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Traditional rural handcrafts in Bolivia:
A developing sector

Introduction

For a long time, handcrafts have played an important role
among the socio-economic activities of farmer and indigenous
communities, in Andean and Amazonian cultures, alongside agri-
culture, the raising of livestock, fishing and harvesting. In fact,
handcrafts have answered a series of specific needs of the com-
munities, whether from an economic, domestic or religious point
of view. Nowadays, Bolivian handcrafts are gaining importance
as revenue and employment generators for rural families and
communities.

The pressure on land use (the “minifundio” system) and
the lack of equal access to land, the impoverishment of lands des-
tined for agricultural use, the State's chronic failure to facilitate
access to credit, technology, information and to infrastructure as
well the migratory flux of rural people towards the towns and
abroad constitute considerable negative factors in developing
farmer economies. In such circumstances, any activity that fills
the family coffers is welcome. In terms of searching for alterna-
tives to precarious existence, handcrafts have assumed an impor-
tant role amongst peasant economic activities.



A sector overlooked
hy the State

In Bolivia, official (and unofficial} sta-
nstics arc lacking and do not permit
a precise quantitative analysis of the
sector within the national economy.
There isn’t even precise nomenclature
with which to account for it; so, it Is
included in the global figures for the
manufacturing sector. This lack of reli-
able staristics for the handcrafrs sector
contrasts with 1ts current importance
to the indigenous and farming ccon-
omy, not only by virtuc of its previ-
ously mentioned economic impact
{emplovment and revenue generation)
but equally for its crucial role in the
advancement of women and the trans-
misston of habits, customs and knowl-
cdge which account for a huge part of
the cultural identity in Bolivia.

The context

83% of the economically active pop-
ulation in Bolivia are in family units
(self-cmployed) or in micro-enterprises
of fewer than 10 people. These units
represent 989% of the existing enter-
prises in the country ™. Only 1% of
them has more than 30 emploveest®,
So, the productive fabric in Bolivia is
based on micro-enterprise, both rural
and informal. The national census
(1996) shows a total of 357 000 peo-
ple ecmploved as handeraft workers, of
which 200 000 live in towns and 157
000 in rural arcas. Around 67% of
the handcrafr workers are women, of
which 90% of them work in the tex-
tile sector in the department of La Paz.

) “The stete of compe:diveness in Bolivia”; The Bolivian sys-
tem of productivity and competitivencss; La Paz; 2002 (in
Spanish)

2y QUIPUS cullural foundation; La Paz; 1999

3y Centro de Investigacian y Desarrollo Regional
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4)  Comerciahzadora Fomento de Iniciativas Econorricas

La Paz valley also contains 40% of
the country’s urban handcraft estab-
lishments in the following four large
branches: jewellery and silver and
goldsmithing, folk embroidery, wool
weaving and string and wind musical
instruments.

The sector actors

One aspect of the sector is its hetero-
gencity both in terms of activities and
its organisation. There are, in effect,
corporations of micro-entrepreneurs,
of urban artists {popular art), various
trade associations (tailors, confection-
ers...}, neighbourhood associations,
mothers’ clubs...

Officially, the Bolivian handcraft sec-
tor is made up of and represented by
different groupings and organisations
such as departmental associations for
small industry (ADEPI), the cham-
bers for small industry and for hand-
crafts, the handcraft workers’ union
confederation, the union for Bolivian
popular art as well as the handcraft
workers general union. The hardcore
of these structures are mainly made up
of urban micro enterprises.

The Bolivian State has a Vice—Minister
for Micro-Enterprise as well as differ-
ent technical aid bodies such as the
Bolivian Institute of Small Industry,
which broadly cover the activity.
Finally, there are also various technical
support NGOs for the handcraft sec-
tor such as CIDRE® or COMFIE @,

None of these bodies work specifically
in the handcrafts domain, rather, they
deal mostly within the framework of
urban, small and micro enterprises.

Up until the network of traditional
handcraft producers organisations



was created (the OEPAIC network),
which SOS Faim supports, the rural
indigenous and farming handcraft
organisations had no national or sec-
tor reference body. This impeded the
sector’s development nationally and
the defence of its interests at all levels:
in preparing collective demands, for
organising, for developing a reliable
database, for launching public policy
proposals or cven for promorting stan-
dards of qualiry.

