
COURAGEOUS CREATIVITY
SEP 2013CREATIVITY CHANGING VIOLENCE



“…EVEN IF WE TRANSPORT ALL THE BOMBS TO THE MOON, THE ROOTS 
OF WAR AND THE ROOTS OF BOMBS ARE STILL THERE, IN OUR HEARTS 
AND MINDS, AND SOONER OR LATER WE WILL MAKE NEW BOMBS. TO 
WORK FOR PEACE IS TO UPROOT WAR FROM OURSELVES AND FROM THE 
HEARTS OF MEN AND WOMEN...” 

“PEACE IS NOT THE ABSENCE OF CONFLICT BUT THE PRESENCE OF CRE-
ATIVE ALTERNATIVES FOR RESPONDING TO CONFLICT - ALTERNATIVES 
TO PASSIVE OR AGGRESSIVE RESPONSES, ALTERNATIVES TO VIOLENCE.”

“AS MUCH AS IT HURTS, I WOULD RATHER MISS SOMEONE THAN HIT 
SOMEONE.”

“TO PARAPHRASE SEVERAL SAGES: NOBODY CAN THINK AND HIT SOME-
ONE AT THE SAME TIME.”

- Thich Nhat Hanh

- Dorothy Thompson

- Brian Celio

- Susan Sontag
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EDITOR’S NOTE 
SHIRIN SUBHANI
Shirin Subhani and Shahana Dattagupta were inspired to become curators of stories of courageous 
creativity after experiencing firsthand, the transformative power of creative thinking and expression 
that involve emotional risk and personal vulnerability in a collective forum. For more about Shirin and 
Shahana, please visit the “About Us” page on Flying Chickadee’s Web site: 
www.flyingchickadee.com/about.html and connect with us on Facebook/flying chickadee.
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Imagine a childhood in which all the stories you grew up with were highlighted by brutal violence – of cowardly mur-
ders, mutilation, and butchering of innocent victims. How would you feel if the one story you heard again and again 
was about your young siblings watching their father murdered in the hallway of your house, while your mother tried 
to resist? What about an adolescence in the most violent of neighborhoods, in which young people are often killed 
because of escalating violence? What if your father was wrongly accused of being in a terrorist group and impris-
oned and you grew up to face the consequences of that arrest?

Our young contributors Diana, Talia, Cesar and Leonardo live in some of the most violent neighborhoods in Colombia 
and face this gruesome violence every day.

We bring to you, in this September issue of Courageous Creativity, an organization that is devoted to transforming 
young people’s lives through education and hope, particularly children and young people in communities devastated 
by violence, poverty and armed conflict. Nukanti Foundation for Children uses arts as therapy for children (through 
photography, music, capoeira, dance and fine arts) who have experienced extreme violence and offers them an 
alternative to fighting and arms.

In founder Niousha Roshani’s moving personal story, read how the idea of Nukanti was born, and realized a child-
hood dream. Join Juan Peralta as he takes you on a NukanTrip through the Amazon and walks you through the won-
drous transformations the Nukanti donors go through. Walk into the beautiful NukantiShop, which features the work 
of talented local artisans. Rap with young Jhonatan Garcia who uses the hip-hop culture as a peace process and 
dance with Jhon Tarboda who uses salsa to do the same. Go behind Eduardo Montenegro’s camera as he directs 
documentaries and conducts media workshops for youngsters.

We hope you are as awed, moved and transformed as we are by the power of Creativity to Change Violence!

Shirin

EDITOR’S NOTE

“IMAGINE A CHILDHOOD IN WHICH ALL THE STORIES YOU GREW UP 
WITH WERE ... OF COWARDLY MURDERS, MUTILATION, AND BUTCH-
ERING OF INNOCENT VICTIMS...[OF] WATCHING THEIR FATHER MUR-
DERED IN THE HALLWAY OF YOUR HOUSE...”



“AS THE COUNTRY DIRECTOR FOR NUKANTI COLUMBIA...I HAVE HAD 
THE OPPORTUNITY TO MEET MANY PEOPLE FROM ALL OVER THE 
WORLD WHO THINK LIKE ME, WHO WANT TO MAKE OUR COUNTRIES 
JUST, REGARDLESS OF WHERE WE COME FROM. HERE REIGN RESPECT, 
TEAM WORK AND THE GREAT DEEDS WE DO FOR THOSE WHO ARE MOST 
VULNERABLE.”

“AS THE COUNTRY DIRECTOR FOR NUKANTI COLUMBIA...I HAVE HAD 
THE OPPORTUNITY TO MEET MANY PEOPLE FROM ALL OVER THE 
WORLD WHO THINK LIKE ME, WHO WANT TO MAKE OUR COUNTRIES 
JUST, REGARDLESS OF WHERE WE COME FROM. HERE REIGN RESPECT, 
TEAM WORK AND THE GREAT DEEDS WE DO FOR THOSE WHO ARE MOST 
VULNERABLE.”

Leonardo is currently a representative of Nukanti Foundation Colombia. He served as District Advi-
sor of Youth in Quinchia 2002-2005, as Coordinator of the III Youth Congress in 2007, as Founder 
of Corporacion Centro Para Jovenes (Center Corporation for Youth) in 2008. Besides graduat-
ing from the National Open and Distance University (UNAD) as a Systems Engineer, he has had 
training in Human Rights and Peaceful Coexistence. A representative of Youth for the presidential 
program “Young Colombia” in Santa Fe de Bogota in 2009, he also spoke at the University Jaume 
de Castellón in Spain on “Child Labor Exploitation in Colombia” 2009.

LEONARDO JAVIER PESCARDOR
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After I finished high school in 2001, I looked around me and realized that opportunities for employment or higher 
studies were few and far between.  I could also see that I was not alone: hundreds of young people who had sac-
rificed more than I, had to resign themselves to working in the field, earning 2-3 dollars per day in order to be able 
to help in their homes and demonstrate to their parents that they could contribute to the family. It was evident that 
many youth across the country were abandoned; they never had help with their studies let alone the aid of a first job 
to gain experience. 

For me, this was a source of heartache bound up in my reality. I had done everything to join the Air Force of my 
country, and I was doing quite well throughout the selection process, until the moment arrived when they told me I 
was not a good fit. I asked why but they responded evasively without offering any justification. I realized that some-
thing must have happened and indeed, it had. 

In September of 2003, my father and over 120 other people were detained by authorities for supposedly being part 
of a dangerous terrorist group and posing a serious threat to the country. It didn’t matter that people were clamoring 
for their release – with my father were city council members, mayoral candidates, public servants, community lead-
ers, senior citizens, and blind people. According to the false witnesses, they were the ones who armed the bombs. 

This happened in many districts across Colombia with many more innocent people. The government could see the 
errors its agents were making in order to obtain results and receive awards. The individuals who fell prey to the 
government’s mass incarceration were known as The False Positives. Ironically, we were the lucky ones – they were 
merely taken prisoner and not returned to us dead as happened in many parts of the country where thousands (it 
still continues today but to a lower magnitude) of campesinos were killed and passed off as guerillas. Meanwhile, the 
international audience congratulated the government daily for blasting the rebels. 

“IN SEPTEMBER OF 2003, MY FATHER AND OVER 120 OTHER PEOPLE 
WERE DETAINED BY AUTHORITIES FOR SUPPOSEDLY BEING PART OF A 
DANGEROUS TERRORIST GROUP AND POSING A SERIOUS THREAT TO THE 
COUNTRY ... THE INDIVIDUALS WHO FELL PREY TO THE GOVERNMENT’S 
MASS INCARCERATION WERE KNOWN AS THE FALSE POSITIVES.”

OPPORTUNITY IN NEGATIVE EXPERIENCE



This nightmare finally ended for me and all the other families after two long years in which I had to put aside 
what I wanted to do or be, to help my family, ignoring the stigma that resulted from that moment. Around 2005, 
my father and the other individuals were released from jail without penalty, or glory for their sacrifice.

I was interested in Human Rights because of my personal experience, but there were no careers available in that 
area in my region, so I began my studies in Systems Engineering at a technical university. I began to work in the 
social sector taking advantage of a great tool that had become available in the moment - the Internet. I devoted 
much time to learn what was available on the internet that could be of use to young people - work opportunities, 
educational opportunities, etc. I was able to construct various projects that were supported for very short periods 
of time because I did not have the backing of an official organization. 

