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Amazon innovations
Combining traditional knowledge with new technologies, this 
project trials a circular, low-carbon development model that 
empowers Amazon communities to generate sustainable jobs  
and income, while also countering deforestation and pollution. 

Restoration and revenue
Recycling, clean energy and agroforestry initiatives will empower 
indigenous and rural communities to diversify their livelihoods 
and boost their incomes, while also restoring the land and forest, 
evidencing an alternative model for development in Amazon districts.

In the Colombian Amazon, surging 
deforestation degrades the land and 
worsens climate risks, while growing 
plastic pollution contaminates food 
chains and water supplies. Basic 
services, such as waste collection, 
power and piped water, have limited 
reach into remote communities. 

Working with indigenous groups, 
schools and waste collectors, phase 
two of this project will trial community-
run, solar-powered infrastructure 
to deliver local recycling, water and 
irrigation systems, alongside 

agroforestry ventures to restore 
deforested and degraded land. 

Building on the plastic collection and 
shredding processes established 
during phase one, phase two will see 
the recycling plant in Puerto Guzmán 
become fully operational, transforming 
waste into plastic wood – a robust, 
waterproof alternative to timber. 

To demonstrate the viability and 
impact of this approach, the project 
will gather extensive data on issues 
from microplastics to biodiversity, 
to influence wider change in 
environmental and economic policies.

Full name of project: 
Sustainable Amazon 
Communities (phase two) 

Location:  Puerto Guzmán, 
Putumayo region, Colombia

Duration:  
December 2025 – November 
2027 

Partners:  
Corporación BIORED

Project reach: over 3,800 local 
residents, including indigenous 
communities, waste collectors 
and school students

Budget:  £416,801

PROJECT SUMMARY

Shredding plastic is the first phase 
in turning waste into plastic wood.



 Phase one findings
Phase one trialled a solar-powered, community-run recycling 
plant, establishing and refining the operational models and 
machinery for collecting, separating and shredding plastic waste. 

This first phase showed particularly high community 
engagement, with families, schools, shops and local government 
offices all actively involved in collection and separation. The 
original plan aimed to establish five communal recycling points, 
but participants actually set up eight. These have already 
collected over 130,000 plastic bottles.

In total, community recycling points and cleanup initiatives have 
gathered almost five tonnes of waste, which the plant has begun 
shredding. Initially powered by the backup generator due to grid 
connection delays, the plant will become fully solar powered in 
phase two.

Phase one established the community buy-in and technical 
foundation for a low-carbon, circular economy model for 
development, tackling environmental and economic challenges 
together. Phase two will scale up this approach, upgrading the 
recycling plant to produce plastic wood for sale, extending clean 
energy infrastructure to remote indigenous communities, and 
progressing agroforestry initiatives that restore soil health and 
reduce the pressure to clear forests for farmland.
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Putumayo, Colombia

LOCATION: 

“We used to organize community 
clean-up days, but the plastic 
just kept coming back. We didn’t 
know what to do with it all… Now 
families understand that recycling 
has value. And in schools, kids get 
excited to exchange plastic for 
sports or cultural supplies.”
Yormary, left, local community leader  
and public servant

 The problem
Indigenous and rural communities have lived sustainably in 
the Colombian Amazon for generations. But with the growing 
presence of industrial interests, surging deforestation and 
pollution are threatening the forest, soil and rivers. This 
exacerbates climate change impacts, degrades the natural 
ecosystem and undermines traditional farming and fishing 
livelihoods. 

When forest cover is lost, the land degrades. Soil quality, 
fertility and water retention all deteriorate, damaging farming 
and increasing the risks from droughts and floods. The loss of 
natural ecosystem protections leaves both people and wildlife 
ever more vulnerable.

At the same time, packaged and disposable products, such as 
bottled drinks, are now increasingly available in rural areas, 
but waste collection services have limited reach beyond larger 
towns. Plastic waste is building up fast, contaminating food 
chains and water supplies. Informal waste pickers eke out 
a living collecting and selling rubbish, but systematic waste 
management is largely absent.

Amazon communities are experts in managing natural 
resources sustainably, but with their land, water and livelihoods 
all under threat from external influences, they need support to 
defend and secure their future.

Putumayo

Puerto Guzmán

Colombia

Bogota

Transforming plastic waste into plastic wood pellets turns a 
problem into a resource.
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Innovation: the solar-powered recycling 
plant trials an innovative, community-
led economic model that turns waste 
into wealth, bringing both economic and 
environmental benefits for local people.

Impact: the project will create jobs, boost 
incomes and enhance resilience, while 
also countering environmental damage 
from deforestation and pollution. In 
demonstrating the viability of this blended 
approach, this model can help drive wider 
change across the Amazon region.

Learning: data gathering is explicitly built 
into project design, and will generate 
extensive insights to inform local 
advocacy work, cross-sector sharing and 
potential replication.

Sustainability: training and awareness 
activities will embed plastic management 
and clean energy solutions into 
community structures and practices, so 
that they become the norm. The project 
has extensive plans to ensure that the 
recycling plant achieves both financial and 
operational sustainability (see next page).

