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The Commission is concerned
that human rights are increasingly
perceived as an obstacle to economic
development when in fact they are its
precondition.
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (2015)
Indigenous Peoples, Afro-Descendent Communities, and Natural Resources:
Human Rights Protection in the Context of Extraction, Exploitation,
and Development Activities, December 31, 2015
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PROLOGUE
Inequality in Latin America cannot be reduced without addressing the challenge of
land distribution, and its relationship with the rights of the poorest and most excluded
population groups in the region.
Land distribution is a historical structural problem in Latin America; for two centuries,
this issue has caused more wars, population displacements, social conflicts,
hunger, and inequality than any other. “The land belongs to those who work it,” was
the rallying cry of Emiliano Zapata during the Mexican Revolution. Land distribution
was also the issue that gave rise to the internal armed conflict in Colombia more than
half a century ago, and gave birth to the Landless Workers’ Movement in Brazil in 1970.
For over 50 years, Oxfam has been supporting indigenous and farming communities
in Latin America and the Caribbean to defend their lands and territories so that they
can feed themselves, send their children to school, protect natural resources for
their children and future generations, and live according to their cultures. Many of
those families and communities now live under the threat of being evicted to make
way for huge soybean, oil palm or sugar cane plantations; hydroelectric dams; or
gold mines. The situation has deteriorated over the past five decades, with a rise
in human rights violations.
For five years, we have been denouncing the effects of land grabs, and the acceleration
of land concentration. In Paraguay, compounded by a lack of state support, this has
resulted in 585,000 people being forced to leave the countryside over ten years.
A similar situation has been seen in other countries.
In addition, we have launched three international campaigns drawing attention to
iconic cases that reflect the widespread reality of communities facing dispossession
of their lands: the Polochic Valley in Guatemala, Curuguaty in Paraguay, and, most
recently, Loreto in Peru.
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A year ago, Oxfam published a report, Privileges that Deny Rights, which set out our
concerns about inequality in Latin America and the Caribbean, the most unequal region
in the world. In it, we outlined the challenges of the economic model known as
“extractivism”. This report pursues that discussion further, and looks more closely at how
promoting the large-scale extraction and exploitation of natural resources is affecting
access to—and control over—land. It also analyzes how economic elites use their power
to influence political and regulatory decisions that bolster their land-related interests
and ensure that the corresponding benefits are distributed in their favor.
With this report, we want to highlight the importance of addressing the challenge of
inequality through land distribution. The figures presented here are alarming, and reflect
a reality that will undoubtedly lead to an intensification of violence and the undermining
of democracy. One percent of farms occupy more than half of productive land. In other
words, that one percent holds more land than the remaining 99 percent. This situation
cannot pave the way to sustainable development for either countries or their populations.
At Oxfam, we believe that the levels of inequality found in this region can only exist
in democracies that have been hijacked. As we have highlighted in our Even It Up
campaign, to which this report contributes, the more inequality grows, the less trust
people have in the democratic system. The quality of democracy is at stake, as indeed
is its very continuation.
Latin America and the Caribbean, along with the rest of the planet, are facing times of
upheaval and uncertainty. Therefore, we must address the main challenges to be overcome
in the region, so that resignation does not set in, leading to greater levels of conflict.
The time is now.
We are calling on the most influential international institutions that work in the region,
as well as governments and businesses, to place the challenge of inequality in access
to and control over land at the center of the debate on how to reduce economic and social
inequality in the region, and to redouble efforts to redistribute land.
Simon Ticehurst
Oxfam, Regional Director for Latin America and the Caribbean
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INTRODUCTION

T

he extreme inequality in access to and
control over land is one of the main
unresolved problems in Latin America.
It is both a cause and a consequence of
the region’s extremely polarized social structures,
and intolerably high levels of poverty and inequality.
Without policies that address this challenge,
it will not be possible to reduce economic and
social inequality in the region.
The fight for land has given rise to internal
conflicts and displacements in many countries.
Moreover, territorial control continues to be a
source of economic and political power that is
often exercised through repression and violence.
Despite growing urban migration—largely due to
the lack of opportunities in rural areas—
competition for land has intensified, with a rapid
expansion of activities based on the extraction
and exploitation of natural resources. This is a
very unequal struggle between powerful actors
who accumulate the benefits of that exploitation,
and millions of people whose rights are affected—
especially indigenous, Afro-descendant and
peasant households. Women are being hit
particularly hard. These people are often the
victims of displacement, lose their livelihoods,
and suffer from the deterioration of the
environments in which they live.
The majority of governments in the region,
regardless of their political persuasion, have
remained committed to extractivism—a
production model based on the extraction and
exploitation of natural resources to obtain large
volumes of raw materials—as the main driver of
their economies. High commodity prices have