Traditional rural handcrafts :
estabilishing a definition

Handcraft is popular art which
includes all essentially handmade pro-
ducrion that requires artistic input and
skill to produce functional, utilitarian
or decorative objects based on fam-
ily tradition passed from one genera-
tion to another. It is therefore a rather
broad concept. However, its common
denominators are that manufacture is
by hand and there is a certain singu-
larity of product which differentiates
it from an industrial article.

Tradittonal rural handcrafts, half-
way between utilitarian and artistic,
include numerous products: jewellery,
basker making, weaving, embrotidevy,
ceramics, carving, musical instru-
ments... Its essence 1s that it passes
on ancestral know-how and a culrural
inheritance, thus being different from
mercly market-oriented craft industry.
Without denying, nonetheless, that a
commercial awareness is also present
from the very start of the production
process.

Consequently, traditional rural hand-
crafts cover a large range of productive
activities based on skills and know-how
combined with the reeyeling of knowl-
edge and practices from Andean and

Amazonian culture, transmitted from
genceration to generation®, In general,
handcrafts are also most often anony-
mous. The creator is pinned in com-
munal space and time. This sector is
mostly made up of women.

This process of passing down from
generation to generation allows tradi-
tion to be perpetuated, not so that it
stays frozen in time, but racher that it
can adapt creatively to the challenges
of the market and the globalisarion of
culture. Thus, traditional rural hand-
crafes can be both an important eco-
nomic supplement for the scctor and
a support to permanent re-creation of
popular cultore.

Organisations of traditional
handcraft producers

The OEPAIC network is made up
of six organisations. While its head-
quarters are in the city of La Paz, its
scale 1s national, Members come from
rural zones of the departments of La
Paz, Santa Cruz, Potosi, Tarya and
Chuquisaca. In the future, the net-
work would like to expand to include
associations from other departments
of the country.

The network includes commercial
organisations of handcraft producers,
mostly made up of low-income indigc-
nous and peasant women. Throughout
history, these handcraft workers have
reinforced their tradictonal identiry
while working, all the while generat-
ing income to complement their fam-
ily’s subsistence agriculture. Only
20% of the network’s members are
uniquely dedicated to handcrafes®,

5)  According Lo a study in 2003. 54% of handcraft workers said
they had learnt their trade from a member of the previous
generat:on: OEPAIC network, Consultora SUR, 2003.

6)  OEPAIC network study, Consullora SUR, 2003.




Ethnically and culeurally speak-
ing, the network includes Aymara,
Quechua, Tupiguarani, Chiquitano
and Wecnayek indigenous groups.

Bolivia has 350 handcraft producer
associarions of this type in rural zoncs
and the aim is to include them all in
order to strengthen the sector. ARTE
CAMPO has successful and pioncer-
ing experience in this matrer: created
in 1984 with the support of an NGO
called CIDAC®), the organisation
has 1 020 members from 45 indige-
nous communities, of which 94% are
wormen.

Thecurrentsixmembersofthe OEPAIC
network are: INCA PALLAY (Andean
weaving), the TAJZARA handcraft
worker association, COMART-
TUKUYPAJ (35 base associations),
C’HASKA PALOMAS, the Bolivian
Aymara potters union, UCAB and
UNIARTE. SOS Faim supports four
of these associations.

The main function of the organisations
ts to support handcraft production and
marketing, but also to train and help
members with legal macters. Therc arc
also other functions: the supply of raw
materials, access to credit, support tor
administrative procedures, prices and
quality control, advertising and mar-
keting and the search for internarional
support.

Mecanwhile, the network has focused
more on a dual role of political rep-
rescntation (formulation of legislative
proposals) and strategic thinking (cre-
ating, a development plan for the scc-
tor). It also provides mformation for
members (principally about potential
markets), with the help of a secror
database. The nerwork’s main current
challenge is to make itsclf more rep-

resentative and credible by acquiring
new members.