It was then that I saw the need to form an organization and together with other young people, I launched an 
initiative and called it Corporacion Centro Para Jovenes (Corporation Center for Youth), 100% dedicated to social 
work focused on the defense of human rights. Taking advantage of the great tool I had discovered, the Internet, 
in 2009 I applied to represent the country in an International Youth Leaders Summit for Peace and was selected 
to present my projects in the defense of Human Rights in Castellon, Spain. There I met Niousha Roshani, Direc-
tor of Nukanti Foundation International. She expressed great interest in the work we were doing, as Nukanti was 
also working in Columbia. I saw that this was my opportunity to make known to people all over the world my 
deep interest in supporting young people, children who live with their problems without anyone who will listen to 
them or help them. 

Fortunately, I found support for our projects in Nukanti Foundation which has also served as a strong personal 
and professional support for me. To Nukanti, I owe my studies and my work. I now serve as the country director 
for Nukanti Columbia and I have had the opportunity to meet many people from all over the world who think like 
me, who want to make our countries just, regardless of where we come from. Here reign respect, team work and 
the great deeds we do for those who are most vulnerable. To the entire team at Nukanti - Thank you for being 
part of my life.

“I WAS INTERESTED IN HUMAN RIGHTS BECAUSE OF MY PERSONAL 
EXPERIENCE ... I BEGAN TO WORK IN THE SOCIAL SECTOR TAKING 
ADVANTAGE OF A GREAT TOOL THAT HAD BECOME AVAILABLE IN 
THE MOMENT - THE INTERNET.”

LEONARDO JAVIER PESCARDOR
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THE STREET
JHONATHAN ANDRES GARCIA CASTILLO
Jhonathan, a young rapper, grew up in Cali, Columbia in a family of 8 brothers and sisters. He is 
part of the foundation “Hip-Hop Pena,” which uses hip-hop culture as a peace process, provid-
ing various workshops to the youth from the community. Jhonathan’s dream is to show his art 
to more people, to support youngsters in the street, and to study languages and social work. 
In 2011 Nukanti Foundation helped Jhonathan present his work at the inauguration of a local 
community center in Bogotá, and participate in a documentary, Operation Change, filmed in 13 
countries together with the Starkey Hearing Foundation, to be premiered in November, 2013.

“THE STREET, AS EVERYTHING ELSE, OFFERS MANY SITUATIONS...
...SO WE HAVE TO START DISARMING OUR HEARTS...”
“THE STREET, AS EVERYTHING ELSE, OFFERS MANY SITUATIONS...
...SO WE HAVE TO START DISARMING OUR HEARTS...”
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I
I get up and as soon as my feet touch the ground
I pray to God up in heaven
To protect me when I go out in the street
Not to allow one of these bullets to silence me
I’m off to the corner to look for my mates
Where we hang out all days of the week
Some are relaxed, others smoke marijuana,
But always everyone thinking how to get the dough
The minutes and the hours pass by
The night comes on and the guns appear
And with them the bad ideas, the wickedness, the delinquency
The greed, the crime and the violence
That lead to death and vengeance
Plunging my people into despair
It seems like a movie, but it’s reality
These are events from the street in our community

II
I see people dying in the street every day,
I see thieves, pushers and also hitmen
I see the mothers living their agonies
And praying the rosary for their sons at all hours
I see young girls prostituting themselves,
Selling themselves for luxury and for some pesos
I see teenagers involved in strange stories
Influenced and manipulated by the violent ones
I see the authorities being accomplices of all this
There are syndromes of corruption and this is what I detest the most
Impotence and pain is what I feel
To see that there is no future in this concrete jungle
Where what reigns is indolence, silence, fear,
Intolerance, tragedy and despair
And there is no doubt this is a result of an egoistic,
materialistic and consumeristic society

CHORUS
The street, as everything else, offers many situations
That’s why it’s important to make good decisions
To dodge and move away from the bad actions
So as not to fall in a series of contradictions
 All problems have their solutions
And if you don’t solve the problems, there will be serious implications
So we have to start disarming our hearts,
And for this there will always be plenty of reasons

10
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CHORUS
The street, as everything else, offers many situations
That’s why it’s important to make good decisions
To dodge and move away from the bad actions
So as not to fall in a series of contradictions
 All problems have their solutions
And if you don’t solve the problems, there will be serious implications
So we have to start disarming our hearts,
And for this there will always be plenty of reasons

CHORUS
The street, as everything else, offers many situations
That’s why it’s important to make good decisions
To dodge and move away from the bad actions
So as not to fall in a series of contradictions
 All problems have their solutions
And if you don’t solve the problems, there will be serious implications
So we have to start disarming our hearts,
And for this there will always be plenty of reasons

LISTEN TO THE SONG AT:
https://vimeo.com/73507748

III
To the people of the street I want to say this
Let’s leave behind the violence and start to build
We only have one life and the only thing that’s left is to fight
So now I ask you to forgive and to love
Don’t let anyone stand in your way
Fight for what you want and build your destiny
Your heart is free, listen to it and pay attention,
It will show you how to continue step by step
Your actions will inspire others to dream more,
So learn more, do more and give much more
Don’t let yourself be caught up in this vicious circle
That holds you back from everything beautiful
Take part in this, put your grain of sand
Be part of the solution, not of the problem
For the future of your children and the children of your children
For this we got the blessing of our holy Father

THE STREET



“SO, AS I HELD THE CHOCOANA OLD LADY’S HANDS IN MINE ... I RE-
MEMBERED MY OWN STORY, AND THE STORIES OF ALL THOSE I HAD 
COME TO KNOW CLOSELY. IT WAS THEN THAT I MADE HER THE PROMISE 
THAT I WOULD GIVE VISIBILITY AND A VOICE TO THOSE WHO HAD BEEN 
SILENCED IN COLOMBIA.”

“SO, AS I HELD THE CHOCOANA OLD LADY’S HANDS IN MINE ... I RE-
MEMBERED MY OWN STORY, AND THE STORIES OF ALL THOSE I HAD 
COME TO KNOW CLOSELY. IT WAS THEN THAT I MADE HER THE PROMISE 
THAT I WOULD GIVE VISIBILITY AND A VOICE TO THOSE WHO HAD BEEN 
SILENCED IN COLOMBIA.”

Niousha is the Executive Director of the Nukanti Foundation for Children, an independent inter-
national non-profit organization that invests in education, empowerment and leadership skills 
for women and children, in communities affected by violence, poverty and armed conflict. She is 
a child anthropologist and human rights consultant, specializing in child protection and conflict 
situations. She has lived for 22 years in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, and is fluent in French, 
Spanish, Portuguese, Farsi, and English. Niousha is completing her PhD in child anthropology at 
the University of London, and holds a Master’s degree in International Development from Cornell. 

NIOUSHA ROSHANI
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COCONUT AND JASMINE, WITH A TOUCH OF CINNAMON



I could say that my story with Nukanti began when I arrived in Bogota for the first time almost ten years ago, 
and saw the lights in the mountains at night.  Or when I met Stuart Cross while shooting a commercial in Atlanta 
approximately six years ago. But in fact, it goes much further back, even past my birth in Tehran in 1978 in the 
midst of the political revolution. 

It goes as far back as I remember, to the stories my father would tell me of my grandfather who would travel 
from Iran to Israel on foot and the great adventures he would face along the way. And to the stories I was able 
to snatch from my mother or randomly from my grandmother when she reminisced her days as a child in forced 
labor, weaving famed Persian carpets and denied any education. I would often hear them both enchanted and 
horrified at the same time, and I would try to make sense of the many worlds I inhabited at once.  

Each time I am asked if my father was a diplomat, when briefly exchanging conversation with people on a flight 
or at conferences, after they perplexedly look at me trying to detect where my accent is from, and why it is I do 
not have a fixed address, I am reminded of my origins and history. I laugh and simply tell them with a smile that I 
grew up in a slum, as they look at me even more puzzled than before. 

