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Fieldwork in Nuevo Progreso (Shawi) 

Community:  

In August 2010, in-depth field work was carried out at Nuevo Progreso, a Shawi community of about 300 

inhabitants.  Until three months ago, the community could only be reached by a 5hr boat ride in the 

rainy season (December to June) and by a 7hr walk in the dry season (July to November). Recently, a 

road from the neighbouring city, Yurimaguas, has made the community more accessible: 1hr drive 

followed by an hour walk.  

Nuevo Progreso was established approximately 100years ago, and residents largely maintain their 

traditional customs, subsisting from hunting, fishing, gathering and cultivation of yucca and banana. The 

central part of the village is alongside the Armanayacu river, with homes organized around a communal 

playing field. The rest of homes are scattered deeper into the jungle. The village has a primary school 

and the closest health post is at Arica, a neighbouring community a 20min walk away.  

Methods:  

The same methods were used as in Panaillo. Before beginning with workshops, an interpreter was 

appointed by the community assembly in order to translate instructions for the elderly and women since 

most of them did not speak Spanish fluently.  There were three photovoice workshops: leaders (n=5), 

men (n=6), and women (n=6). Two community members went on a transect walk with the researcher, 

and six villagers were interviewed for the biographies.  Twenty-five community members took part in 

the risk ranking workshop. 

Results summary:  

Photovoice 

Participants explained individually each of the photos taken (total of 91 photos) and 51 photos were 

discussed at the workshops. Photographs were sorted into ten main themes by participants, organized 

in table 2 by order of recurrence: water, traditional plants, deforestation, the road, agriculture, waste, 

ponds and mosquitoes, housing, and air pollution.  

Themes Example Photo Participants comment 

Water 

 

“The river water is very low and hot, 
that can bring illnesses to the children 

when they bathe in the hot sun.”  



Cinthia Carhuas, Irene Hofmeijer  August 2010 

Traditional plants 

 

“Women use this to dye their 
pampanillas (...) it’s becoming harder 

and harder to find this plant.” 

*Pampanilla: traditional dress (women’s skirt)  

Deforestation 

 

“Woodcutters leave the trees like this, 
we can’t do anything about it because 
our territory is big and we can’t look 

after all of it” 

The road 

 

“They’re taking away the soil of the 

community to level the road, 

destroying what used to be there.” 

Agriculture 

 

“Our plantations grow differently, 

before everything was the same size, 

now some don’t even give fruits.” 
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Waste 

 

“Rubbish can attract disease (...) it’s 

all over the community and the kids 

and animals are there, playing with 

and eating near the garbage.” 

Ponds & mosquitoes 

 

“This is where the eggs of the 

mosquitoes live. They come out from 

here and make people sick.” 

Housing 

 

“Sometimes in our homes we live with our 

chickens, dogs, and everyone, that can 

bring diseases.” 

Nutrition 

 

“The only meat we get is from the 

monte*, after we go hunting.” 

*monte: the rain forest 
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Air Pollution 

 

“When we slash the fields to make our 

plantation we need to burn the tree so 

that our crops will grow. We know this is 

bad but have no alternative.” 

 

Risk ranking:  

The group came up with twenty five worries which they then grouped into categories and ranked as 

follows:  

Rank Risk Problems / Worries 

1 Climate 
Seasons have changed – can no longer predicts when the rainy season will come 
Rains a lot less than before (since 2005) 

2 Water 
The river is drying out and the water is hotter 
Swamps and tributaries are drying out 
Ponds form where there is standing water attracting lots of mosquitoes 

3 Resources 

Illegal deforestation by mestizos 
Deforestation due to road building 
Pollution of river by waste from the road 
Warming of the soil 
Pollution of non-biodegradable waste 
Crops don’t grow like before 
Fewer fish and have to walk longer hours to find animals tu hunt 

4 Health 
Child malnutrition 
Bad household habits (e.g. not looking after children, cooking poorly, messy homes)  

5 Knowledge 
Lack of acknowledgment of mestizo knowledge regarding health and agriculture 
Lack of leadership 
Losing traditional values because not teaching younger generations traditional habits 

 

Study Findings:  

The community’s main concern was over the scarcity of natural resources such as cold water, fish, wild 

game animals, and traditional plants. The warmer weather has also deeply affected their livelihoods. 

Participants reported that the days are noticeably warmer than before and that they can no longer 

resort to bathing in the river to alleviate themselves from the heat because the river water is too hot. In 

addition, deforestation due to logging and road construction means there is less protection to be found 

from tree shade and the soil is too hot to walk on.  The consequence of this warmer environment has 

complicated work in the fields since farmers are reluctant to walk to their field and work long hours 

under the sun in their farms. Directly, there could be a potential effect on health due to heat stress, and 

indirectly, the complications in farming might affect food security.  

The changes in climate and deforestation, and the new road, have already pushed some villagers to 

migrate to Yurimaguas. Since living from subsistence has become more difficult, villagers can now look 
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to resources available for purchase in the city to make up for the lack resources in nature. Whilst it can 

only be expected for there to be greater migration and exchange of knowledge between the community 

and the urban area, participants expressed a strong desire to maintain their values and customs. The 

movement of people between the two areas also exposes the population to a risk of infection of disease 

prevalent in the urban center (e.g. dengue fever).   

Overall, it is expected that Nueveo Progreso will go through a rapid transition. Changes in their natural 

environment have made traditional livelihoods difficult to rely on and the community is now looking 

towards means to adapt. If the community manages to hold on to traditional customs, the new interface 

with Yurimaguas is an opportunity to have greater dialogue with local authorities to communicate 

community needs. Regarding health care, it opens a window for prevention and management of 

common infectious diseases. 


