
The South learning  
  from the South

Three cases of municipal international 
cooperation with Nicaragua



 Lommel has engaged in municipal international cooperation with Ciudad Dario since 
2003, but cooperation with the two municipalities goes back much further. Dr. Toon 
Bongaerts, who used to live in Lommel, has been living in Nicaragua for thirty years, 
first in Terrabona, later in Ciudad Dario and now in Managua. Over the past decades 
many projects were started through him and were supported mainly by civil society. 
Both municipalities have roughly the same number of residents: Lommel has 33,000 
and Ciudad Dario 44,000, of which 28,000 live in the centre. The surface area of the 
Nicaraguan twin town is about eight times as big as Lommel, which is fairly large by 
Belgian standards.

 Municipal international cooperation between Mol and Santo Tomás goes back to 
1985. After the victory of the Sandinistas, solidarity projects emerged here and there 
in Flanders with cities and towns in Nicaragua. Mol persisted even when in the 1990s 
the initial enthusiasm of many partners waned. The two twin towns have about 
30,000 residents. Their structure issimilar: a municipality with a centre and various 
suburbs. 
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 Municipal international cooperation between Mol and Santo Tomás was a source 
of inspiration to the cooperation between Sint-Truiden and Nueva Guinea. Nueva 
Guinea is a city of 150,000 residents, 30,000 of which live in the centre. The city is 
many times the size of Sint-Truiden. Marcel Daniëls, the official for development 
cooperation of Sint-Truiden, used to work in Nueva Guinea. It was obvious that 
both municipalities forged a bond of municipal international cooperation in 2002: 
the contacts were there and communication went well. The three cities located 
in Nicaragua’s interior. Ciudad Dario is about 200 km northwest of Santo Tomás. 
Nueva Guinea is slightly over 100 km southeast of Santo Tomás.
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Southern partners are stronger together.

Although they all have partner towns in 
Nicaragua, Lommel, Mol and Sint-Truiden 
do not discuss their municipal interna-
tional cooperation much with each other. 
Toon Jansen (coordinator for international 
cooperation in Lommel), Louis Geysmans 
(North-South consultant in Mol) and Marcel 
Daniëls (official for development coopera-
tion in Sint-Truiden) mainly see each other 
at VVSG meetings of Flemish twin towns. 
Marcel Daniëls: ‘There is too little North-
North cooperation. However, the promotion 
of South-South cooperation through the 
new federal programme may lead to closer 
mutual contact in the North. We have to 
develop the programme together with our 
three twin towns in Nicaragua. It is our 
ambition to work on the same objectives 
together.’

Are the three Nicaraguan 
municipalities working together 
already?
Louis Geysmans: ‘They have achieved a lot 
more than we have in that respect. There 

is very close cooperation, particularly be-
tween Santo Tomás and Nueva Guinea. Ties 
with Ciudad Dario are somewhat looser and 
the distance is greater as well.’ 
Marcel Daniëls: ‘In 2010 our municipal inter-
national cooperation went through a crisis, 
because one of our civic partners in Nueva 
Guinea was not adequately managing the 
resources we made available.  The munici-
pal international cooperation coordinator 
of Santo Tomás went to Nueva Guinea 
to bring the two partner towns closer 
together.’

Can you give any specific examples 
of projects and achievements that 
took place thanks to South-South 
cooperation?
Louis Geysmans: ‘Ten years ago Mol came 
up with an idea for a biogas plant. Our 
sustainability official travelled to Santo 
Tomás to make the suggestion, but they 
were very sceptical about it there and noth-
ing came of it. Now they did include it in a 
programme for a model form with alterna-

One of the very valuable effects of cooperation 
between North and South is that it can also lead to 
cooperation between municipalities in the South. In 
Nicaragua the twin towns of Lommel, Mol and Sint-
Truiden found each other. They suggest ideas to each 
other and exchange best practices. This often works 
better than adopting ideas introduced by a twin town 
in the North. 
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tive energy supply and alternative manure 
processing. This is because they have seen 
that biogas plants work in Nueva Guinea. 
South-South contacts sometimes have far 
greater impact than North-South contacts. 
Specific examples from the South often 
have a lot more credibility than projects we 
are presenting from our point of view and 
with our expertise and technology. There 
were more initiatives that the three Nica-
raguan municipalities learned from each 
other. One is the farmers’ markets where 
regional farmers can sell their produce 
directly to the customers to get a better 
price. South-South cooperation is also 
important for young people. Over ten years 
ago we already had youth exchanges from 
Kosovo, Nicaragua, Niger and Mol. These 
exchanges mainly involved participation in 
the policy. In Nicaragua young people were 
not heard by the mayor, so many became 
heavily disappointed and abandoned their 
activities. Seeing success elsewhere in 
Nicaragua is giving them a second wind. 
Now it is their commitment. They are doing 
things at their pace and not because we 
feel that this is how it should be done.’ 
Toon Jansen: ‘Every year young people 
from the three municipalities in Nicaragua 
meet to discuss their views on the youth 
policy.’
Marcel Daniëls: ‘We have no effect on the 
activities of that core group of young peo-
ple from the three Nicaraguan twin towns. 

