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First Report

Senderos del Agua (Water Trails) is a children's pilgrimage and a participatory research action
project on the memory and imagination associated with water. We walk with children along
relevant water-related routes. We are asking about the past, present and future of water,
exploring how relationships with water and around water have been transforming. We hold
space for these interactions because they shine hope on how we want  to transform. The main
intention behind our research and our walks is fostering the horizontal and vertical
connectivity that water needs to hold its presence and restore its balance. By horizontal
connectivity we mean the links that pertain to the relationships within and between the
human and non-human actors that relate to a specific watershed; and by vertical connectivity
we mean the relationships between the sub-soil and the sky, in all of its layers of meaning,
starting from the ecological level, and expanding to address the cultural, historical and
spiritual meaning of this relationship.

This work was first conceived at the end of the year 2020 in the town of Barichara Colombia
and began thanks to support from Reserva Guatoc, a cultural and ecological local project.
Reserva Guatoc is currently funding Senderos del Agua’s first three routes. We held our first
research route and children pilgrimage from January to February 2021.

The following is a brief report we´ve created for our friends and partners:

The route and the walkers:

We chose the route of the Quebrada de la Toma for our first walk.  Currently a semi-dry basin
located at the edge of the town, this creek used to be one of the main supply spots for the
town's drinking water. Because this route is located along a very important conservation
corridor called the Cinturón Verde (Green Belt), there are many  stakeholders from the local
government, the water company, and many private actors. One of the reasons why we chose
this route was to come into conversations with all of them and address the on-going water
crisis. We conducted around 15 different interviews with all accessible actors that had a direct
influence on the water shed, including elders, land-owners and elected officials. Our main
entry into conversation was asking for permission to walk their land with a group of children,
asking about water.  We got permission from all land-owners (eventually) and we walked the
route with a group of 18 children (ages 5 to 12) and 11 adults.

The research and the crisis:

Our research quickly revealed the depth of the water crisis. Barichara´s main reservoir had
dried up last year, and to this day it hasn’t refilled yet. Tourist projects as well as agricultural
development in the catchment area upstream has affected the water flow, and it's very likely
that that source will not be reliable in the future. Currently, water is being sourced from two
deep wells, out of which 214,000 liters of water are pumped out daily. Although no
calculations exist, given the degree of erosion and deforestation, it is very unlikely that an
equivalent quantity of water will be re-introduced into the deep springs. Furthermore,



governmental mismanagement has made it so that building permits were given using water
calculations from a massive hydrological intervention project that fortunately was never
approved. Given this context, the crisis exists at all levels, and it reveals a deep maladaptation
from the human systems to the ecological systems that exist in the territory. Nonetheless, this
has been the fruit of the work of only one or two generations. Elders still remember the day
when there was constant water flow in all 14 tributaries that drain into the Barichara Creek;
and around 50-60 years ago, the Quebrada la Toma used to be one of the main water sources
for the people that lived here. Our walk began with the strong intuition that this bridge
between memory and imagination could help us reveal a path for water safety, that might be
closer and deeper than what we can initially conceive.

The walk and the walkers:

We began our walk at 9am. As we met with the group alongside the road, a police person on a
bike stopped and asked in an aggressive tone why some of the kids did not have their face
mask on fully. One of the mothers stood up and in a quiet, yet strong voice, told the police
officers she is tired of being manipulated by fear. The police person, witnessed by 18 children
and an indignated mother, retreated and drove away. Maybe he saw that it seemed like there
were other authorities already accompanying us in the walk.

We began near the delta where we found the last remaining stretch of the old creek bed. With
a width of 4-5 meters, this riverbed was carved out with big eroded stones and a beautiful
primary forest. This little stretch of the old river bed was a definitive piece of evidence for our
research, as some people we interviewed went as far as claiming that a creek never existed
there in the first place. Human development has modified the course so much that, at a quick
glance, such perceptions might seem true. Moreover, the existence of a creek would activate
important building restrictions that would impact or prevent certain projects. However, near
the delta, we found the trace of memory; and it was easy to imagine from this point how the
rest of the river could look like back in the day. The walk began with a song by one of the
mothers that spoke of the song of the water, and that greeted the natural spirits present in the
place.
We asked all adults to choose an inquiry question or a lens of perspective for the walk. Our
idea was to create a perceptual ecosystem that could jointly interact and gather information
and insights and that could serve to facilitate and hold the children's own inquiries and
experiences.
We walked northward from the delta to the old water source. We entered through the last
living trace of memory and walked up-ward towards the possibility of a new creek borne out
of imaginations.
The sanctuary of the delta quickly receded to the forgetfulness of modern development. In a
matter of one block, the 4-5meter wide river bed turned into an irrigation ditch of no more
than a meter wide. Building projects and hotels laid side by side, as we walked with the
children, in the most densely intervened area of the creek´s course. This disturbance to the
creek ended in a street pipe where the creek was channeled to cross the main road that leaves
the town. This notion of irreversible creek interventions, created as the town became
modernized, felt both tragic and redeemed at the same time as we were walking and trying to
imagine a new picture of the creek; one that honors the historic creek and also leaves room for
modernity. We´ve all benefited from these structures of modernity, yet we were trying to
imagine a new conjunction that could also honor the water path.  It seemed for example that
the “new creek” must have a flow that would need to be regulated in order to meet the
capacity of the street pipes.



After the road, and a 40 meter stretch of flowing through street pipes, the creek re-surfaces in
one of the best conserved stretches of forest near the town. Here, the process of asking for
permission from some of the private owners re-opened conversations that had started last
year.  The discussions included how to balance meeting the development intentions of the
private owners with the importance of conservation of such pristine stretches of forest for the
well being of the whole town.