As Baha’is, my family had always been persecuted in Iran and like the rest of the community, deprived of their 
human rights. The situation worsened for this religious group at the outburst of the political, later-to-become 
Islamic revolution, and eventually turned into genocide, killing hundreds of thousands of innocent civilians. Sadly, 
the persecution continues today. As a result, my parents were granted asylum in Argentina. My father, however, 
had always dreamt of working with children in Africa, and kept a photo of smiling African children at home. He 
convinced my mother to go to Cote d’Ivoire for a short while where he knew of a childhood friend. Without any 
plan in mind or knowledge of the language or culture, they blindly embarked on this new venture when I was 
slightly older than one year old. 

“AS BAHA’IS, MY FAMILY HAD ALWAYS BEEN PERSECUTED IN IRAN 
AND LIKE THE REST OF THE COMMUNITY, DEPRIVED OF THEIR HUMAN 
RIGHTS... [AS] REFUGEES IN COTE D’IVOIRE... I WOULD OFTEN COME 
HOME...TO SEE MY PARENTS CRYING AFTER HEARING THE NEWS OF 
YET ANOTHER FAMILY MEMBER OR FRIEND WHO HAD BEEN KILLED...”

COCONUT AND JASMINE, WITH A TOUCH OF CINNAMON



Soon after their arrival, my parents were notified of the change of government in Iran from a monarchy to an Is-
lamic republic. They could no longer return to their country of origin; family members and friends were continu-
ously being tortured and killed. We became refugees in Cote d’Ivoire, a nation that was emerging from colonial-
ism and had obtained its ‘independence’ from France in 1960. 

That is where I earned the title of Tibabou, an affectionate way to refer to the ‘white one’ in my neighborhood 
in Abidjan as the only non-black child. That is also where fried plantains became my favorite daily food to date, 
and I began spicing everything I eat with loads of chilli pepper, and the scent of coconut became a synonym for 
home. Most importantly, I grew up with the complex of a smaller derriere than the rest of my comrades, espe-
cially when it came to demonstrating the latest dance in fashion. I had to make sure I shook my backside hard 
enough so I could slightly compare to my friends and I started to arch my back so I could look more like the rest 
of them. After all, like we say back home, the backside is the motor of life! 

I would often come home from school to see my parents crying after hearing the news of yet another fam-
ily member or friend who had been killed, and I was terrified every time I would see an Iranian fundamentalist 
politician on the news. In fact, I once found out that an Iranian diplomat was scheduled to visit Cote d’Ivoire and 
was so frightened, I burned everything I could find that would identify us as Iranians, in order to protect us. I 
learned from an early age about the losses and detrimental effects of war, and would often go to sleep at night 
feeling impotent, imagining all the children just like me who were left behind in Iran. 

I first learned what discrimination meant when I switched schools to attend a French institution on the opposite 
side of the city where I was granted a scholarship. The public education I was receiving prior to the change was 
extremely poor, and classes were often suspended due to a lack of teachers. I felt ashamed as my father 
dropped me off the first day after riding the bus while my blond, blue-eyed classmates got off their expensive

“I LEARNED THEN THAT EDUCATION WAS THE KEY TO...ALL THE 
DREAMS I HAD, EVEN IF I CAME FROM A SLUM. MY FAVORITE PAS-
TIME BECAME DREAMING OF ALL THE PROJECTS I WANTED TO UN-
DERTAKE WITH OTHER CHILDREN WHO DID NOT HAVE THE MEANS 
TO STUDY...”14

NIOUSHA ROSHANI



cars with private chauffeurs. For the first time, being different was no longer limited to being called by an affec-
tionate nickname. I felt like an outcast. I was continuously ridiculed for having a darker complexion, and my eyes 
were compared to those of a cockroach, a frequent saying in French. The only thing that kept me leveled with 
the rest of the students were my high grades and my being ranked the best student in my class. However, it was 
not good enough and one day, the school director convoked my mother expressing his concerns about me, and 
advised her to communicate at home with me exclusively in French. Furious, my mother responded that as an 
Iranian, she would continue to use Farsi, my mother tongue. 

Once home, she became even more rigorous with me and explained that I would have to do five times the work 
that a French child would do, to prove that I was not only as good as the French, but even better. Her harsh 
discipline paid off as I was granted an award for my academic excellence at the National level and my name was 
printed in the newspaper. I learned then that education was the key to my freedom and my passport to reach all 
the dreams I had, even if I came from a slum. My favorite pastime became dreaming of all the projects I wanted 
to undertake with other children who did not have the means to study, and of one day travelling the world. 

My work with young people began much before I founded Nukanti. I started at a very young age when accom-
panying my parents on different missions across the country during weekends, holidays and summer breaks. 
I would hold literacy classes with children and women, sessions on human rights, environmental protection, 
sanitation, empowerment, and more. It became a lifestyle I was accustomed to and I decided then that I would 
dedicate my life to working with young people. I also rejected all systems and traditions that oppressed women 
and promised myself I would be emancipated and independent. My biggest fear was not of dying, but of realizing 
one day that I had dreamt too big. 

“I WOULD HOLD LITERACY CLASSES WITH CHILDREN AND WOMEN, 
SESSIONS ON HUMAN RIGHTS, ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION, 
SANITATION, EMPOWERMENT, AND MORE... MY BIGGEST FEAR WAS 
NOT OF DYING, BUT OF REALIZING ONE DAY THAT I HAD DREAMT 
TOO BIG.”

COCONUT AND JASMINE, WITH A TOUCH OF CINNAMON



So, as I held the Chocoana old lady’s hands in mine while deeply looking into her eyes and feeling her every 
pain for all the injustice she had endured in forced displacement and massacres as results of the decades-long 
conflict in Colombia, I remembered my own story, and the stories of all those I had come to know closely. It 
was then that I made her the promise that I would give visibility and a voice to those who had been silenced in 
Colombia. 

I knew then that my life would never be the same and that I would embark on a long journey to revive my child-
hood dream. Since then, it has been extremely rocky along the way and with no fairytale ending; many mistakes 
have been made and many lessons learned. However, when I see the transformation in a child because of the 
gift of an opportunity, I remember that it has all been worthwhile and I regain the strength to go on.   

When I heard the word Nukanti for the first time, meaning “Us,” it recapped not only my childhood dream, my 
history and those I had gotten to know, but also the feeling of pertaining not to any one culture, but to many 
at the same time. It also explains how I grew up eating chocolate croissants in the morning; fried plantains on 
my way back from school; my mother’s delicious Dolmehs at home, and now carry my Arepas wherever I go. 
Nukanti embodies multiculturalism and the meaning of what it is to be a citizen of the world. But most impor-
tantly, Nukanti epitomizes the concept of a community and a shift from the individual to the collective, uniting all 
those inspired to produce a positive social change regardless of their backgrounds. Empowerment should not 
be limited to the disadvantaged and vulnerable, but also to those with opportunities who want to create a more 
just society. 

Explaining where I am from cannot be limited to a simple phrase and requires a long explanation and some-
times even stories. And when asked how is it that I am so Colombian if I was born in Iran and raised in Cote 
d’Ivoire, my favorite response is that I carry the scent of coconut and jasmine, now with a touch of cinnamon. 

“WHEN I HEARD THE WORD NUKANTI FOR THE FIRST TIME, MEAN-
ING “US,” IT RECAPPED NOT ONLY MY CHILDHOOD DREAM, MY HIS-
TORY AND THOSE I HAD GOTTEN TO KNOW, BUT ALSO THE FEELING 
OF PERTAINING NOT TO ANY ONE CULTURE, BUT TO MANY AT THE 
SAME TIME.”

16
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IF NOT US, THEN WHO?
JUAN CAMILO PERALTA
An entrepreneur at heart, Juan helped launch the Nukanti Foundation for Children. He worked 
closely with Nukanti’s Executive Director Niousha Roshani during the organization’s early years 
and supported her work in realizing her dream: Creating a human-rights NGO. Ever since, Juan 
has been an ardent champion of Nukanti’s mission and programs. A risk manager by trade, 
who currently resides in Atlanta (Georgia, USA), he devotes much of his time to supporting other 
public service initiatives and social projects. In his free time, he enjoys pursuing his two other 
passions: capoeira and public speaking.

