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with the Colombian Institute of Anthropology and History, and to territorial entities, as 

provided for in Article 8 of this title. 

 

In any case, the inclusion of elements in the Representative List of Intangible Cultural 

Heritage must have, as the case may be, the prior favorable opinion of the National Council 

of Cultural Heritage, or of the respective departmental or district councils of cultural 

heritage. 

 

That the Single Decree of the Cultural Sector of Colombia No. 1080 of 2015, in its Part V regulates 

all matters concerning “Intangible Cultural Heritage”, setting, among others, the following matters:   

 

That article no. 2.5.1.2.8 Domains of the Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage 

stipulates that it may be integrated by elements that appertain to one or more domains:  

 

(….) 

3. Knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe. Knowledge that has been 

developed and accumulated by human groups throughout time by interacting with the natural 

environment and territory.  

(…) 

6. Traditional knowledge and techniques associated with craftsmanship. The set of community and 

family traditions related to the production of traditional craft products. . It includes all family and 

community traditions associated with the production of fabrics, ceramics, ornaments and generally 

utilitarian craft objects. 

(…) 

 

That Article no. 2.5.3.1, establishes that the Special Safeguarding Plan (PES) is a social and 

administrative agreement conceived as an instrument to administer the Nation's cultural heritage, in 

which initiatives and guidelines are established to guarantee the safeguarding of the intangible 

cultural heritage (ICH), and that should contain: 

 

1. The identification and documentation of the element, its history, other related expressions and 

social processes and the context in which it takes place. 

2. The identification of the benefits and effects of the element and its safeguarding in terms of the 

processes of identity, belonging, well-being and improvement of the living conditions of the 

community identified with the element. 

3. Measures to preserve the element against internal and external factors that threaten to deteriorate 

or extinguish it. [...] 
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4. Measures oriented to guarantee the viability and sustainability of the community, organizational, 

institutional and support structure related to the element. [...] 

5. Consultation and participation mechanisms used for the formulation of the Special Safeguard 

Plan, and those foreseen for its execution. 

6. Measures that guarantee the transmission of knowledge and practices associated with the 

element. 

7. Measures designed to promote the appropriation of the values of the element by the community, 

as well as to make it visible and to disseminate it. 

8. Measures to promote the production of knowledge, research and documentation of the element 

and the social processes related to it, with the participation or informed consent of the community. 

9. Adoption of measures that guarantee people's right of access to knowledge, use and enjoyment of 

the element, without affecting collective rights and without undermining the particularities of 

certain elements in traditional communities. 

10. Measures for evaluation, control and monitoring of the Special Safeguarding Plan. 

 

That article 2.5.2.2. notes: Requirements for nomination to the Representative List of Intangible 

Cultural Heritage. The nomination for inscription of an element in the Representative List of 

Intangible Cultural Heritage of any of the scopes described in this decree, must be accompanied by 

the following requirements and evidence that the applicant or candidate must provide: 

1. Application addressed to the competent authority 

2. Identification of the applicant, who must specify that it acts in favor of the general interest 

3. Description of the element in question, its characteristics and current situation. 

4. Location, and geographic projection and name of the community(es) in which it is carried out. 

5. Frequency (where this applies) 

6. Justification on the coincidence of the element with any of the domains and with the evaluation 

criteria indicated in the articles 2.1.3.4 y 2.1.3.5 of this decree  

 

That article No. 2.5.3.5 stipulates: the Monitoring and Review of Special Safeguarding Plans. The 

Special Safeguarding Plans (PES) will be monitored and reviewed by competent authorities at least 

every five (5) years, without limiting the possibilities of a revision in a shorter term when it is 

deemed necessary. Any modifications derived from the fulfillment of this requirement will appear 

in a motivated Resolution, in accordance with the aforementioned Decree. This will be deemed as 

an update of the information contained in the public registry of the National Representative List of 

Intangible Cultural Heritage.   

 

According to the provisions of the second paragraph of numeral No. 7 of Article No. 2.3.2.3 of 

Decree No. 1080 of 2015, the inscription of an element in a Representative List of Intangible 
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Cultural Heritage and the Special Safeguarding Plan that must necessarily be adopted for this 

purpose must in all cases have prior favorable concept of the National Heritage Council. 

 

That the Governorate of Nariño, through Resolution No. 252 of 2014, included the Craftsmanship 

of Varnish of Pasto in the Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage of the Province of 

Nariño. 

 

That the Governorate of Nariño, through Resolution 252 of 2014, included the Pasto 

Varnish Craft Technique in the Departmental Representative List of Intangible Cultural 

Heritage. 

That the Governorate of Nariño, through the Administrative Directorate of Culture, and with the 

support of the varnishing craftsmen, the Governorate of Nariño and the Mayor's Office of Pasto, 

nominated the aforementioned element for inscription on the National Representative List of 

Intangible Cultural Heritage. 

 

That by initiative of the Ministry of Culture and the Governorate of Nariño, the corresponding 

research process was carried out to prepare the Special Safeguarding Plan (PES) of the  

“Traditional Knowledge and Techniques associated with the Pasto Varnish, Mopa Mopa, of 

Putumayo and Nariño”.  