At that point, we had already seen more than 15 different species of birds. Further north we
found the Bosque de los Aljibes (Forest of the wells). Here we found the last remaining living
springs that used to exist all along the edges of the creek. Here we found out about an
interesting hydrological phenomena that takes place along the course of the creek. There are
two creeks: a surface creek that became “semi-dry” some 30 years ago (after having been a
place where elders still remember they would come to fish and swim) and a deep creek that
runs below the surface. In this forest there are four wells with a depth of 17 meters each,
where water still comes out. The forest is dense with Anaco Trees. They flower in the midst of
the dry season, and this among other pieces of evidence led us to think that they are an
indicator of underground currents. Stories from the elders often associated these trees, with
the presence of springs and the sighting of the mysterious water snake. The water snake is a
creature that is still held “sacred” in the narrative of the elders that we interviewed. The fact
that the snake (half animal, half mythopoetic), is still considered sacred in this heavily
Catholicized town is a proof of its might. As the most legitimate inter-generational witness of
the water dynamics in the territory, many elders claim that if these snakes die, are killed, or
leave the territory, any attempt of water recuperation will be completely futile. The snake is
considered the guardian of the springs, whose presence is necessary for keeping a balance of
the waters.  “[The snake] is the connector to the underworld, bringing fertility from the lower
realms” says our friend and mentor Pramod Parajuli. “It is an indicator of eco-systemic
balance” says Minni Jain, from the Flow Partnership. So, soon enough, in our research with the
children, the question arose: What is the water snake, where is it now, and how can it be
brought back?

We created a myth from a patchwork of stories to convey this important aspect of our research
to the children. The myth associated the fleeing of the snake with the moment when water
became a privately owned entity and a resource to the agricultural industry. The myth
connected to the local traditional belief “that when people fight over water the springs dried
up”. In our myth, two neighbors led by ambition and private interest, tried to cut a spring in
half with the bad luck of finding a snake under the blade of the machete. The snake’s blood ran
down the stream letting all snakes know that people had begun fighting over water and that
the other snakes must retreat until peace would make it safe for them to surface again.

This forest with the last remaining living springs, is a place where some of the elders claimed
that “the snake might still be living there”. So we posed the possibility to the children and
began looking for it. We found a huge rock with the face of a snake, and at that time one of the
children turned back to look at me and said “you know what I think? I think the snake speaks
in water language, and it speaks to the trees through its roots.” Later on, this statement helped
me understand the importance of trees in the vertical connectivity we wished to address, both
as ecological features but also as living symbols of a culture that can address the holiness of
both the lower and upper realms.



After the forest, we arrived at Guatoc, the place and center that is currently supporting our
walks and research. Here we could see the rich and complex contradictions of a history in a
process to redeem and evolve out of itself. In Guatoc, decades ago, a dam was built for
production purposes. Fish were grown out of the remaining lake. During this time frame 30
years ago, two other dams were built upstream. They contributed in turning a permanently
running creek, into a seasonal creek and later a “semi-dry” basin. Today, nonetheless, with a
completely clay covered sealing, the lake at Guatoc serves as a “Water Retention Space”,
capturing excess runoff rain water, and allowing their water to permeate into the deeper creek
and nourish all of the trees from the forest below it. Furthermore, the center in Guatoc has
turned into a meeting space for local conversation of water management issues, and thus the
center serves both the vertical and horizontal connective thought that water needs.  We used a
no-enemy and no-judgment mindset, which served us to hold not only all local actors, but also
all past actions, within a framework of relational restoration, allowing us to see both the harm
and the gain entailed by each action.

Finally, we walked the last stretch, from the second dam (located just above Guatoc), to the old
spring. Just above the old spring is the first dam. Someone built it right above the spring to
have more water for himself. and it intervened in all of the spring´s catchment area. Story has
it that the dam never fully worked, but the spring has ceased to flow in its natural abundance
since then. Today, the place where the old spring was still holds moisture, even in the middle
of summer. As we arrived there, the children started saying (all different children)  “I hear
water, can you hear it?” There was a strong wind blowing through the trees. “As I toss these
rocks into that dry grass, it sounds like puddles, can you hear it?” “If I put my ear near this
tree, I hear a dripping sound, can you hear it?” And finally as we went and put a little offering
between the first dam and the little spring. Then, the youngest girl whispered to Alejandra,
“The Guane (the old indigenous people that used to live there) just told me that we saved the
snake, did you hear it?”

When we were sharing a similar report as the one conveyed here to some of the town´s local
authorities, the eyes of the Secretary of Culture suddenly began to gleam. We were showing
him a watercolor map we had made for the children of our route, where we put all of the
information from the research.
“Right in this spot” he said, “ There was plenty of running water. I am remembering now. When
I was a child there was an elder woman who would look out for me. I needed to cross this
creek everyday to go to her house. I would look at the fish and play in the water. I had
completely forgotten about this. I am remembering now. I will not forget”.
Soon after we began to dream of a ‘Water Culture Initiative’ that could help to hold and frame
the current water crisis from a cultural evolution perspective for the town.

This connection between imagination and memory around water seems like the weaving of
the roots and shoots of culture unto the territory, and of trust and hope within the human
psyche. Human psyche and territory often mirror each other, and like a tree the deeper the
roots, the higher the shoots, and the greater the presence.

In gratitude to all the walkers, the elders, the children, Reserva Guatoc, the mentors, and all
parties that made this first walk possible. In special gratitude to Kate Bunney and the Walking
Water project for their mentoring and inspiration.