The only thing we do is we provide some 
resources and we organise exchanges with 
young people from here every now and 
then.’
Louis Geysmans: ‘Local authorities also 
see the benefits of South-South coopera-
tion. They unite and present themselves as 
a group of municipalities. They realise that 
they are in a stronger position if they do 
things together. For example, they stand 
a better chance of obtaining resources 
for ecological toilets from the Nicaraguan 
government if they unite.’ 
Toon Jansen: ‘There is yet another form 
of South-South exchange. In addition to 
Ciudad Dario we also have municipal inter-
national ties with Ongwediva in Namibia. 
Every year they come together with young 
people from Lommel. Youth participa-
tion and the environment are permanent 
themes. The host municipality also gets 
to choose a third theme. In the past this 
has been HIV, waste collection, youth and 
sport, youth and culture. At the meeting 
in Lommel we introduced youth and young 
people with a disability as an issue and 
now we see that the participation of young 
people with a disability also attracts atten-
tion in Ciudad Dario.’

Young people are very much present 
in all three cases of municipal 
international cooperation. What is 
the importance of civil society in the 
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cooperation with the three partner 
towns in a general sense?
Toon Jansen: ‘Every exchange includes 
someone from civil society. We try to sus-
tain the triangle between the politicians, 
the civil service and civil society.’ 
Louis Geysmans: ‘Civil society is very im-
portant. Municipal international coopera-
tion also aims to make the people of Mol 
aware of the South and to inform them of 
injustice in the world. Our municipal inter-
national cooperation developed from civil 
society. The municipality creates a frame-
work that is completed by civil society. Our 
Nica committee has fifty members and 
there are about thirty to forty young Nica 
members. In Santo Tomás we are trying to 
work in the same way based on the triangle 
mentioned by Toon. The role of civil society 
is even more substantial there, because 
not just the government, but also a large 
section of the administration is sometimes 
replaced after the local elections every four 
years. In that case you can only rely on civil 
society, on strong volunteers.’ 
Toon Jansen: ‘Bringing continuity to the 
cooperation is a long-term process that 
is mainly brought about by the volunteer 
committees. We are therefore very pleased 
that we were able to set up a municipal 
youth council in Ciudad Dario that is rec-
ognised by the local government and can 
work autonomously to a certain extent.’ 
Marcel Daniëls: ‘In Sint-Truiden and 

Nueva Guinea volunteers also play a very 
important role. They are the foundation 
of municipal international cooperation. 
This is often difficult for the local councils. 
In their opinion running the community is 
their task and they are not open enough 
to citizen participation. The role of local 
government in municipal international 
cooperation should be that of a facilitator.’

So what about strengthening the 
administrative powers of the partner 
town in the South?
Louis Geysmans: ‘That aspect of municipal 
international communication is sometimes 
lagging behind somewhat. We try to work 
on that, because good governance is a pre-
requisite for development. Unfortunately 
it cannot always be controlled. When the 
local government and civil service are re-
placed in Santo Tomás after the elections, 
you need to start from scratch in some 
respects. The civil organisations and volun-
teers are the constant factor, but we must 
be careful that the municipal international 
cooperation committee doesn’t become a 
type of shadow government with as many 
resources as the local council. We need to 
involve the council more. That is something 
we need to work on.’



About reciprocity in municipal international cooperation

 Reciprocity is difficult. North-South, South-North: we both learn from each other. 
That is the theory, but in practice many forms of cooperation are struggling with 
reciprocity. ‘It is a stumbling block,’ Marcel Daniëls indicates. ‘Reciprocity is mainly a 
problem of the North. Our society does not have the right mentality to learn from a 
society that is not yet on the same level in a material sense. We assume that we can 
learn nothing from them.’ 
Louis Geysmans adds: ‘In our opinion we have advanced much more than the partner 
in the South in many ways and they have the same feeling. We strengthen this even 
more with the examples we show them when they visit here. We take a tour of a 
model form, for example. We do not show the things we are not doing well.’ However, 
the South is not without blame in this respect. Toon Jansen: ‘Equality is a fine prin-
ciple, but everyone involved in municipal international cooperation knows where the 
resources are. Money can certainly undermine reciprocity in the early years: the South 
is the requesting party. This will improve when the relationship matures and trust is 
gained.’

 Reciprocity is possible. And yet the North has so much to learn from the South. 
For example, a public meeting of the local council and citizens is held every year in 
Nicaragua. The people can tell the bench what is on their minds, what they would do 
differently. Marcel Daniëls: ‘The council will immediately give an answer, even if it is 
provisional. Such a form of direct democracy is unmentionable here in the North.’ Toon 
Jansen gives an example from Ongwediva, the Namibian twin town of Lommel. ‘They 
had a management committee of department heads before we had even discussed 
such as thing. The committee even sits at the bench and is part of the decision mak-
ing process for creating and developing the policy.’
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More info: 
Lommel: Toon Jansen, toon.jansen@lommel.be 
Mol: Louis Geysmans, dosmol@skynet.be 
Sint-Truiden: Marcel Daniëls, marcel.daniëls@sint-truiden.be 
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