 

That subsequently a joint management task was carried out and the Governorate of Putumayo and 

the Municipality of Mocoa were linked to the process. 

 

DESCRIPTION OF THE ELEMENT 

 

The Pasto Varnish Mopa-Mopa, is an element of indigenous roots, which is currently preserved as 

an example of Hispanic-American miscegenation, and some also argue their Asian mixture, that 

with the passing of time became a cultural expression of the history, identity and the renowned 

craftsmanship tradition of the residents of the city of Pasto, just as the Chinese, Russian or Mexican 

lacquers are for their territories. 

 

This cultural element of pre-Hispanic origin was continually practiced during the colonial period 

and, according to the records of the chroniclers and travelers, in addition to being used in the 

decoration of domestic and religious furniture and in artifats of daily use by Spaniards, Creoles and 

Mestizos, it was part of the tributes imposed by the “encomenderos” 1 on different indigenous 

                                                 
1 Translator’s note: From Spanish “encomendar” (To entrust). 15th-century political practice in Spain’s 
American and Philippine colonies  by which the encomendero (the trustee) received a group of indigenous 



 
 

Resolution No.                                           of                             Page No. 5  de 8 
 

Continuation of the Resolution By which the element “Traditional Knowledge and 
Techniques associated with the Pasto Varnish, Mopa Mopa, of Putumayo and Nariño” is 

inscribed in the National Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage, and its 
Special Safeguarding Plan is approved” 

 

 

communities, among which may be mentioned: pastos, quillacingas, ingas, andaquíes and 

kamëntzás. The contributions included the resin or Mopa-Mopa, as well as the crafts or varinished 

woodenware. During the Republic, it preserved its decorative purpose and surprised scientists, who 

found in its development a source of cultural, technical and economic wealth. 

 

The Mopa-Mopa bush (Elaeagia pastoensis mora) is found and gathered in the Andean-Amazonian 

foothill of Putumayo, Cauca, Caquetá and Nariño, as well as in some nearby dispersion areas, 

between 1400 and 2000 meters above sea level, growing in tropical damp climates. Gatherers, who 

live mainly in Mocoa, capital of the Province of Putumayo, are in charge of this task because they 

know the jungle, the season for collecting and the location of the bushes with the appropriate seeds 

for the application on the wooden crafts. 

 

On the other hand, the work carried out in Pasto by carpenters and lathe-operators, is required for 

the transformation of the woods into elements to which the varnish sheets are applied. The work of 

the master decorators consists of cleaning the buds and bits of the mopa-mopa, macerating them and 

heating them in water on repeated occasions to make them malleable. Cleaning and successive 

cooking are very important because they determine the quality of the resin. From time to time, the 

craftsmen "test" the material by putting it in their mouths and chewing it to achieve the necessary 

texture and refinement, cleaning it and passing it through a mill, obtaining a thin and compact 

substance, which must be grinded several times to make it more malleable. 

 

The resin is again cooked to soften it and proceed to dyeing, for which it is kneaded and zinc oxide 

and anilines are added, depending on the desired color. It is kneaded and cooked as many times as 

necessary, until it reaches the optimal point that allows stretching. The stretching process is carried 

out between two people who pull the resin with fingers, lips and teeth, to achieve thin sheets that 

reach up to 1 mm of thickness. With these "fabrics" they proceed to the application onto wooden 

pieces.  

 

The technique of varnishing requires the knowledge of the craftsman and a simple blade, which was 

historically made of scraps of saws used to cut iron. Nowadays scalpels or blades with excellent 

cutting edge are also used. In the past, a sack was used to wrap the mopa-mopa, which has been 

replaced in some cases by plastic containers such as buckets and cans. The conservation of the 

material has also changed. Some decades ago it was kept in a pot with cold water, but it is currently 

kept in refrigerators and later introduced in hot water to soften it. 

 
                                                                                                                                                     
people in order to extract tribute from their labor over the land in exchange for protection and instruction into 
the Christian faith. In practice it became a way of slavery. It was not officially abolished until the late 18th. 
century. 
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The other tools used are a pot, burner /stove /electric stove, and an anvil; a mill used at home to 

grind corn, (replacing the "chewing" varnishers used more than 25 years ago). A smooth board 

about 1meter long and 40 centimeters wide, a ruler to accurately cut the varnish strips, a drill and a 

compass. Containers are also used for the oil that is used to stick the varnish to the wood, brushes 

and paints, in some cases an electric reverberator to heat the water. A piece of cloth that the 

decorators lace between their legs, which serves to support the object and provide protection, is also 

an important tool. 

 

ORIGIN OF THE NOMINATION AND PROCEDURE FOR INSCRIPTION IN THE 

REPRESENTATIVE LIST OF INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE 

 

In 2012, following an investigation by the conservator Alvaro Jose Gómez Jurado, called “PASTO 

VARNISH, Testimony of cultural miscegenation in the south western Colombia from 1542 to 1777”, 

a dialogue with the craftsmens was generated and a process of rapprochement with the varnishers 

began. Led by the Mundo Espiral Foundation, the process resulted in a mapping and a preliminary 

diagnosis of the cultural element. 