Legal and tax aspects

The Bolivian legal framework is not
suited to the reality of peasant com-
mercial organisations, which is whar
these handeraft producer associations
are. These organisations are actively
seeking profit, though also have social
and distributive aims. In Bolivia,
around 700 entities of this type are
listed: they are central players in the
social economy. The State recognises
commercial companies, civil associa-
tions and co-operatives but not peas-
ant commercial organisations, which
have their own characteristics and
way of working. This severely limits
their development potential.

The different legal forms of associa-
tion, inspired by European law, do not
meet the needs of peasant cominercial
organisations. Furthermore, the infor-
mation required and communicated
by the Srare to legally set up an organi-
satton is not always clear, which adds
burcaucracy and discourages a lot of
attempts. In Bolivia, it tsn’t uncom-
mon to lose over two months to legal
proceedings while trying to set up a
business: these delays incur excessively
high transaction costs for a small com-
mercial entiry with hmited means®,

As stated in the CIOEC’s strategic
agenda®, current legislation does not
consider that the large majority of
Bolivian peasant units produce (due to

7y Centro de Investigacion, Disefio artisanal y Comercializacion
Coonerativa.

8) Based on a World Bank study ("Haciendo Negocics™), an
article in "Centro Populi” (22 June 2006), claims that Bclivian
bureaucracy triples the cost of doing tusiness in Labn America.
Other sources like the magazine “Nueva Economia” (n°644,
2006) estimate it takes 35 steps and nearly 67 days to slat a
business. Informality is therefore preferable in lerms of cost/
benefit.



the family working with some tempo-
rary outside help) partly for the mar-
ket and partly for themselves. Either
peasant comumercial organisations
become not-for-profit associations or
they become for-profit companies.
However, this second way of organis-
ing doesn’t suit them.

The lack of a specific legal framework
for peasant commercial organisations
creates multiples forms of exclusion:
they are not taken into consideration
by State policy (nor by the town halls
or the municipalities). There 1s no sup-
port for the sector. They cannor access
the Stare’s markets because of thetr
informal status; they have little or no
access to bank credit or that of finan-
cial institutions and they have tax
problems due to the lack of a regime
that recogniscs their social characrer-
isrics.

A new or remade legal framework,
which recognises their specificity, will
be crucial for peasant commercial
organisations of the rural handcraft
sector. The OEPAIC network has
already taken big steps rowards pre-
paring a proposcd bill of law. Tt sull
needs refining to bring it into line with
the text of the basic legislation under
discusston for all peasant conunercial
organizarions.

A key issuc for the desired new legal
framcwork concerns tax. The peas-
ant commercial organizations would
actually like a faiver taxation system,
which takes into consideration thart
they are made up of small producers.

9

“Agenda Estratégica de las QECA's", CIOEC, Bolivia, August
2005, There are more than 660 peasant coinmercial organisations
in Bolivia, which represent almosl 160 GG0 rural families. CIQEC
represents the sector and defends its interests vis-a-vis the State. It
has participated In numercus dialogues with government over the
l2st 5 years and has made important contribulions to Lhe creation
of a policy of support for this sector. Since 2608, a law has been
put before the current governmenl but no dedision has yet been
taken by the Mabonal Congress.

A 16% rax, calculated on processing
and marketing and not on their total
turnover, would also be welcome.

Peasant commercial organisations also
want to be exonerated from the rax on
profits, for other reasons:

m They are not profit driven;

m Their main objective is to help pro-
ducers improve their incomes;

m They reinvest therr profit in training
and in support tor producrion and
marketing.

More recently, a new requirement
relating to intellectual property, has
appeared. Handcrafts is in practice a
manual art form that is often anony-
mous but one which meets the needs of
the community. It should be governed
by the rules of intellectual property
because of its artistic characrer. This
would demonstrate recognition of
the traditional nature of this activity,
which is booming, thar is inseparable
trom its economic dimension. Hence
the 1mportance of legal protecoion.
National legislation regarding inrel-
lectual property should be reviewed
in this sense.

Production and marketing

a) Organising production:

The members of the OEPAIC network
try to preparc common production
and product development plans in
line with market demands. This is not
easy. Most producers work on their
own from home because there are very
few sites that have the appropriate
infrastructure or adequately equipped
workshops.