“WE CAME TO DISCOVER THAT IT WAS WE – AND NOT THE CHILDREN 
AND THE SCHOOLS THAT OUR DONATIONS HELPED SUPPORT – WHO 
WERE TRANSFORMED ON THIS TRIP. WE WERE THE BENEFICIARIES 
OF THE MANY COMMUNITIES WE VISITED; WE WERE THE RECIPIENTS 
OF WHAT THEY WERE ABLE TO OFFER US.”

“WE CAME TO DISCOVER THAT IT WAS WE – AND NOT THE CHILDREN 
AND THE SCHOOLS THAT OUR DONATIONS HELPED SUPPORT – WHO 
WERE TRANSFORMED ON THIS TRIP. WE WERE THE BENEFICIARIES 
OF THE MANY COMMUNITIES WE VISITED; WE WERE THE RECIPIENTS 
OF WHAT THEY WERE ABLE TO OFFER US.”



In life, few moments actually add up to mean something. Far too few, to be honest. One I rely on is my wife’s 
morning kiss. But the others that give meaning? These are often hard to come by. But sometimes, you get lucky. 
As I did two years ago. 

It started as a typical day, with my wife kissing me goodbye. But on this particular day, I left her to board a flight 
to the Amazon. It was September 2011. There was something special taking shape that day. I could feel it but 
just wasn’t yet able to put my finger on it. 

On the surface, my plan seemed simple. Fly to Colombia, catch up with my friend Niousha Roshani, and spend 
two weeks with her and 10 strangers backpacking across a beautiful country. Our goal was to visit some of 
the projects that Niousha’s organization – The Nukanti Foundation for Children – had organized. These were 
projects that my fellow travelers (aka NukanVenturers) were helping to financially support. 

First, some context

As soon as I met up with Niousha in Colombia, I felt something great was starting. And it all began with the 
words she shared with me.

“Forget the fact that we need donations,” Niousha told me. “Forget the fact that there are too many projects and 
not enough volunteers. And forget the fact that the problems we are dealing with have a 40-year history. And by 
the way, don’t you forget for one moment that you are Colombian! So I ask you: If not you, then who?”

She had me. I could feel myself changing. At first I hesitated to buy into the cause. But her motivating and hon-
est words quickly eased my doubts. And with two nods, acknowledging the truth in all she said, I was in. If not 
me, then who will step in?

“IT STARTED AS A TYPICAL DAY, WITH MY WIFE KISSING ME 
GOODBYE. BUT ON THIS PARTICULAR DAY, I LEFT HER TO BOARD 
A FLIGHT TO THE AMAZON. IT WAS SEPTEMBER 2011. THERE WAS 
SOMETHING SPECIAL TAKING SHAPE THAT DAY.”18

JUAN CAMILO PERALTA



Deciding to join a cause – like the one Nukanti serves – requires real commitment. I mean, you must possess 
a dogged perseverance. It takes a mighty will to achieve a common goal when achieving requires leaping over 
countless hurdles and navigating sometimes major obstacles every day. One day, it’s not having enough funds; 
another, not enough volunteers; another, no space to host the event. 

Just this once

It had all begun with Niousha’s “just this once” idea. An idea that quickly found grounding, expanded, and took 
shape as Nukanti. Very quickly afterward, volunteers bolstered Nukanti’s ranks. Projects were quickly imagined 
and then planned. And then the donations started trickling in. 

At first, each was only a drop of water, not nearly enough when a full glass of water was badly needed. To make 
matters worse, many donors were completely disconnected from the world that Nukanti was seeking to improve. 
Nukanti’s thirst was nearly evolving into dehydration. A solution was needed – fast! 

Suddenly, everything seemed different

What happens when you combine travelling for pleasure with serving a greater purpose? A NukanTrip! It was the 
fresh idea that Nukanti could use to attract the donors it badly needed. Who better to help others experience the 
joy of travelling through a beautiful but struggling country other than the team at Nukanti? And along the way, 
donors could get a first-hand look at the good they were helping to create. 

Travelling for 14 days through the Amazon – with 10 of Nukanti’s donors – was the kind of experience that 
changes an individual’s life. Each donor could see the real ways that their investment was helping others. Each 
donor had the opportunity to look directly into the eyes of the children they were helping and form a special bond

“WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU COMBINE TRAVELLING FOR PLEASURE 
WITH SERVING A GREATER PURPOSE? A NUKANTRIP! IT WAS THE 
FRESH IDEA THAT NUKANTI COULD USE TO ATTRACT THE DONORS 
IT BADLY NEEDED.”

IF NOT US, THEN WHO?



by simply standing with them and discovering the joy that flowed from simply being with each other.

The drama of these encounters was real. I saw it, felt it, and watched how lives – of both the donors and the 
beneficiaries – were transformed. I watched as the roles switched. It’s how it works. And it does work. I have 
seen it happen. 

Experiences

During those two weeks, we crisscrossed Colombia, travelling by plane, by boat, and by bus. It was like a typical 
group tour that followed a highly structured program. But this tour also gave each traveler the freedom to expe-
rience what they individually encountered. 

At each stop, every NukanVenturer discovered a new opportunity to connect: with each other, with the locals we 
visited, and perhaps more significantly, with ourselves. We hiked – accompanied by a local guide – through the 
jungle. We rafted down the Amazon River. We saw pink dolphins. And in between, we slept, 14-stories above 
the jungle floor, nestled on a canopy atop the trees. We reclined and listened to the songs the jungle sang each 
night. 

When we arrived at our destinations to visit a Nukanti project, we taught middle school children about human 
rights. We helped youth paint a community center. And we learned to work as a team. Every stop gave us the 
opportunity to discover a purpose we could each serve. And that combined effort was greater than any achieve-
ment any one of us could have accomplished alone. 

“AT EACH STOP, EVERY NUKANVENTURER DISCOVERED A NEW OP-
PORTUNITY TO CONNECT... AT OUR DESTINATIONS TO VISIT A NU-
KANTI PROJECT, WE TAUGHT MIDDLE SCHOOL CHILDREN ABOUT 
HUMAN RIGHTS. WE HELPED YOUTH PAINT A COMMUNITY CENTER. 
AND WE LEARNED TO WORK AS A TEAM.”20
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We felt liberated. How else can I describe the feeling of instilling hope in the lives we touched and leaving with 
a joy from the individuals and communities we now felt connected to? Together, we felt the quiet appreciation of 
being there, and getting to know the people we encountered. 

Never the same again

When our trip ended, I could feel myself seeing differently. I surrendered to the rhythms of my homeland, my 
Colombia. Once again, I allowed myself to lose all my sense of time. Once again, I relished listening to elders tell 
their story. And, I never noticed how truly connected my NukanVenturers and I had become: We had relinquished 
our daily distractions – our Blackberrys, our iPhones, and our laptops – and turned instead to a world that opened 
a door.

We came to discover that it was we – and not the children and the schools that our donations helped support – 
who were transformed on this trip. We were the beneficiaries of the many communities we visited; we were the 
recipients of what they were able to offer us. Through them, our thirst was satisfied. And through us, we helped 
Nukanti begin to find the nourishment it needed to continue its mission. 

I returned home to kiss my wife and keep in heart the question that my fellow travelers and I begin thinking in the 
final days of our time together: How else we could help?

“WHEN OUR TRIP ENDED, I COULD FEEL MYSELF SEEING DIFFER-
ENTLY. I SURRENDERED TO THE RHYTHMS OF MY HOMELAND, MY 
COLOMBIA. ONCE AGAIN, I ALLOWED MYSELF TO LOSE ALL MY 
SENSE OF TIME. ONCE AGAIN, I RELISHED LISTENING TO ELDERS 
TELL THEIR STORY.”

IF NOT US, THEN WHO?



“...IN SPITE OF IT ALL, LIFE IS BEAUTIFUL, BECAUSE THERE ARE WIDE 
ROADS AS WELL AS NARROW ONES, BECAUSE THERE ARE BLUES SKIES 
AS WELL AS THERE ARE GREY SKIES, BECAUSE DESPITE EVERYTHING, 
THERE IS HOPE FOR A FUTURE BETTER THAN YESTERDAY, BECAUSE DE-
SPITE EVERYTHING, IT WILL BE A VALUABLE AWARD TO LIVE.”