 

Aware of the process, the Ministry of Culture accompanies the nomination and preparation of the 

Special Safeguarding Plan (PES for its initials in Spanish) at the departmental level. In 2018, the 

Governorate of Nariño, through the Administrative Management of Culture Office submitted to the 

Ministry of Culture the nomination document of the "Knowledge and Techniques associated with 

the Pasto varnish Mopa-Mopa", to be included in the National Representative List of Intangible 

Cultural Heritage. The application was evaluated by the National Heritage Council according to Act 

number 2 corresponding to the regular meeting of May 30, 2019. The Ministry of Culture supports 

the technical elaboration of the corresponding Special Safeguarding Plan (PES). 

 

The corresponding Special Safeguarding Plan is presented before the National Heritage Council, in 

the first session held on March 6, 2019. It was approved as recorded in the Minutes. 

 

IDENTIFICATION OF THE COMMUNITIES THAT CARRY OUT THE MANIFESTATION 

 

The craft technique is based on a cultural link that has established social relationships, exchange, 

and trade over time. The main actors of these relationships are: 

 

Varnishers, harvesters, collectors, or gatherers of Mopa-Mopa 
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Historical references point out that the harvesting of the wild Mopa-Mopa bud or fruit was done in 

the Colombian Andean-Amazonian foothills, specifically in the departments of Caquetá and 

Putumayo. The raw material crossed the trails and roads between Mocoa and Sibundoy to get to 

Pasto. 

 

Currently, the Varnish seeds are harvested twice a year: between April and May in winter time, and 

from October to November, in the summer. The latter is considered as the only harvest, since the 

first one is usually affected by the incessant rains that prevent the work. When these months arrive, 

the collectors prepare the raid, ready their machetes, plastics, tools, equipment and food to be inside 

the mountain, reach the varnish, and stay there between eight and fifteen days.  

 

Currently, the seeds of varnish are collected twice a year: April-May in winter time and from 

October to November, in the summer, the latter is considered as the only crop, since the former 

usually affected by incessant rains that prevent the work. When these months arrive, the collectors 

prepare the raid, ready their machetes, plastics, tools, equipment and food to go into the forest, 

reach the barniceras2 and camp there from eight to fifteen days. 

 

In short, the harvesting activity currently practiced by the varnishers, was formerly carried out by 

the indigenous people of Alto Putumayo. There are now 10 mestizo men and women of peasant 

origins who inhabit the rural area dedicated to this activity. They are responsible for collecting the 

seeds or cachos3 of the Mopa-Mopa, in the high areas of the Andean-Amazonian foothills of 

Putumayo, to be sold by the kilo to the varnish masters in Mocoa. 

 

Wood masters or wood craftsmen 

 

The process of decorating with Mopa-Mopa, has historically been closely linked to the craft of 

woodworking. 

 

Currently, 7 men who live in the urban area of the municipality of Pasto and two that are located in 

the county seat of El Peñol in the Department of Nariño, are classified as: carpenters, those who 

produce furniture, square, rectangular or right angle objects; lathe operators, who use the lathe to 

hollow out and generate round, ovoid or semicircular shaped objects; and carvers, who produce 

anthropomorphic pieces such as masks, ñapangas (Nariño peasants), Virgins and nativity scenes or 

zoomorphic pieces: dolphins, horses, bulls, ducks, elephants, giraffes, etc. 

 
                                                 
2 Barnicera: location of the Mopa-Mopa crop. 
3 Cachos: buds of the Mopa-Mopa with small leaves. According to their size they are classified as cacho 1, 
cacho 2 or cacho 3. 
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The woodworkers related to Pasto varnish work individually and none of them have apprentices or 

officers. Those who are at risk of disappearing today are carvers because, by not using any 

machines, carving is a task that requires more effort, time and dedication. Next to them are the lathe 

operators, which are very few and do not have the necessary conditions to exercise their craft. 

Carpenters are the actors with more relative stability since they produce different objects, including 

furnishings. 

 

Mopa-Mopa Varnish masters or varnish craftsmen 

 

Currently, 5 female teachers and 31 male teachers linked to the practice have been identified, both 

in the process of Mopa-Mopa transformation, its application onto wood (in some cases onto metal, 

leather, canvas, paraffin and other materials) and its commercialization. Taking into account that 

there is no single individual owner of the knowledge of the Pasto Varnish, but it is a collective 

system that connects with the memory and revitalizes it. 

 

Varnish masters identify two paths to learn the craft. One consanguineous way, called an 

apprenticeship, and another as a result of the constant labor as a worker or officer in the workshop, 

without a family bond. The first path is the way of knowledge transmission that has allowed the 

continuity of the craftsmanship, a strategy that remains in force today as family businesses. 

 

On several occasions, children or relatives of the craftsmen do not continue with their work and the 

master does not want them to participate in their difficult job. That is why there are no apprentices 

in the workshops currently. 