This project empowers communities around Puerto Guzmán to drive sustainable 
development, protecting their land, water and livelihoods through innovative recycling, 
clean energy and agroforestry initiatives, supported by local advocacy.

The project 

In Their Lifetime is Christian 
Aid’s seed fund for innovation 
and learning, enabling us 
to pilot new ideas and take 
intelligent risks. 

Through this fund, we 
are able to invest in high 
impact, solutions-focused 
projects which build towards 
transformative change.  

Recycling waste into 
plastic wood

Supplied by the eight recycling points 
set up during phase one, along with 
community cleanup days and rural 
collection routes, the solar-powered plant 
will process up to five tonnes of plastic 
waste each month. After cleaning and 
shredding – processes already established 
during phase one – it will then bind and 
mould the plastic into plastic wood pellets 
for sale to buyers in the furniture and 
construction industries. This will transform 
rubbish into revenue, creating sustainable 
jobs and income while also tackling plastic 
pollution and deforestation.

Community action  
and advocacy

The project will train and support the 
community to progress a range of 
action and advocacy initiatives. Incentive 
systems will see homes and schools 
swap separated plastics for coupons 
that can be used in local shops or 
exchanged for sports equipment or 
arts resources. Women will become 
environmental monitors, complementing 
expert local knowledge with technical 
training and equipment. By gathering 
tangible data on issues such as climate 
impacts and biodiversity, they will enable 
and shape proactive local advocacy on 
environmental issues.

Clean energy 
infrastructure

The project will champion solar energy 
as a clean, reliable and affordable 
power source to drive sustainable 
development. The recycling plant will 
run on solar energy from rooftop 
panels, capturing energy and emissions 
data to inform advocacy efforts. Solar 
installations in indigenous communities 
will include water pumps that provide 
reliable irrigation for crops, improving 
harvests and food security – especially 
when rainfall is erratic. Communities 
will develop expertise in solar energy 
management and maintenance, gradually 
taking over full operational control of 
these installations.

Agroforestry to restore 
deforested land

The project will also work with indigenous 
and smallholder farmers to strengthen 
agroforestry practices – integrating crops 
and trees to improve soil health and 
reduce erosion, renewing previously 
deforested land. By establishing tree 
nurseries and cultivating Amazonian 
forest species such as cocoa alongside 
other food crops, farmers will diversify 
their income streams while also restoring 
natural ecosystem protections that boost 
their resilience. Agroforestry ventures 
will reduce the pressure to clear forests 
for agriculture, while also showcasing 
how forest produce can offer long-term 
earning alternatives to timber.

Solar panels will power services  
from recycling to irrigation systems.            



Long-term planning 
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Drawing on previous learning around the time and support that 
community enterprise groups need to progress from formation 
to full commercial independence, the project has two separate 
endpoints. By the time ITL funding and activities end, after two 
years, the recycling plant will be breaking even – earning sufficient 
income to cover its running costs. Financial viability will be aided 
by ongoing community support in collecting and separating their 
plastic waste, making the raw material almost cost-free.

However, one element of the project will continue beyond the 
funding timeframe – ongoing capacity building and technical 
accompaniment for the recycling plant’s staff and management 
team, with a phased transition to full ownership and control. 
Our partner BIORED will initially run the plant alongside the 
community, gradually withdrawing their support over a period 
of three to five years, as the community team gains experience 
and confidence.

As per Christian Aid’s organisational policy, 7.5% of the overall budget has been allocated for our project partner BIORED for long-term capacity building which helps support the sustainability 
of our investments, and 7.5% has been allocated towards Christian Aid’s global operational costs (this includes Christian Aid global information and financial systems, global procurement, and 
support for global governance and strategic operational development).

Two-year project budget Total GBP (£)

Project activities 185,357

Plastic recycling system: machinery, equipment, warehouse, rural collection routes, communal recycling 
points and awareness activities

98,367

Community action and advocacy: training, monitoring equipment (eg camera traps), microplastics study, 
learning documentation and dissemination 

24,598

Clean energy: solar installations, connections, maintenance and energy to power the recycling plant and 
water pump systems

33,392

Agroforestry: community nurseries, tree saplings, technical support for farmers, cocoa processing training 29,000

Project delivery costs 179,270

Project staff, travel, finance and administration costs, baseline and endline surveys, communication, 
monitoring and evaluation

122,574 

Dedicated Christian Aid project officer 56,696

Project support and enabling costs 52,174

BIORED organisational support and facilitation 26,087

Christian Aid organisational support and facilitation 26,087

TOTAL: 416,801

To find out more about investing in this 
project, please contact ITL@christian-aid.org

Amazonian communities face unprecedented threats to their 
land and livelihoods. This project combines development and 
defence, taking an inventive approach to tackling poverty 
which also boosts environmental protection and restoration. 
By combining community action with innovative technology 
and clean energy, this project empowers indigenous and 
rural communities to transform their prospects. 

Invest in transformation
      

The community has already set up eight plastic 
collection points.            