“...IN SPITE OF IT ALL, LIFE IS BEAUTIFUL, BECAUSE THERE ARE WIDE 
ROADS AS WELL AS NARROW ONES, BECAUSE THERE ARE BLUES SKIES 
AS WELL AS THERE ARE GREY SKIES, BECAUSE DESPITE EVERYTHING, 
THERE IS HOPE FOR A FUTURE BETTER THAN YESTERDAY, BECAUSE DE-
SPITE EVERYTHING, IT WILL BE A VALUABLE AWARD TO LIVE.”

Talía, 17, is a young writer, who lives in Santa Elena, a locality in the municipality of Quinchía, in 
Colombia’s Coffee Region. She is now in eleventh grade and will graduate from the local high school 
later this year. Talía is part of a group of youngsters being trained by Nukanti in leadership skills and 
youth participation. She likes studying and servicing others, so she would like to study medicine. Talía 
loves nature and loves music and its diversity. She likes drawing, reading, dancing, singing, writing 
poetry.

TALIA VIVIANA ARICAPA VELASCO
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They were at home, an afternoon that until that moment was as normal as many of the other ones in their lives. She 
was sitting with my sister who was only one year old and around her five older children and her husband. The sunset 
of the day approached slowly, and with it, the sunset of their lives also. 

This is how it would begin in that humble family – a history of pain, of suffering, and of survival. A story among many, 
a cry among thousands, an eternal dusk, where all wanted the warm twilight. How do you explain the pain? If you 
can’t explain pain, you simply feel it. How do you quantify the thousands of stories shipwrecked in silence? If infinite 
are the numbers, infinite are the torn souls. 

It was then that they stole from my family in the evening, a mother loving and gentle in her home, naïve children and 
inexperienced in life due to their young age, when they saw their father murdered in the hallway of their house, and 
their heroic mother resist such a fatal fact, and with perpetual glances, they observed the cold pity with which those 
beings had compassion not to leave them as orphans without a mother. 

I prayed for the family surrounded by terrorism, by armed illegal conflict that was in the rural parts of the small vil-
lage Quinchia, surrounded by demon incarnates, monsters programmed only for evil and destruction. They didn’t 
know peace and the little they were trying to conserve of its steps, was taken.

A long and hampered path was starting for them, because time does not stop and advanced slowly not only for 
them, but for many that embodied tragic and unjust consequences in their soul and their skin. The landscape kept 
decaying more and more, and the language that was best understood was silence.  And who deigned to listen to 
their complaints of such nonconformity? Only the infinite loneliness, this and nothing more.

To speak of happy stories, it is better to speak about fairy talks. Then you do not speak about the murder of a father, 
the suffering of a mother and her six children, or of the forced disappearance of the first of them, the time after the 
murder of the second and the forced displacement of the other two.

“HOW DO YOU EXPLAIN THE PAIN? IF YOU CAN’T EXPLAIN PAIN, YOU 
SIMPLY FEEL IT. HOW DO YOU QUANTIFY THE THOUSANDS OF STORIES 
SHIPWRECKED IN SILENCE? IF INFINITE ARE THE NUMBERS, INFINITE 
ARE THE TORN SOULS.”

THE BEAUTY OF LIFE WITHIN THE PAIN



These were tragic times for my family that changed the direction of everyone’s life. At that time I didn’t exist yet, 
but I’ve heard this story being told again and again. It lives with us. I’ve seen my family cry because of so much 
injustice. My mother was very young and my brothers and sisters were only a few years old. 

I’ve witnessed the consequences that these events had on my family and many other people who suffered. I’ve 
always wanted the best for everyone, and for me, it’s sad that not only my family, but also so many other people 
have suffered injustice. And in spite of all this they always show us the joy of living intensely, overcome ourselves 
and look at the future with hope.

Because in spite of it all, life is beautiful, because there are wide roads as well as narrow ones, because there 
are blues skies as well as there are grey skies, because despite everything, there is hope for a future better than 
yesterday, because despite everything, it will be a valuable award to live. 

My family is an example of a village, of the entire world, of thousands of people who have lived and experienced 
violence. People, who today, after huge nightmares, manage to wake up and see the dawn without thinking again 
about the cruelty of terrorism.  Thinking that the dry leaves gone with the wind do not return, that the mist does 
not wrap the peace and tranquility of the human being. Because, even in the aftermath and with the inerasable 
memories, there are still smiles. There are still reasons to construct and build what one day, as a tornado came 
and destroyed in its path, was left by this overwhelming conflict. 

Every time my family thinks of this, their voices falter and their faces are shadowed by sadness and tears, be-
cause they feel that their experiences will never be heard, just as thousands of others in the world, and that only 
their children will listen to what in their souls has been marked by the violence. Nukanti has made it possible that 
through my text our story be told. 

There is no history better understood than what has been lived, because the feeling of remembrance will be 
present in the course of our existence. But it is an inevitable impulse that produces the passion for life and that 
gives us a different vision, in a new morning, a new reflection, and a new history.

TALIA VIVIANA ARICAPA VELASCO
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THE MAKING OF A FUTURE CHEF
CESAR ALBERTO CASTRO
Cesar,17, is the youngest of 5 siblings, and currently lives in the city of Cali, in the district of 
Aguablanca with his mother; his father died a year ago. Cesar graduated from high school a 
few weeks ago. He was the best student from a film and photography education program that 
Nukanti started last year, and was sponsored by Nukanti to continue his secondary education as 
he had to stop due to his father’s death. Cesar is very cheerful and respectful to others, or so he 
is told. Cesar likes to get involved in anything that has to do with arts and culture. His dream is 
to become a great chef in the near future, next only to becoming an excellent singer.

“MY NEIGHBORHOOD OF POTRERO GRANDE, IN THE DISTRICT OF 
AGUABLANCA, IS ONE OF THE MOST VIOLENT IN CALI, AND YOUNG 
PEOPLE ARE OFTEN KILLED BECAUSE OF INVISIBLE FRONTIERS THAT 
ARE OFTEN DISCUSSED IN MY FILM...”

“MY NEIGHBORHOOD OF POTRERO GRANDE, IN THE DISTRICT OF 
AGUABLANCA, IS ONE OF THE MOST VIOLENT IN CALI, AND YOUNG 
PEOPLE ARE OFTEN KILLED BECAUSE OF INVISIBLE FRONTIERS THAT 
ARE OFTEN DISCUSSED IN MY FILM...”



I was born on November 2nd, 1995 in the neighborhood Alirio Mora in Cali, Colombia. I am the youngest of five 
siblings, born to a housewife and a mason. At the age of three, I saw my father hit my mother, and over the 
course of growing up, I witnessed the same abuse many times. 

Because of this situation, my mother made the decision to move us to the district of Tumaco, Nariño, leaving my 
father. But my father did not recognize what he had done to my mother and my siblings. He continued to mis-
treat my mother - not physically but verbally. He would constantly call to insult and abuse her. 

In spite of this, my childhood was very sweet given that I was an assertive child. I very much liked the kitchen, 
I liked climbing mango trees to gather them to sell. Then with the money I would earn, I would buy snacks with 
my friends. Since childhood, I have always liked working.

In December 1999, my father decided to come to visit us in Tumaco and then my parents made the decision to 
reconcile. On one occasion, I intervened in an argument between my parents in which my father was about to 
attack my mother with a machete. I snatched it from his hands as he went to attack her. My father then told me 
that if I did not give the weapon back, he would attack me with the same. 

Days passed. Months and years. I was growing up and maturing. I entered school and did my first 4 years until 
my parents worked out their differences and we decided to return to Cali where I continued my studies. My ado-
lescence was traumatic given that I was with my parents and witnessing my father’s abuses against my mother. 

I cannot deny that my father fulfilled his responsibilities to us, his children, but we could not continue to permit 
such abuses because when he became angry, he would start an argument with everyone who would come in his 
way. He could also sue us for abuse against himself. So once, we went to the social services department. This 
was an unpleasant visit for him as the authorities were on our side.