 

In most cases, the workers or officers are the ones who accompany the craftsmen in their work and 

are the heirs of the technique. The workers or officers become part of the families because of the 

closeness and affection they develop for the varnish master. 

 

CORRESPONDENCE OF THE ELEMENT WITH THE DOMAINS AND THE 

VALUATION CRITERIA DESCRIBED IN THE SINGLE REGULATORY DECREE OF 

THE CULTURE SECTOR, 1080 OF 2015 

 

The craftsmanship techniques of the Pasto varnish Mopa-Mopa are closely related to the following 

Domains of the Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage, according to Article 2.5.1.2.8. 

of the Single Decree of the Culture Sector No. 1080 of May 26, 2015, in the following aspects: 

 

Knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe  



 
 

Resolution No.                                           of                             Page No. 9  de 8 
 

Continuation of the Resolution By which the element “Traditional Knowledge and 
Techniques associated with the Pasto Varnish, Mopa Mopa, of Putumayo and Nariño” is 

inscribed in the National Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage, and its 
Special Safeguarding Plan is approved” 

 

 

Mopa-Mopa (Elaeagia pastoensis mora) gatherers have a clear understanding of nature that has 

been passed down from generation to generation. Most learned everything related to the shrub from 

their parents and grandparents traveling the mountains and jungles as children. Ascending to the 

places where Mopa-Mopa is located, allowed them to learn the intricacies of harvesting, care, and 

secrets of the bushes, setting up temporary camps using leaves and wood to sleep, water 

procurement, food preparation, and protection against the dangers of the jungle, among many other 

skills. 

 

Likewise, the work done by the varnish master with the Mopa-Mopa to transform it into resin 

requires understanding of nature and its secrets to store, manage, and optimize its applications. 

Thus, knowledge accumulated generationally through oral tradition, experimentation and 

participant observation shared in each home-workshop, translates into the processes of maceration, 

cooking, cleaning, coloring, stretching, and cutting that provides the imprint of each workshop in 

terms of tones, designs and finishes. 

 

Furthermore, men who work with wood: carpenters, lathe operators, and carvers, rely on their 

understanding of nature to identify the best raw material to create the objects; here the drying 

processes, the phases of the moon, and the timeframe to make cuts and finishes must be highlighted. 

 

Traditional knowledge and techniques associated with craftsmanship (Traditional 

Craftsmanship) 

 

Mopa-Mopa Pasto varnish is recognized as an artisanal technique of indigenous origins and an 

expression of cultural miscegenation developed by local craftsmen, embedded in a family system 

that is part of a productive chain that begins with the gathering of the Mopa-Mopa seeds in 

Putumayo, its sale to the craftsmen of Pasto, who transform it into elaborate decorative objects and 

everyday objects, over the wood that carpenters, lathe operators, and carvers have manufactured 

previously, to be commercialized at local, national and international level. It is a cultural practice of 

worldwide importance and recognition, which has been preserved since pre-Hispanic times and 

plays a leading and historical role in the cultural development of Pasto. 

 

The element also complies with the Valuation Criteria: 
 
Relevance: the element is related to the following domains of the ICH: (3) Knowledge and 

practices concerning nature and the universe; and (6) Traditional knowledge and techniques 

associated with craftsmanship (Traditional Craftsmanship). 
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Representativity: the techniques and knowledge associated with Mopa-Mopa Pasto varnish, are 

linked to cultural and social references. It is a current issue in the life of the communities involved 

in the related cultural activity in both Putumayo and Nariño Departments. 

 

Relevance: one of the issues that generate most pride amongst the citizens of both Mocoa, and 

Pasto are the craftsmen who have the knowledge and skills associated with the varnish, which is 

regarded as a unique craft throughout the national territory. 

 

Nature and collective identity: it belongs to and generates feelings of identity amongst gatherers, 

carpenters and lathe operators, Mopa-Mopa varnish masters, and amongst the community living in 

Pasto. It is transmitted from generation to generation. It is a collective knowledge, with generational 

renewal, in which no individual, or family group can claim ownership or right of this cultural 

heritage. 

 

Validity: The different techniques related to varnish, are alive, and contain a host of traditional 

knowledge from the cultural and heritage spheres that is well worth strengthening. 

 

Equity: The knowledge that revolves around this cultural element is based on norms legitimized by 

custom that regulate its access, recreation, and transmission. In this regard, the workshops are 

“sacred” places and the artisans are the ones who guide the teaching and orientation processes of the 

technique based on the norms and structures established and legitimized throughout history. In these 

processes, the relationship between teacher, family, apprentice, and worker-officer play a key role. 

 

Responsibility: The cultural element does not violate human rights or any fundamental or 

collective rights. It does not threaten people’s health or the integrity of ecosystems; on the contrary 

it is a proper balance between man and nature. 

