly and to
gain first impressions of the people
who had invited us into their daily
lives for the week.

LOS
ASTROS
Los Astros are an amazing, talented
group of young men and women who use
street art and performance to spread
Copal AA’s message of sustainability and
Maya identity. They gave our delegation
the important perspective of young
people in Copal AA. Our time with Los
Astros was not just a showcase of their
talents and hard work, but a personal
exchange of energy, laughter, and
feeling between our groups. Our time
together began with several group
activities. The first activity began as did
most all activities in Copal AA, with
reflection and appreciation for our
relationship with Mother Earth.

Los Astros encouraged us to channel our own
Nahual, a Mayan spirit, or totem, which
represents our connection and balance with
nature. Your Nahual is determined by your
birthdate on the Mayan Tzolkʼin calendar, and
has a set of strengths and weaknesses with the
power to assist or harm you.

We sat in a circle and searched
inside ourselves for our Nahual and
felt the connection between
ourselves and the environment. We
felt the energy that is stored within
the water we drink, the food we eat,
and the air we breathe. Los Astros
then encouraged us to harness that
energy, and to feel it in our hands as
we rubbed them together, then to
allow that energy to pulse between
our palms. Next, we placed our
energy onto the back of our partner
sitting next to us and shared the
energy given to us by Mother Earth.

For our next activity, we moved
around a bit and found new
neighbors in our circle. Los Astros
explained that we would make a
chain of high-fives around the
circle, making eye-contact with the
people we were high-fiving. We
went around the circle and shared in
the awkwardness of looking into the
eyes of people we had just met. This
simple act of holding eye contact
with another was a powerful
reminder of our shared humanity.
Los Astros closed by explaining
their history and the process of
learning each of their skills.

It was only after a patient explanation of their craft and the way in
which their collective spirit relates to that of the larger community that
the show began. And what a show! Los Astros juggled balls, pins, and
then torches, breathed fire, and put men on their shoulders -- on stilts.
The performance was mesmerizing, but we got so much more from our
time with Los Astros than just a fine exhibition of talent. The care and
intention that Los Astros showed in the presentations and activities
they shared with us represented the rich, loving culture our delegation
experienced in Copal AA.

RIO CHIXOY, XALALA
DAM/ACODET, &
COMMUNITY
ELECTRICITY
PROJECT
On Tuesday, we traveled in una lancha
up the Río Chixoy to the site of the
proposed Xalalá Dam. We were guided
by Lucas and Alonso from ACODET, the
Association of Communities for
Development and the Defense of
Territory and Natural Resources.
ACODET was formed in 2007 and
includes representation from more than
30 surrounding communities who are
organized in the fight against the
hydroelectric megaproject. It was
surreal to travel upstream and see all of
the people along the river bank utilizing
the water for bathing, cleaning, drinking
and recreation. Taking in all of the uses
and experiencing the spiritual nature of
the river before arriving at the site of
the proposed Xalalá dam was difficult to
process for many of us. As Lucas and
other members of ACODET presented
their information on the proposed
project, they were calm, proud, and
determined to continue the work to
protect the river and their way of life.

Lucas explained that the dam would
flood several communities upstream-more than 50km-- and impact even
more downstream by polluting and
reducing the flow of the river. INDE,
the Guatemalan national agency in
charge of electrification conducted
an impact study several years ago
and as Lucas shared with us, they
claimed they “found only animals
would be impacted.” This statement
highlighted the extreme levels of
racial violence that continue to drive
development in Guatemala.

They stood on the bank of what could soon be a destructive and exploitative
process, but stood with knowledge and power. We believe that this image of
Lucas and another member of ACODET shows this feeling of determination met
with the selfish motives of the proposed project. For us it is a symbol of hope
and displays the strong sense of place that the people living along this river
feel. Ironically, the Xalala dam project would not provide Copal AA or
surrounding communities with energy even if it were established. For our
group, this emphasizes that “development” is usually only to serve certain
people, and comes at a cost for the rest. As a response to this, Copal AA had
created a community led initiative to supply energy to their community.

Ironically, the Xalalá dam project would not provide Copal AA or surrounding
communities with energy even if it were established.This emphasizes that
“development” often only serves certain people, and comes at a cost for the
rest. As a response to this, Copal AA created a community led initiative to
supply energy to their community. The day after seeing the site of the Xalalá
project, Fabiana, the mayor of Copal AA and president of the COCODE, led us to
the Copal AA river. We walked along approximately 750 meters of a handbuilt,
5ft by 5ft concrete aqueduct until we reached the river. Fabiana explained that
the community had been working to build this channel as part of a micro-hydro
system. This micro-hydro would help provide energy to Copal AA citizens and
the neighboring community of Rosario. It would also raise money for the
COCODE, and maintain the health and integrity of the Copal AA river - as well
as the animals and humans that live with it.