“AT THE AGE OF THREE, I SAW MY FATHER HIT MY MOTHER, AND 
OVER THE COURSE OF GROWING UP, I WITNESSED THE SAME ABUSE 
MANY TIMES ... ON ONE OCCASION, I INTERVENED ... [WHEN] MY 
FATHER WAS ABOUT TO ATTACK MY MOTHER WITH A MACHETE.”26

CESAR ALBERTO CASTRO



In 2010, I began to work in a recreation business and upon return to the city of Cali, I met a group of friends that 
helped me enter a home for young people who find themselves in desperate situations. I was removed from there 
because they decided that I did not need this help since I already had a clear idea of what I wanted and I would 
not be diverted from my path. This program, a part of the Francisco Esperanza Houses, opened up a great op-
portunity for me because it was through this house that I met a foreigner named Niousha, who works with youth 
in the most marginalized neighborhoods of my country and other countries. 

She was giving media education workshops in the Francisco Esperanza Houses to a group of young people in 
violent circumstances, and that is where we first met. She found me very dedicated and talented and took an in-
terest in my work. Step by step, a great friendship was created that linked me to the foundation that she directs, 
called Nukanti Foundation. In 2011, I got to work in a new cultural center in the neighborhood, for approximately 
three months as a tutor of children.

Time passed by until unfortunately, in 2012, my father died of brain death. My mother, my siblings and I contin-
ued with our lives without him. My mother took over the reins of the house. 

When Niousha returned to Cali to visit the youth, she found out that two of them had been shot dead and six had 
to be forcibly displaced. She looked for me and met my mother who told her that I had given up school because 
my father had just passed away and we had no money to pay for tuition. Niousha finally found me and sponsored 
me with the help of a patron through Nukanti for my last year of studies. Thanks to all this assistance, I success-
fully graduated from high school and at the moment, Nukanti is working hard to find another patron for me to 
help me study in Panama to achieve my dream of becoming a chef. 

“I HAD GIVEN UP SCHOOL ... WE HAD NO MONEY TO PAY FOR TU-
ITION. NIOUSHA FINALLY FOUND ME AND SPONSORED ME WITH 
THE HELP OF A PATRON THROUGH NUKANTI FOR MY LAST YEAR OF 
STUDIES.”

THE MAKING OF A FUTURE CHEF



Nukanti continued to mentor me and in April, ran another short-term program with me to complete a video to 
showcase in Geneva at a Children and Media conference as well as in London at a gallery for a special event. 
My neighborhood of Potrero Grande, in the district of Aguablanca, is one of the most violent in Cali, and young 
people are often killed because of invisible frontiers that are often discussed in my film, rival gangs, or many 
other negative aspects of the escalating violence. All of this as a result of the protracted decades-long conflict.

With this video that I filmed, ‘Stories Behind The Promise’, I wanted to show the best face of my community, and 
all the good work that is being done by the new cultural center that was opened there.

The film became a great success and I got interviewed from London. Nukanti is trying to submit this video to 
other competitions and awards as well. I am truly grateful for my friendship with Niousha and give thanks to God 
and the Nukanti Foundation for such invaluable help.

You can watch the film ‘Stories Behind The Promise’ made by Cesar at:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aGQw-5K1i3I

Nukanti Foundation has obtained a partial scholarship for Cesar already and is now in the process of raising the 
money for the rest, so if you are interested in contributing, please contact Nukanti at:
info@nukantifoundation.org
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“NEVERTHELESS, NOTHING HAS AVOIDED THE WELCOMING ATTITUDE IN 
THE SIMPLE SMILE ... THANKS TO NUKANTI, A NEW WINDOW HAS BEEN 
OPENED ... SO THAT WE CAN DREAM AND FLY FREE AS A SWAN.”

Diana, 17, is a young writer, and lives in Santa Elena, a locality in the municipality of Quinchía, in 
Colombia’s Coffee Region. She will graduate from the local high school later this year. Diana is also 
part of a group of youngsters being trained by Nukanti in leadership skills and youth participation. 
Her dream is to become a business administrator, and she longs fervently to become one of the best 
writers and poets in Colombia. Diana would like to be able to say what many people cannot express in 
words, capturing the stories that are still absorbed in everyone’s thoughts.

DIANA PATRICIA TREJOS CALVO
THE FLIGHT OF THE SWAN



It was one of those mornings in April that they would never forget. The wind carried an aroma of pearl, the leaves 
were trembling touched by the delicacy of the dew, and the sun emitted colors that were so penetrating and 
fleeting, touching the tip of the mountain, like an anthology.

This day seemed perfect, incomparable, unique; this dawn was so beautiful that it was impossible to find out 
how much joy there was in those innocent and fragile people. You could see in their eyes the frankness of their 
soul and the hilarity of a rising day, assuming they were free, wanting to fly as swans and wishing there was 
nothing to stop them, feeling the whisper of the wind in their ears. 

It was this unmistakable and ironic day in April that those people experienced personally the harshness of an 
indolent and despotic society, as the violence came to them. Never in their worst nightmares, could they have 
dreamed of this violence. This place ignored by many, slowly known by a few, the few who with coldness and 
rudeness hurt deeply every family, every child, every woman, who did not share the pettiness of their thinking. 
The few who cowardly murdered, mutilated, and butchered innocent victims, leaving an indelible mark, a sea of 
tears and blood, of pain and hatred, and even shame, being mothers, sons, and brothers, entire families, plunged 
in suffering, in desperation, depriving the naive and angelic kids of their dreams, of their longings in life. Slowly 
their innocence was being wiped out, their fragile smiles disappeared quickly. 

How to forget? If for many, even for myself, that didn’t even know the rudeness of this cruel world, that didn’t 
even take part in this pain, this injustice remains part of our memory. 

Since then, since that April, those years – thieves of hopes, no one has dared to look at the sky, the deep blue 
that intertwines with the white clouds, with the same benevolence with which they once had the courage to do 
so; they are afraid!

“THE FEW WHO COWARDLY MURDERED, MUTILATED, AND BUTCH-
ERED INNOCENT VICTIMS, LEAVING AN INDELIBLE MARK, A SEA OF 
TEARS AND BLOOD, OF PAIN AND HATRED, AND EVEN SHAME...”

DIANA PATRICIA TREJOS CALVO
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You could write a fantastic story, with magical illusions, and create parallel worlds and describe happy endings, but 
how can you cover with a finger, all that tragically and unfortunately has happened? How can you explain the hatred, 
the sadness and the agony that people were feeling, if after having wept so much, none of this still has an explana-
tion? 

Nevertheless, nothing has avoided the welcoming attitude in the simple smile; even if in the depths of their souls, 
one finds an incalculable pain, of a marked society and of a wound that has not healed, yet. They are undertaking 
a new path; running a new course, making an effort, and they are succeeding; seeking to reconcile with an unjust 
past, and not to repeat it in the present, venturing into the next flight, recovering the flight of the swan, so as to not 
just be free, but to be free forever.

Nothing can change if people don’t have the capacity to ease their pain; only the kindness of their souls is the tool 
that can relieve the suffering. That’s why thanks to Nukanti, a new window has been opened, one of many that will 
allow our story to not be just one more story, but to transcend and to let us see the reality of a world relentlessly 
warmer. So that we can dream and fly free as a swan.

“SINCE THEN ... [THE] THIEVES OF HOPES, NO ONE HAS DARED TO 
LOOK AT THE SKY, THE DEEP BLUE THAT INTERTWINES WITH THE 
WHITE CLOUDS, WITH THE SAME BENEVOLENCE WITH WHICH THEY 
ONCE HAD THE COURAGE TO DO SO; THEY ARE AFRAID!”

THE FLIGHT OF THE SWAN



NUKANTISHOP
NukantiShop is a bridge between artisans from all over the globe and the world market, creat-
ing fair trade, using recycled and eco-friendly materials typical of each region, and reinvesting 
in social programs for children. Handcrafted by teams of locals, all items are more than just 
objects: a story is created with each product in its unique creative environment. NukantiShop 
seeks to capture the beauty and warmth of each artist’s community, and present an image of 
their countries beyond merely that of war and poverty. The products can be purchased on the 
web (www.nukantifoundation.org/shop) and can be exported directly anywhere in the world!