 

The Document of the Special Safeguard Plan has the following content: 

 

Introduction 

1. TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE AND TECHNIQUES ASSOCIATED WITH THE 

          BARNIZ DE PASTO MOPA-MOPA " 

1.1 DEFINITION 

1.2 GEOGRAPHICAL LOCATION 

1.3 HISTORY 

      1.3.1 From the mopa-mopa to the Pasto Varnish, from the pre-Hispanic period to the Colonial 

Era 
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     1.3.2 The Pasto Varnish in the 18th and 19th centuries 

     1.3.3 The Pasto Varnish in the 20th and 21st Centuries 

1.4 IDENTIFICATION OF THE COMMUNITIES OF PRACTITIONERS AND BEARERS 

1.4.1 Harvesters  

1.4.2 Carpenters 

1.4.3 Varnishing masters or craftsmen 

1.5 DESCRIPTION OF THE ELEMENT 

1.6 IDENTIFICATION AND DESCRIPTION OF THE SPACES AND PLACES 

          WHERE THE ELEMENT IS RECREATED 

 

1.7 CORRESPONDENCE OF THE ELEMENT WITH THE DOMAINS OF ICH AND 

CULTURAL VALUES 

1.7.1 Knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe 

1.7.2 Traditional knowledge and techniques associated with craftsmanship (Traditional 

Craftsmanship) 

1.8 STRENGTHS AND OPPORTUNITIES OF THE ELEMENTS 

          - Mopa-mopa 

          - Woods 

          - Collection sites and workshops 

          - Transmission of knowledge 

          - Social organization 

          - Valuation, social appropriation and diffusion 

          - Commercialization 

          - Institutional perception 

1.9 CURRENT SITUATION OF ELEMENT: RISKS AND EFFECTS 

          THAT THREATEN DETERIORATING OR EXTINGUISHING IT 

          - Mopa-mopa 

          - Woods 

          - Collection sites and workshops 

          - Transmission of knowledge 

          - Conflicts between master craftsmen 

          - Valuation, social appropriation and diffusion 

          - Commercialization 

          - Institutional perception 

1.10 SAFEGUARDING PROPOSAL 

          - Research for sustainability 

          - Dignity of the Trade and transmission of knowledge 
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          - Organization and participation 

          - Valuation, social appropriation and diffusion 

          - Cultural entrepreneurship and commercialization 

 

2. IDENTIFICATION OF INSTITUTIONAL STAKEHOLDERS 

2.1 PUBLIC ENTITIES, NATIONAL LEVEL 

2.1.1 Ministry of Culture 

2.1.2 Crafts of Colombia 

2.2 PUBLIC ENTITIES, PROVINTIAL LEVEL 

2.2.1 Governorate of Nariño 

2.2.2 Corponariño 

2.2.3 University of Nariño 

2.2.4 Putumayo Governorate 

2.2.5 Corpoamazonia 

2.3 PUBLIC ENTITIES, LOCAL LEVEL 

2.3.1 Mayor’s Office of Pasto 

2.3.2. Mayor’s Office of Mocoa 

2.4 PRIVATE ENTITIES 

2.4.1 Mundo Espiral Foundation 

2.4.2 PastoVarnish Cultural Foundation 

2.5 INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION 

2.5.1 Spanish Agency for International Cooperation for Development AECID 

2.5.2 European Union Peace Fund 

 

3. MANAGEMENT, FOLLOW-UP AND EVALUATION OF THE SPECIAL SAFEGUARDING 

PLAN 

3.1 MANAGEMENT 

3.2 EVALUATION 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY AND RESOURCES 

 

Annex A. List of attendance at participatory construction meetings of the SPECIAL 

SAFEGUARDING PLAN. 

Annex B. Letters of endorsement, support and accompaniment of the SPECIAL SAFEGUARDING 

PLAN and UNESCO inscription. 

Annex C. Informed consent forms signed by practitioners and bearers. 

Annex D. Database of practitioners and bearers. 
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CURRENT SITUATION OF THE ELEMNT: RISKS AND EFFECTS THAT 

THREATEN TO DETERIORATE OR EXTINGUISH IT 
 

From roundtable discussions held with the three actors in the production chain (collectors, 

woodworkers and varnish masters), public and private institutions, social organizations and 

communities interested in the manifestation, the current situation of the traditional knowledge and 

techniques of the Pasto Varnish Mopa-Mopa was analyzed in order to understand the risks and 

effects that threaten to deteriorate or extinguish it. 

 

Table 1. Diagnosis of the current situation of traditional knowledge and techniques associated with 

the artisan technique of the Pasto Varnish Mopa-Mopa, year 2019. 

Analyzed Item Risks Effects 
MOPA-MOPA - Climate change, 

deforestation, and the 
expansion of the agricultural 
frontier influence the decrease 
in the number of bushes, 
modify the harvesting seasons 
and the amount of Mopa-Mopa 
collected. 

- Bush shortage. 
- Difficulty collecting and 
obtaining raw material for 
decoration. 
 

- Research has been carried out 
on the Mopa-Mopa at the local, 
departmental, national, and 
international levels by different 
entities and from different 
perspectives, but the results are 
unknown or not shared with 
the communities and local or 
departmental entities. 

Lack of knowledge about the 
Mopa-Mopa. 

