
 

Promoting local ownership of development strategies through municipal partnerships. 

Implementing partners: The Belgium municipality of Herent and the Guatemalan Q’eqchi’ micro regions 

Nimlaha’kok and Nimlasa’chal. 

Reasons, goals and methods: Indigenous inclusion in local governance.  

Nimlaha’kok and Nimlasa’chal are two micro-regions in the municipality of Cobán. They were historically, 

culturally, socially and geographically the most forgotten and isolated areas of Alta Verapaz (province), and 

the only ones excluded from regional developmental plans implemented by national and international NGOs. 

In both micro-regions, poverty was striking and there were problems at all levels.  

The national government had introduced new legislation that aimed to stimulate the participation of all 

communities in local government. Yet in practice the two micro-region received very little technical and 

financial support from the municipal authority in Cobán. To improve this situation the community organization 

and the administrative and political capacities of the leaders have been strengthened by for example a 

training commission that travelled from community to community. Two underlying objectives were sustainable 

development of the area and the building of self-esteem and dignity of the indigenous Q’eqchi and their 

recognition.  

Cooperation & alignment: the Guatemalan Micro-region and the Belgium Municipality. 

It were the Guatemalan micro-regions who requested support from and collaboration with the Belgium 

municipality Herent in order to strengthen their governance, local capacity and autonomy. Herent worked 

directly with these micro-regions, as well as through the central municipality of Cobán. The ongoing process 

of strengthening the community organization, and the administrative and political capacities of the leaders, 

has been strongly facilitated by the fact that the involved civil servants from Herent, have lived in the Q’eqchi 

region for several years.  Furthermore, Herent has worked closely with a local NGO, Adici. Adici acted as an 

interface with the micro-regions.  

Project Outcomes and Lessons Learned 

Some of the technical and financial support was first directed through the central municipality of Cobán, but 

this was not effective enough. Despite the efforts, the micro-regions continued to struggle to have their needs 

addressed by the larger municipality. Also there were no provisions made in the central budget for the micro-

regions in spite of former and formal agreements made beforehand. Therefore, the micro-regions gradually 

started receiving financial resources from Herent themselves so they could contract the necessary technical 

assistance within the area directly. 

All together the two micro-regions have been able to develop a new form of self-governance that is based on 

the indigenous cultural identity and proposes an all-inclusive alternative to the existing forms of governance. 

Legal trainings and the creation of a community radio strengthened the indigenous council’s capacities of 

self-government. While the governance structure is quite complex and relatively new in its set-up, the local 

communities of the Q’eqchi’ are now clearly represented in the micro-regions, which enables them to have a 

voice in the central municipality. Furthermore through the collaboration, the micro-regions gained access to 

the development funds of Belgium governments, and programmes regarding local economic development  

and the strengthening of administrative capacities have been developed to support Nimlaha’kok. The process 

of supporting the indigenous forms of local government is implemented at a slow pace. All legal and other 

structures need to be created from an indigenous (alternative) vision and that takes time. But slowly and from 

the bottom-up, these structures are put in place and the region  Nimlaha’kok will soon be opening their 

indigenous council’s offices in the region. 

The project has been supported by VVSG, and was  funded by Herent, the Flemish government and the 
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