HOME AND FASHION ART
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“... A PHRASE OF A FRIEND OF MINE, WHO ALSO WORKS WITH FILM 
AND CHILDREN - ‘WHAT DO WE NEED CAMERAS FOR, IF WE DON’T 
HAVE STORIES?’ EVERYONE WANTS THE TOOL AND TO LEARN HOW TO 
USE IT, BUT WHAT WE NEED IS TO BE CLEAR WHY WE WANT IT, FOR 
WHAT WE WILL USE IT...”

“... A PHRASE OF A FRIEND OF MINE, WHO ALSO WORKS WITH FILM 
AND CHILDREN - ‘WHAT DO WE NEED CAMERAS FOR, IF WE DON’T 
HAVE STORIES?’ EVERYONE WANTS THE TOOL AND TO LEARN HOW TO 
USE IT, BUT WHAT WE NEED IS TO BE CLEAR WHY WE WANT IT, FOR 
WHAT WE WILL USE IT...”

Eduardo has more than 15 years of experience in community work with the association Cultural Cen-
ter La Red in Commune 20 in Cali, Colombia and in other parts of the city. As a part of Tikal Produc-
tions, he has directed more than 20 documentaries, which, through the voices and the vision of the 
inhabitants of the marginal and rural zones, aim to achieve memory reconstruction and inclusion in 
history. In 2011, Eduardo won the Prize of Journalism Semana-Petrobras. His productions have been 
selected in various cinema festivals in Colombia. In 2014, he will be working with Nukanti Foundation 
in a media education program for gender empowerment in his community. 

EDUARDO MONTENEGRO
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Shirin – Hi Eduardo, Thanks so much for talking with Courageous Creativity! Please tell us about the neighborhood 
of Siloé in Cali, where you grew up. 

Eduardo – I have spent almost all my life in the neighborhood of Siloé, in Cali, Colombia, or more precisely in the 
Commune 20, which includes another ten neighborhoods. I came here with my family when I was 5 years old. I’m a 
son of a single mother, who had six children, and from a very early age, I had to work selling chontaduro (a tropical 
fruit) in the street.

People here in Cali know the whole hill where it is situated as Siloé, and Siloé is only one of eleven neighborhoods 
that form the commune. Very often when there is an act of violence in one of these neighborhoods and when the 
people involved are taken to the hospital, for example, people say “Where did this happen? Ah, on the hill, in Siloé”. 
This way most of the violence stays on the name of only one neighborhood. But when one gets to know the dynam-
ics of the neighborhood, one learns that there are a variety of situations. Almost always people speak about the bad 
things, but very seldom they mention, for example, the youth and community organizations that exist and work on a 
daily basis. 

Of course, we cannot deny that there are acts of violence, but these are very complex situations and they exist not 
only in the neighborhood, but also in the city, in the country and in the world. I think that the violence to a big extent 
is a result of the limited opportunities that are offered to this population, and also the fact that the state does not 
fulfill its responsibilities to protect the rights of the citizens.

Shirin – How did you start working in the area of audiovisual production?

Eduardo – In the cultural center, one of the areas where we started to work was documentary production, with a 
focus on memory construction, memory constructed from marginal sectors in the cities, from rural zones, from the 
areas where the people very rarely have the chance to tell their own story.

We started filming parties and birthday celebrations in the neighborhood, and every time people could recognize 
themselves in these images, we felt we were building some kind of identity and people could say, “I’m not ashamed 
to say that I’m from Siloé,” or that “I live in a marginal neighborhood.” 

The camera also functions as a motivator for the community to get together. This is how we started to make docu-
mentaries, not only in Siloé, but also in other parts of the city, where traditional media says that it cannot be done.

THE STORIES CAMERAS CAN TELL



For example, once we filmed a documentary called “La Resbalosa,” about a disco club in Mojica, also a com-
plex neighborhood, and we stayed there until 3 a.m. We showed that one could stay there until late at night and 
people could touch the equipment, without it disappearing.

Also significant is the so-called “ending in the street.” The stories that people tell and we capture, we show them 
again to people so that they can recognize the influence that they have. For example in the case of La Resbalosa, 
when people spoke about Mojica, they always spoke about violence, robberies, etc. Many people from the same 
community didn’t know about the disco club, which was also a place where people stay the night in case of a 
fire, a place to celebrate children’s birthdays, and a place to say goodbye to someone from the neighborhood 
who had died or had been killed.

Shirin –You now train youth in media education; what is that like? 

Eduardo – We are currently developing “La Escuela Audiovisual Popular” (“The Popular School of Audiovisu-
als”), which started in the form of workshops in alternative communication. This was during a period with a lot of 
violence in the neighborhood, so we started this campaign and printed T-shirts for free with messages promoting 
peaceful co-existence, like, “Let’s respect our skin,” “Life before everything,” “Because life is first.” We taught 
people how to prepare the texts and pictures, and how to print them on the T-shirts. We also made posters with 
the same messages. The youngsters themselves organized each other, which led to a better impact.

Then we started with a radio program in a regional broadcasting station to speak about all these topics, and later 
we saw the potential of television and launched a program in the channel Telepacífico to tackle social problems
and give alternative proposals from the artistic and cultural world. Through photography and filmmaking work-
shops, we introduced the idea to children and youth that they could use the camera as a tool of communication. 
Not simply to take the photo but to tell a story.

“WE STARTED FILMING PARTIES AND BIRTHDAY CELEBRATIONS IN 
THE NEIGHBORHOOD, AND EVERY TIME PEOPLE COULD RECOGNIZE 
THEMSELVES IN THESE IMAGES ... WE WERE BUILDING SOME KIND 
OF IDENTITY ... THE CAMERA ALSO FUNCTIONS AS A MOTIVATOR 
FOR THE COMMUNITY TO GET TOGETHER.”

EDUARDO MONTENEGRO
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Nowadays there is a lot of interest in how to make a video, how to interact in the social networks. This is one of the 
best ways for young people to tell their stories and to depict themselves. Today many people have cameras or can 
lend them, many houses even in Siloé have computers, some even have access to internet, so it is important to 
teach people how to use these tools. 

Shirin – How has this work changed your life?

Eduardo – Everything that I have done, both as community work and audiovisual production, has given me the 
opportunity to get in touch with other people, and take part in educational and leadership processes. The only way 
to change the situations that our families have lived in, is to start doing things. With this idea we started the cultural 
center, where we involved children, youngsters, adults and seniors. The audiovisual production has become a chan-
nel to have a dialogue with those who don’t know us directly. Taking part in these processes also led us to becoming 
professionals in what we do. For example, I started studying history at the university, which helps me improve in 
everything that I do.

The past 15 years have transformed my life completely and given me a different outlook. The topic of human rights 
is one that transforms you, changes your way of thinking and also makes you more coherent in what you think and 
what you do. My experience has taught me not only to be critical, but also to have the capacity to propose, the first 
step to start doing things. For me the most important thing is doing things, day after day, and showing others that 
change is possible.

Shirin – What do you see as the role of organizations like Nukanti in places like Siloé? 

Eduardo – I believe, and I have had the personal experience, that when one gets directly involved with culture 
and art, he will hardly reach for a gun to resolve a conflict. Unfortunately, the people who take part in situations 
of violence don’t go through these processes, organizational, artistic, cultural and sport, in the community. These 
processes teach us to stop and think when we face conflict, and even if you are really mad, you start looking for the 
best alternative. You don’t think how to destroy the other, but you try to understand the way he thinks and what has 
happened to him. 

For example, in a dance group you are preparing a choreography for, there are conflicts and the youngsters learn to 
work in a team. One says that you do this step like this, and another says that you do it differently. Sooner or later 
they reach a consensus, this night, this week, this month – whether they will mix the two steps, will do it the way
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one says, or will include the two steps in the choreography. The same with sports – very often in neighborhoods 
such as Siloé, where there are high levels of violence and aggression, when we organize a soccer tournament, 
youngsters that the previous week were almost killing each other, manage to resolve their conflict on the field 
playing together.

I think that institutional intervention in these processes is fundamental, but the community always has to be in-
volved and the processes always have to generate local leaders who can continue with the work after the project 
is finished. I think that the role of organizations such as Nukanti is to strengthen community in the areas where 
there are difficulties, or people don’t have the skills or knowledge.