-The lands where the Mopa-
Mopa is found in the 
Putumayo are in “false 
tradition”4 or have an 
equivalent document. Some 
were vacant lots that the 
families worked for several 
years or generations. They are 
not fully authenticated. 

-Gatherers and varnish masters 
feel that the institutions that 
regulate the places where the 
Mopa-Mopa is located, can 
hardly exercise control and 
conservation processes. 

WOODS -Quality wood is difficult to 
obtain in Pasto warehouses. 
The specimens in this 
municipality and in El Peñol 
tend to disappear because once 
they are cut down they are not 
replanted. 

-Wood shortage. 
- Trouble obtaining raw 
material for decoration. 
 
-Products with low or average 
quality. 

                                                 
4 Translator’s note: “False tradition” refers to a registration made in favor of a person to whom another who 
lacks control over the good or the right sold has made an act of transfer. 
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-The carpenters, lathe-
operators, and carvers do not 
have an adequate stock or 
storage of wood suitable to 
ensure the quality of their 
products. 
-The woodworkers consider 
that public or private entities 
cannot mitigate these 
problems. 

-Distrust in local, departmental 
and national entities related to 
environmental sustainability. 

HARVESTING SITES AND 
WORKSHOPS 

-The gatherers consider that 
climbing to the top of the 
mountains to harvest the 
Mopa-Mopa bush seeds is 
quite difficult; it involves 
walking up more than 6 hours 
through the jungle and 
mountains, carrying the 
necessary food for the 
harvesting days, this weight 
can exceed the arroba5. The 
place does not have adequate 
conditions to work, they sleep 
in an impromptu camp, at the 
mercy of the wild animals and 
insects; they do not have the 
necessary tools to suspend 
themselves from the trees, 
since they do it with ropes and 
wooden boards, putting their 
lives at risk. Moreover, their 
properties are in false tradition 
or have an equivalent 
document, although for many 
years or several generations 
they have been exercising this 
activity. It should be noted that 
their plots are close to 
protected areas, but not within 
them. 

-Lack of motivation to 
continue the process of 
collecting the Mopa-Mopa 
shrub seeds. 
 
- Search for other alternatives 
of economic support. 

-The carpenters, lathe 
operators and carvers, in most 
cases, do not have their own 
workshop, share it with people 
who perform related trades, do 
not own machinery, or it is 
leased, rented or makeshift, 
that is, provisionally built by 
themselves and do not have a 
stock of wood suitable to 
ensure a quality work. On top 
of this, their workspaces are 
reduced, they do not provide 

-Lack of motivation to 
continue the process of 
woodworking. 
 
- Search for other alternatives 
of economic support. 

                                                 
5 Translator’s note: Portuguese and Spanish custom unit of weight, equal to 15 kg. Aprox. 
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the necessary conditions for 
the transmission of knowledge 
and in some cases, when the 
workshops are located inside 
their own homes it bothers 
their family. It should be noted 
that they do not have the 
minimum industrial and labor 
safety conditions, causing 
several diseases and even 
affecting their self-esteem. 
-Most varnish masters do not 
have their own workshop, they 
are leased, lent or makeshift 
places within their own house 
(at their kitchen, room, patio, 
living room, etc.) these 
conditions cause discomfort; 
they are small spaces with little 
ventilation, which are not 
separated but part of their 
everyday  household. They do 
not provide proper working 
conditions for several people 
or to fully develop the 
teaching-learning process. On 
top of that there are health 
problems related to the lack of 
job safety. 

-Lack of motivation to 
continue the process of wood 
decoration. 
 
- Search for other alternatives 
of economic support. 

-Most gatherers, wood 
craftsmen, and varnish masters 
have subsidized health regime, 
but none are saving for 
retirement, nor are they 
protected against occupational 
hazards. 

-Inasmuch as they suffer 
accidents or illnesses, they do 
not have adequate support to 
overcome these difficulties. 

KNOWLEDGE 
TRANSMISSION 

-The number of collectors is 
small, there are few young 
people, and even though 
children are taught the process, 
when they grow up, they 
decide not to continue in the 
trade, because they consider 
that it is not economically 
profitable, it requires a lot of 
effort, and is quite dangerous, 
because of the risks that must 
be overcome in the mountains 
and the jungle. 

-Trouble collection and 
obtaining raw material for 
decoration. 
 
-Loss of traditional knowledge 
about the Mopa-Mopa bush. 

-Wood craftsmen perform their 
trade individually; they have 
no apprentices, officers or 
workers at their charge. 

Loss of traditional knowledge 
about artisanal woodworking. 

- Most workshops of varnish 
masters are led by elderly 

Loss of traditional knowledge 
about wood decoration with 
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adults and group-up few 
relatives; only in some cases 
people outside their kin 
participate. That is why, the 
number of young learners is 
reduced and there is no 
continuity in the teaching 
processes. 

Pasto varnish. 

CONFLICTS BETWEEN 
VARNISH MASTERS 

-The failures of associative 
work amongst Pasto varnish 
masters in the decade of the 
nineties of the twentieth 
century, left enmity, conflicts, 
and distrust. Consequences still 
in force and inherited by 
apprentices of the different 
workshops, creating groups 
either in favor or against some 
craftsman. 