Fabiana stood at the river bank explaining this to us, and we could see
that she was proud of the work that she and her community had done. I
was amazed at the thoughtfulness of the project, the amount and
difficulty of work that had been done, and captivated by the beautiful
ways in which Copal AA and the environment intermingled.

WOMEN’S GROUP,
FABIANA JIMENEZ,
& CRAFT
EXHIBITION
The members of the Women’s Committee met with us in the afternoon of our last
day in Copal AA. The women brought with them their children and their
handcrafted goods to sell. As we all sat together, a member of the committee
welcomed us and began to tell us about their struggles in the past and the
troubles that they face now. They then countered that by telling us about the
things that they had accomplished for themselves and their community. After
hearing about their history and contemporary challenges, we had an exchange of
questions and answers back and forth between our two groups.
We asked them about their history, motivations, and goals for the future. We
also asked them to share their vision for what the ideal world for their children
would look like. Most of the time, these questions sat unanswered for several
minutes while the women thought about them. Then, one of the older women of
the committee would answer, talking about their hopes and dreams for their
children to receive proper education and opportunities to get ahead. The
committee then asked our group a set of questions that we tried our best to
answer. These were questions like: Why did you decide to take this course and
come to Copal AA? Are there similar Women’s Committee’s in the US and do you
participate in them? What are you going to do with all of this information that
you have learned about Copal AA?

After the meeting, the committee welcomed up some of the oldest founders
of the community to play the marimba while they set up around the salon
the goods they had brought to sell for the Craft Exhibition. Around us hung
beautifully handwoven bags, blankets, table runners, placemats, and so
much more. You could tell that much time and energy was put into every
single piece. There were ombre patterns and shapes, tiny birds, zig-zags,
and stripes. In the center, there was a table that had homemade chocolates
mixed with cardamom and cinnamon, coffee, and handmade jewelry. The
beautiful jewelry was made of tassels, shells, and beads in the shape of
quetzals and flowers. You couldn’t help but stand in awe of how so much
detail could possibly be made simply by hand.
The women sat in the middle and
occasionally came up to help when
our group couldn’t get some of the
items down. As a sign of their
collective approach, when it came
time to pay, we didn’t pay the
women individually, but instead
paid directly to the Women’s Craft
Committee. It was really great to
see the women sit back and watch
us admire their work that they put
so much time and energy into. The
women also put together some extra
crafts to send back with us to the
US to sell in any events that we may
have in the future.
In closing, we want to extend our appreciation to all of the
community members of Copal AA for welcoming and caring
for us during our stay in their community. However, we
would like to express our deepest thanks to the mayor of
Copal AA, Fabiana . From the second we stepped foot in
Copal AA, Fabiana was there to guide and help us. We saw
her more than any of the male leaders during our trip and
she was always very hands-on with everything that was
going on in Copal AA. She led the very first meeting that we
had with the community leaders in Copal AA and COCODE.
On our last day with the community, Fabiana took the time
out of her day to take us to the site of Copal AA’s
hydroelectric dam. She led the way, moving faster than the
rest of us and always looked ahead and made course
corrections if she thought anything wasn’t safe enough for
us to get through. Fabiana has always been in the fight
against the oppression of her community.

Though our time in Copal AA was brief, we could not have asked for
better ways to engage with the community. We observed the tireless
conservation work by the organizers of ACODET, but also observed the
care given to the environment by each and every person. From the
middle school’s focus on the garden to using terms such as “the lungs of
the community” to refer to trees, it is clear that environmental
consciousness is deeply embedded in Copal AA’s identity. We noted the
same level of kindness shared by members of Copal AA to people of
neighboring villages or to guests such as our delegation. This
selflessness came in endless forms: a bueno bueno greeting, help
setting up a bug net, a warm tortilla, directions for a lost gringo, and
more. It is clear the people of Copal AA repeatedly choose kindness,
even in the face of hardships. Finally, we discovered the strong sense of
Mayan identity being preserved in the community. Whether it be
traditional clothing or dances, speaking the language with children, or
proudly announcing your heritage, we were always impressed by the
focus on being indigenous Mayan. Copal AA is a place unlike any other;
because of this delegation we now bear the opportunity and
responsibility to join la lucha.

Members of the delegation: Brianna Bello, Elias Fox, Jeff Goodman, Anna Guarino,
Hawken Kirchner, Greg McClure, Lem McClure, Caty Parham, Savannah Rivers, Carlie
Snyder, Piper Strzelecki, Michael Weiss, with support from Heather Dean.