Having the chance to interact with different organizations is important because it encourages community work on 
a local level. When you see that there are other people in the neighborhood, in the city, in the country and in the 
world, doing similar things, this gives you energy and motivation to keep working. 

Also, by collaborating with international organizations, people realize that the world is not only between the four 
walls of the house, or the five blocks in the neighborhood where they can mobilize, but it is a lot bigger and there 
are many opportunities out there.

Shirin – Any other thoughts you’d like to share with our readers?

Eduardo – I would like to share a phrase of a friend of mine, who also works with film and children - “What do 
we need cameras for, if we don’t have stories?” Everyone wants the tool and to learn how to use it, but what we 
need is to be clear why we want it, for what we will use it, and the final goal that we define will help us achieve 
our dream, to build a different society.

I also want to say that everyone can make a contribution to transform society, independent of their social class, 
their personal story, and the opportunities they have had or not had in life. Before criticizing, one should ask 
oneself, “What is my contribution so that society be different?”

“– I BELIEVE, AND I HAVE HAD THE PERSONAL EXPERIENCE, THAT 
WHEN ONE GETS DIRECTLY INVOLVED WITH CULTURE AND ART, HE 
WILL HARDLY REACH FOR A GUN TO RESOLVE A CONFLICT.”

EDUARDO MONTENEGRO
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JHON JAMES TORRES TABORDA
Jhon is the director of the Cali Swing Foundation, which uses salsa as a peace process with 
youth in the neighborhood of Siloé, in Cali, Colombia. Over 13 years his work has offered them 
alternatives to gang life, drugs and alcohol, and a safe environment to develop themselves as 
individuals and as dancers. Cali Swing has often reached the finals and won second place in 
numerous competitions locally, including the World Salsa Championships, and in 2009 they 
represented Colombia in the Chicago Salsa Festival. Nukanti Foundation is helping to create a 
bridge between the program and salsa dancers and schools internationally.

DANCING TO PEACE

“THIS IS WHY SALSA FOR US HAS TURNED INTO THE DANCE OF 
LIFE. AND WE HAVE A PHRASE THAT SAYS, “NOBODY CAN TAKE 
AWAY FROM US WHAT WE HAVE DANCED.” AND WE DANCE TO THE 
MELODY OF PEACE.”
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AWAY FROM US WHAT WE HAVE DANCED.” AND WE DANCE TO THE 
MELODY OF PEACE.”



Shirin – Jhon, thank you so much for talking with Courageous Creativity! Tell us all about the Cali Swing project 
and how it all came about?

Jhon – The foundation Dance School Cali Swing was born in February 2000 in the cultural center La Red (The 
Network), in the neighborhood Brisas de Mayo, in Commune 20 of Cali, Colombia. The school is an alternative 
for the children and youngsters of the commune to make use of their free time in a positive and constructive 
way, and stay away from gangs, robberies, drugs, etc. It was created in order to promote culture and give an 
opportunity to young people to do something productive and proactive.

I started with Cali Swing after I had had a big career in my sector la Torre, and after my specialization with the 
salsa group Swing Latino. The initiative was born from a proposal of the cultural center La Red to form a salsa 
group. I started with a few classes, with a group of about 5 youngsters, but as we started to have different 
events and presentations with those youngsters, we could attract more and more people until we reached a 
total of about 300 participants within a year. During all those years the school has benefited more than 5,000 
children and young people.

Shirin – When you first started this project, what was the response from the community? Did you find partici-
pants easily or did you have to convince children to sign up?

Jhon – In the beginning it was very difficult, because the youngsters didn’t believe in this. They thought that 
dancing was good for nothing, that they would become gay. There was also a lot of pressure from the parents’ 
side, they said that instead of dancing, the youngsters should go study or work. 
With the children it was even more difficult, as in our commune we have always had problems with violence 
against children, such as rape and fondling, so parents couldn’t trust a young man, like me, too much, to do this 
kind of work.

“WITH THE COMMUNITY ... IT WAS DIFFICULT AS ... THEY SAW US, 
YOUNG PEOPLE, AS THE PROBLEM RATHER THAN PART OF THE SO-
LUTION. THEY DIDN’T THINK THAT BY LEARNING HOW TO DANCE WE 
WOULD PROMOTE ART...”40
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With the community in general, it was difficult as they didn’t really believe in us. They saw us, young people, as 
the problem rather than part of the solution. They didn’t think that by learning how to dance we would promote 
art, but thought that we would go to the disco, where we would take to other vices, such as drugs and alcohol. So 
we had to work really hard to break these stereotypes.

As time went by, Cali Swing managed to break down all these barriers and started to get involved directly with the 
families. We even reached a point when we were working to improve the relations within the family. We had a lot 
of different processes with the parents, family reunions etc., and so Cali Swing started to gain a strong recogni-
tion in the Commune 20. We started entering the schools, and they also gave us space in the communal houses, 
so after some time we could create a big and strong children’s group, called Mini Cali Swing, which reached sixth 
place in the Festival Mundial de Salsa (World Salsa Festival) in Cali. 

Shirin – How do you see music and dance playing a role in bringing peace? Do you see it as an effective me-
dium for changing perspectives and opening up a new world for children?

Jhon – I see all types of artistic expression as a fundamental instrument for really opening up the way to peace. 
We are an example of young people, who thanks to this were saved from the illegal groups, the gangs, the 
violence and the drugs. Music has changed us and has brought us on a good path. Art, and in particular the 
popular dance salsa, is the best tool that we can find here in our commune. Because we are from Cali, the capital 
of salsa, and from a very early age we listen to salsa, we are practically born music lovers. So it would be great 
to continue using salsa as a tool to channel the energy of young people and keep them away from gangs, drugs, 
violence, etc. The idea is also to teach them how to live together, without invisible frontiers, side by side, in order 
to help these stigmatized neighborhoods move forward. This is why salsa for us has turned into the dance of life. 
And we have a phrase that says “Nobody can take away from us what we have danced.” And we dance to the 
melody of peace.

Shirin – You have had so many challenges with this project and currently with losing your place, you don’t have 
a place to train. What is it that inspires you to keep going?

Jhon – We have encountered all possible challenges - the first were our families, as it was very difficult to make 
them believe in us. The second challenge was working without cooperation from the governmental entities. It has 
been very difficult to survive all these years, as we are a self-sustaining group and we have to work hard to stay
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together and have a place to practice, also keeping in mind the fact that the spaces in these marginalized neigh-
borhoods are very limited.

The thing that really drives and motivates me to keep going with this project is the fact that we save lives. It is 
very satisfying to know that young people have been able to save their lives thanks to us and thanks to salsa. To 
hear them say, “If I hadn’t entered Cali Swing, if I hadn’t started dancing or singing, I would be dead,” …this is 
how we understand that we really help create peace and preserve life. 

We really do want to continue with this project, but sometimes it’s very difficult, when we don’t have sufficient 
funds to have a place where to train. And the idea is not only to use it for salsa, but also for other dance and 
sport activities, such as hip-hop, capoeira, etc. It would be interesting to be able to create a real cultural center, 
which would promote and lead the artistic expressions of the young people in the Commune 20.

Shirin – Anything else you’d like to share with our readers?

Jhon – I would like to invite everyone who will read this to support culture and art, to support all cultural pro-
cesses in the marginalized zones. Please don’t forget that it’s important to accompany young people in these 
processes, because they not only need financial support, but also moral support and support in personal devel-
opment. It is also important to support them in their development as enterprises, because through culture, one 
can also make business. So my appeal is that we should all support everything that has to do with art, in the 
way that each of us can, so that the important processes that we have in the marginalized zones, in all the cities 
of the world, don’t die out.
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“I SEE ALL TYPES OF ARTISTIC EXPRESSION AS A FUNDAMENTAL 
INSTRUMENT FOR REALLY OPENING UP THE WAY TO PEACE. WE 
ARE AN EXAMPLE OF YOUNG PEOPLE, WHO THANKS TO THIS WERE 
SAVED FROM THE ILLEGAL GROUPS, THE GANGS, THE VIOLENCE 
AND THE DRUGS. MUSIC HAS CHANGED US...”

JHON JAMES TORRES TABORDA
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