-Obstacles in developing any 
initiative together with the 
varnish masters and other craft 
guilds. 

-There is a sharp division 
among Pasto Varnish 
workshops related to 
recognition, product quality 
and labor. 
- There are masters and 
families with greater 
recognition at local, national, 
and international level, who 
seek to prevent other 
varnishers, especially the 
younger ones, from achieving 
independence, mastery and the 
same status. 
-Division, tensions, and 
conflicting interests, between 
elderly masters and youngsters. 

VALUATION, SOCIAL 
APPROPIATION AND 
DISSEMINATION 

-The collectors have no 
recognition and visibility in 
their municipalities (Mocoa 
and Villagarzón), or 
departmental, or national level. 

-Undervaluation of crafts. The 
actors of the production chain 
are not visible. 
- Lack of impact over cultural, 
social and environmental 
policies related to their craft. -The work of woodworkers is 

individual and poorly 
recognized by the people and 
institutions of Pasto, and the 
Nariño Department.  Because 
of their role in the production 
chain they do not take part in 
the final stages of the 
production for 
commercialization. 
-For the most part, the 
inhabitants of the municipality 
of Pasto are unaware of the 
process that must be carried 
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out to decorate with Pasto 
varnish. For the artisans, the 
technique has more value at 
the national, or international 
level. 

COMMERCIALIZATION -Every link in the production 
chain (collectors, wood 
craftsmen, and varnish 
masters) consider that their 
work or product is poorly paid. 
They consider that there is an 
unfair economic remuneration, 
which does not compensate for 
the effort and dedication that 
their job implies. However, 
they don't know how to price 
their works or activities. 

- Undervaluation of the artisan 
technique. 
 
-Production prices considered 
unfair. 
 
Greater benefit to the broker or 
trader. 

-Some varnish masters seek to 
monopolize the purchase and 
sale of Mopa-Mopa. 

-Increases the price of raw 
material, generates conflicts, 
and establishes intermediaries 
and dependence. 

-Presence of brokers and 
traders of varnished objects in 
Pasto and Aruba, which seek to 
monopolize the entire 
production chain. 

-Intermediaries and marketers 
obtain the greatest profit from 
the process, especially those 
that sell in stores in other cities 
of the country and abroad. 
Some of them even put a price 
on the work of the varnish 
masters. 

-While the pieces decorated 
with Pasto varnish are 
internationally recognized, the 
masters are unaware of the 
policies from 2018 to 
strengthen the trades of the 
cultural sector in Colombia. As 
well as those related to foreign 
trade, export, and free trade 
agreements. 

-Brokers and marketers foster 
dependence and fear to prevent 
the varnish masters to seek 
new markets. 

INSTITUTIONAL 
PERCEPTION 

-The gatherers have some 
reservations against local and 
departmental entities related to 
the collection process of 
Mopa-Mopa. Because of their 
previous experiences, they 
prefer to work directly with 
entities from the national or 
international level. 

-Lack of motivation and 
distrust to develop proposals 
and projects with local and 
departmental entities. 

-The woodworkers and 
varnishers recognize the 
support in several aspects 
provided from the Governorate 
of Nariño, the Mayor's Office 
of Pasto, and Handicrafts of 
Colombia. However, they are 

-Lack of knowledge about the 
support that different 
institutions can provide at 
local, national, and 
international levels. 
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not aware of how other entities 
can help strengthen their work. 

Source: Special Safeguarding Plan technical team. Pasto Varnish Mopa-Mopa, Ministry of Culture, 
2019. 
 

SAFEGUARDING PROPOSAL 

 

Based on the workshops conducted with the three actors of the production chain (gatherers, wood 

craftsmen and varnish masters), public and private entities, social organizations, and communities 

interested in the cultural element, the following lines of action and proposals were defined for a 

four-year term (2019–2023). All of this, in order to establish a Special Safeguarding Plan of the 

traditional knowledge and techniques associated with the Pasto Varnish Mopa-Mopa. 

 

LINES OF ACTION 

1: RESEARCH FOR SUSTAINABILITY 

 

OBJECTIVES: 

 

-Research about Mopa-Mopa and the woods involved with the decoration of objects with the Pasto 

varnish in the departments of Putumayo, Cauca, Caquetá and Nariño, to ensure the sustainability of 

raw materials. 

 

-Promote archaeological, historical, anthropological, sociological, economic, artistic, and design 

research, among others topics, on the knowledge, techniques, and bearers of the element. 

 

2: DIGNITY IN THE CRAFT AND TRANSMISSION OF KNOWLEDGE 

 

OBJECTIVES: 

 

- Improving conditions for Mopa-Mopa harvesting and suitability of wood craftsmen and varnish 

master’s workshops. 

 

- Strengthen the teaching-learning processes of the traditional knowledge and techniques related to 

the harvesting, woodworking, and decoration with the Pasto varnish. 

