
STORY OF THOMAS FERREIRA TATO: Fighting to rebuild and claim land for 

indigenous people 

By Marioly Cespedes, Santa Cruz-Bolivia 

 
Tomas Ferreira Tato was born on August 6, 1958 in the 

community of indigenous people Samaiguate Tapiete  belonging 

to the third section of the Province Gran Chaco of Tarija the son 

of  Mercedes Tato Flores and Tomas Ferreira. Thomas was 

initially raised by his maternal grandmother, Hortensia Flowers. 

Later he emigrated to Argentina where he and his mother went 

to work as an agricultural laborers, working in the fields, 

planting clearing and harvesting crops Mother and son always 

worked well and so were well-liked by their employers who 

commended them for their sense of responsibility. 

 

Years later, decides to return to Bolivia, to the land where he was born (Samuguate) where he met 

Martha Carema, who later became his wife and the mother of his nine children (José Luis Vicente, 

Wilber, Coco, Vladimir, Roxana, Claribel, Anahi and Marvin). 

 

His sadness that his people still lived like slaves on others private properties, having no land to live on 

or plant crops, compeled him to fight to claim land for his people. He looked for ways to negotiate 

with the "Patterns" , but this was useless, so  together with technicians and young professionals he 

began to demand the return of  lands that had been owned by their ancestors. 

 

This fight begins 1991, and it took until 2000 to achieve the recovery of the first acre of land. This 

was the beginning of the recovery of the territory and the first TCO (communal lands), entitled in the 

department of Tarija. Since then there has been a tireless fight for the people of his village. Tomas 

spent whole nights reading the LAW INRA and its regulation as well as the constitution of the state; 

these were for him the basic documents to be used in their struggle for territory. Despite disputes and 

threats from some quarters, he got many to become his friends and allies, becoming thus an example 

for generations of young leaders. But the struggle did not end with acquiring land. In 2003 as a new 

need arose in his village, to have clean drinking water.  He managed to have the first wells in the area.  

 

He was elected captain of his community and then at a meeting of 

the three indigenous peoples of Tarija, he was chosen to represent 

them as Director of the Directorate of Indigenous and Native 

Peoples (DIDEPIO). In the month of August, on the date when Don 

Tomas was going to celebrate another year of life, he was eager to 

travel to his community where he hoped his wife and children 

would celebrate his 53
rd

 birthday. He arrived home on  August 5
th
. 

On August 06, the entire house was filled with joy and happiness.  

Don Tomas Ferreira is birthdat with his family. The next day the city of Tarija held its first 

indigenous military parade which brought a large crowd of visitors from both within and outside of 

the country. After spending a few days enjoying the beautiful scenery offered by the beautiful 

community of Samuguate, on August 12 Don Thomas abruptly left this world. 

 

The people lost one of their greatest sons, a man who always fought for the rights of indigenous 

peoples. His passing left a great vacuum not only in his family but for all people who followed in his 

steps and who believe in better days to come. He was a man always upright, cheerful and brave in 

fighting for his people. Interview with: Edy Gastón Crespo Carvajal, Advisor-coordinator indigenous 

Assembly Tapiete, Santa Cruz-Bolivia 2013.     



         You have touched me and I have grown 
By Sr. Kala Hermanajilt, JP contact India/Nepal 

 

My name is Kondru Sundar I belonged to Koya tribe who are disadvantaged in the socio-

economic and political spheres. The Good Shepherd Sisters started their mission in 

Mulakalapalli “Mandal”, Khammam Dist, Andhra Pradesh,  India  in 2002.  

 

Initially the sisters stayed in a small house among the people. Two 

sisters were sent to begin the mission among the indigenous people.  

In the beginning it was a great risk to work among us. This 

“Mandal” has 96 villages and 65 villages are thickly populated by 3 

Tribes namely Koyas, Kothi Koyas and Nayakulu.  The sisters used 

to walk miles to reach the villages as they had no means of 

communication. Our people used to close the doors as soon as they 

saw the sisters and didn’t respond easily. The sisters kept coming to our villages, creating 

awareness among us about our plight. In 2007, the sisters started a programme for the 

integrated development of the tribal people with the support from CMC AMA Netherlands. 

Four men and two women were selected from the tribe, to visit the villages and to bring 

awareness among our own people.  

 

We formed CBOs, children’s groups and youth groups who will be able to question the 

injustices which are done to us. As our tribes are uneducated and innocent, they are easily 

cheated by the non-tribal peoples who live in our area. The political parties used to settle 

tribal issues and extracted a lot of money from us. The 

sisters formed a tribal federation which now takes up the 

tribal issues. In our Mandal there is a co-operative bank 

which gives loan for agricultural purposes and gives 

fertilizers and seeds at a subsidized rate. This bank is 

managed by a 7 member board of directors and a chairman, 

elected by the people. For centuries none of the tribal 

people were on the board though this area is populated by 

tribal peoples. This bank was managed by few powerful non-tribal people.  

 

Whatever amount of fertilizers and seeds came for the tribal people were sold outside for 

higher price and the tribal people had no access to them, they were voiceless. This time I 

stood for the co-operative bank election with the desire of changing the corrupt system. All 

the political leaders tried to force me to withdraw my 

nomination offering me few lakhs of Rupees but I did not 

yield to them. As they have money they bought the vote with 

money, but paid heavily for each vote.  I had no money to 

buy the people but went round all the villages requesting the 

tribal people to vote for me so that the tribal peoples might 

enjoy the benefits of the co-operative bank.  

 

The day prior to the election the political leaders hid people away from the villages and 

brought them by van in the morning to cast their votes.  As it is said that God is always with 



the poor, to every one’s surprise I won election in my area. It was really a struggle and Good 

Shepherd sisters were always with me, encouraging me to stand in the election in order to 

abolish the corrupt system. It is real empowerment, not only for me but for our tribal 

community. In the history of Mulakalapalli this is the first time a tribal won the co-operative 

election. Hats off to the Good Shepherd sisters for empowering the indigenous people! It is 

chance given to me to develop my own people. I was an alcoholic and used to sell alcohol but 

today sisters have empowered me to serve my people.  I will never forget this help in my life. 

                         