In recent years, a new form of organis-
ing production in small groups (known




as committees) has been established.
These groups specialise in one area of
production, which ensures supervision
of quality. This form of organisation
has scveral positive effects: control
over the raw materials, standardising
the cost, uniformity and quality of
products, better managemcnr of prod-
uct delivery schedules, cross-learning.
It is, nonetheless, far removed from
classical mass or “chain” production
methods. The big challenge will be to
strengthen future diversity, by making
high quality and attractively designed
crearive products.

Asalready mentioned, rural handerafts
are largely made by women (from 80 to
90%, according to our observations).
However, men are increasingly inter-
ested, as a result of the activity’s grow-
ing importance to family incomes.

b) Organising sales:

Peasant commercial organisations sell
collectively in their shops. Handcrafts
arc sold in three different ways:

m Consignment: in this case, the
organisation accepts the products
after controlling quality and pays in
the event of a sale;

m Cash payment, ar the time of the
delivery by the member;

= A mix of the two.

A consignment salc assumes thar the

organisation has working capital. This

has several advantages:

m Berrer control over and greater
demands can be made of quality;

s There is continuity in members’
acoivities.

As for the price, it depends, of course,
on the quality, the type, and the size...
of the product. Transportcosts are also
included in the sale price. The hand-
craft workers make their products in a

rural setting before transporting them
to the shops, in the country’s main
towns. Calculating all the inclusive
production costs to make up the sale
price is problematic for many peasant
commercial organisations; there is
still a lot needing to be solved in this
regard.

¢) Market trends:

The main clients are tourists. However,
the various crises that the country has
been through in recent times have
slowed growth in this marker. Middle
and high class Bolivians are also
important clients. While the national
market is slow, handcraft exports are
beginning to take off. For exporting,
the availability of handcraft products
in large quantities is essential. Producer
organisations are not always ready to
meet such requirements. In addition,
the administrative and legal require-
ments that need to be met to be able
to export arc somerimes MsUrmount-
able obstacles.

Nonetheless, the graph below shows
the upward trend in sales during the
past five years:
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To our knowledge, there are no eco-
nomic impact studies for the Bolivian
handcraft sector. Nonetheless, if one
considers that people there survive on
less than $2 per day in che rural areas
of the country, the average revenue
per producer (ca. US$200 or €136
per member per year(10), according ro
available data) is far from negligible in
the family budget, in addition to other
activities carried out: agriculture, live-
stock and scasonal work in the ciries.

Beyond rthe imporrance of handcratts
to household income, this sector also
reduces the risks associated with rain
dependent farming (without irriga-
tion) and livestock rearing for many
rural families.

An attempted assessment

Traditional rural handcrafts provide
various benefits: the preservation of a
historical legacy, the affirmation of an
identity, the generation of income, job
creation, enhancement of women and
their role in society, the consolidation
of reference associations.

However, the sector faces several
obstacles: a lack of equipmenr and
infrastructure, a lack of innovation
and creativity, quality of produc-
tion is very heterogencous, low use
of management tools (straregic and
business plans), insufficient working

10) ~Informe de desarroflo humano 2004 10 afios *995-2004 ;
ENUD: F. Calderin.

capital, insufficiently trained human
resources. ..

Undoubtediy, the development poten-
oial of rural Bolivian handcrafts is
there! But better coordination with the
tourism sector is needed, as Is quan-
ritative and qualitative improvements
in order to respond ro growing inter-
nal and external demand. To do this,
handcraft producers will have ro listen
better to what existing and potential
customers want.

The Bolivian contexr must also be
recognised — characterized as it is by
tuzzy legal and tax requirements and
the lack of funding lines — as not being
conducive to the development of tradi-
tional rural handcratts.

So, the challenges facing handcraft
workers are big. On the one hand, the
necd to reinforce political dialogue in
their dealings with rhe State is urgent.
On the other hand, internally, there is
the need of strengrhening and becom-
ing more professional, ot develop-
ing their capacitics, improving their
management and planning. All are
challenges for the handcraft worker
organisations.

Atritudes, working methodsand behav-
tour must also continue o cvolve. The
stakes arc high : to develop and sustain
an industry that will strengthen both
the tradicional tdentity and income of
many families in Bolivia. =