 

- Provide the minimum conditions of industrial and occupational safety; ensure that collectors, 

artisans and masters save for retirement and are insured against occupational hazards. 
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3: ORGANIZATION AND PARTICIPATION 

 

OBJECTIVE: 

 

- Organize and generate more visibility on the three actors of the productive chain in their 

municipalities and departments, so that they participate and influence the development plans, 

instances, and spaces for citizen participation, as well as manage their projects, aimed at the 

safeguarding of the cultural element.  

 

4:  ASSESSMENT, SOCIAL APPROPRIATION AND DISSEMINATION 

 

OBJECTIVES: 

 

-Generate awareness-raising on the characteristics of the cultural element amongst the three actors 

involved in the production chain, through the establishment of communicational strategies. 

-Support the participation of the actors involved in the production chain in fairs, exhibitions, 

academic events, seminars, etc., at local, national, and international levels. 

 

-Establish a museum, coffee shop, warehouse, documentation, and interpretation center attached to 

the Pasto Workshop School (AECID-Mincultura); the center will exhibit the pieces decorated with 

Pasto Varnish Mopa-Mopa and serve as a space for all the wood artisans and varnish masters to 

offer their products on fair terms. 

 

5: CULTURAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND COMMERCIALIZATION 

 

OBJECTIVES: 

 

-Establish needs and solutions in business training and marketing, so that the actors involved in the 

production chain will be able to become the managers of their own ventures collectively or 

individually. 

-Continue with the Mopa-Mopa trade agreements between collectors' associations and varnish 

masters (as has been done since December 2018), in order to avoid intermediaries or people who 

monopolize the supply of raw material and decorated products. 

 

-Promote that the artisan varnish masters establish points of sale of their products in different places 

nationally and internationally, where they can offer their crafts directly to the market. 
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-Establish alliances with the objective of generating direct export of the handicraft products made 

with Pasto varnish with the support of public and private entities in order to benefit mainly the 

members involved in the production chain. 

 
LIST OF INVOLVED OF INSTITUTIONAL ACTORS 
 
National Public 
Entities 

Departmental 
public entities 

Municipal 
Public Entities 

Private Entities International 
Entities 

Ministery of 
Culture 

Nariño 
Governorate 

Pasto 
Municipality 

Cultural 
Foundation 
Varnish from 
Pasto 

Spanish Agency 
for International 
Development 
Cooperation 
(AECID) 

Handicrafts of 
Colombia 

Putumayo 
Governorate 

Mocoa 
Municipality 

Mundo Espiral 
Foundation 

European Union 
Peace Fund 

National Training 
Service (SENA) 

Corponariño6 Pasto Chamber of 
Commerce  

  

 Corpoamazonía7 Putumayo 
Chamber of 
Commerce 

  

 PIFIL, Nariño 
University 

Central Bank – 
Pasto  

  

 

MONITORING AND REVIEW OF THE SPECIAL SAFEGUARDING PLAN (PES):  

 

In accordance with the provisions of article No 2.5.3.5 of the Decree No. 1080 of 2015, the Special 

Safeguarding Plan of the element “Traditional Knowledge and Techniques associated with the 

Pasto Varnish Mopa-Mopa of Putumayo and Nariño”, to which this Resolution refers, will be 

reviewed at least every five (5) years , without limiting the capacity of a review in a shorter term as 

it is established within the document, by the Ministry of Culture and by the body in charge of 

coordinating the development of the initiatives identified and prioritized in the Special Safeguarding 

Plan. Any modification will also be considered an update of the information incorporated in the 

public registry of the element within the National Representative List of Intangible Cultural 

Heritage.  

 

In merit of the above,  

 

     RESOLVES:  

 

                                                 
6 Translator’s note: Nariño's regional environmental authority. 
7 Translator’s note: Amazon's regional environmental authority. 
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ARTICLE I: Inscribe in the National Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage 

(LRPCI) the element “Traditional Knowledge and Techniques associated with the Pasto Varnish 

Mopa-Mopa of Putumayo and Nariño”, in accordance with the considerations of this Resolution.  

 

ARTICLE II: Approves the Special Safeguarding Plan (PES) that corresponds with the element 

“Traditional Knowledge and Techniques associated with the Pasto Varnish Mopa-Mopa of 

Putumayo and Nariño”, by which the action plan aimed at safeguarding this Intangible Cultural 

Heritage is established.  

 

ARTICLE III: That the Special Safeguarding Plan (PES) document is an integral part of this 

resolution; the physical document contains the text of the Special Safeguarding Plan (PES) that the 

previous article references. It was submitted for review by the National Council of Cultural Heritage 

and received favorable concept by that Council.  

 

ARTICLE III: Validity. This resolution applies as of the date of its publication. 

 

PUBLISH, COMMUNICATE AND COMPLY 

Signed in Bogotá, on  

 

 

 

CARMEN INÉS VASQUEZ  

Minister of Culture 
 

Draft by:      Ruth Flórez  

Reviewed by: Juliana Forero Bordamalo 

    Alberto Escovar Wilson-White 

                     Nelson Ballén Romero  
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