enabled some of them to achieve unprecedented
growth rates. However, the recent fall in the price
of hydrocarbons has demonstrated how reliance
on extractivism makes economies vulnerable to
global market fluctuations, in addition to being
unsustainable in the long term and exacerbating
land conflicts and inequality.
This report focuses on land as a core disputed
resource. The issue of extreme land concentration
is neglected in public policies, even though its
impacts affect countries’ overall economic and
social development, not just rural areas. Land
inequality limits employment; increases urban
poverty belts, as people are expelled from rural
areas; undermines social cohesion, the quality of
democracy, environmental health; and destabilizes
local, national and global food systems.
Unfortunately, the lack of transparency in land
transactions, and obstacles to accessing
information, make it difficult to know who the real
landowners are in the region. Moreover, statistical
limitations preclude an assessment of the true
extent of land concentration. However, there is
no doubt that global dynamics are leading to an
increase in land grabs, and the concentration of
land ownership, driven by insatiable demand for
raw materials and energy, combined with greater
access to investment capital and lucrative
international markets.
This report offers a regional view, mindful of the
significant differences among countries as well
as sub-regions. It is based on national research
and case studies commissioned by Oxfam in
Bolivia, Colombia, Paraguay, and Peru; a study on
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gender and access to land in Central America; and
other analyses undertaken by Oxfam and partners
in a number of countries. With the aim of contributing
to a debate that is relevant for the region,
common problems and dynamics are examined,
on the understanding that there are particular
cases that may deviate from those trends.
The first section analyzes land inequality from
various perspectives, together with its implications
in different spheres of life, especially for the most
vulnerable groups, particularly women. It also
looks at how the struggle for land has been both
the cause of armed conflicts, and a key factor in
achieving peace.
The second section describes the current scale
of extreme land concentration, based on the most
recent data available, making it possible to paint
a picture of inequality in the access to and
control over agricultural land in individual countries,
and in the region as a whole.
The third section explores in greater detail the
accelerated expansion of extractivist activities—
such as the extraction of minerals and fossil
fuels, forest exploitation, large-scale industrial
agriculture and extensive livestock farming—in
peasant, Afro-descendant and indigenous territories and natural areas, questioning the unfair
distribution of the impacts and benefits of
exploiting land and the resources it holds.
The subsequent sections contain an analysis of
power among actors with interests in and rights
to land. Specifically, the fourth section focuses
on the elites that hold disproportionate amounts

of economic and political power at national and
global levels. The fifth section describes the groups
whose rights are most violated, and who lack
sufficient political representation: rural women,
subordinated to patriarchal power; Afro-descendant
and indigenous peoples, whose territories are
invaded and degraded by the advance of extractivism;
and peasant movements, whose members are
persecuted and criminalized for defending their
rights to land and livelihoods.
The sixth section looks in more depth at national
policies that, by act or omission, create the breeding
ground for inequality in access to and control over
land. It also describes some state capture
mechanisms by which elites maintain their control
at the cost of the rights of the majority.
This report concludes with some general
recommendations, which are intended to stimulate
discussion about how to move towards fairer
societies in which the public interest tempers the
power of elites; land and other productive resources
are better distributed; and the rights of all people
are not only recognized on paper, but effectively
protected.
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1.
WHY
LAND?

Economic and social inequality are some of
the greatest impediments to Latin American
societies achieving sustainable development
and economic growth.1 The 32 richest people in
the region hold the same amount of wealth as
the 300 million poorest people.2 This economic
inequality is closely related to the possession
of land, as non-financial assets account for 64
percent of total wealth.
The close links between inequality in land
distribution and underdevelopment have been
extensively studied. It has been demonstrated,
for example, that extreme land concentration
inhibits economic growth in the long term,3 as
well as affecting other aspects of development,
such as the quality of public institutions and
education systems.4 A comparative study has
shown how more even distribution of land
ownership leads to greater agricultural
productivity and, consequently, an increase in
rural incomes and overall economic growth.5
The experience of Asian countries shows how
land redistribution has been and continues to
be a key factor in social and political stability,
economic development and industrialization
processes.6 It has been thoroughly argued that
better distribution of land leads to more efficient
allocation of resources, greater employment in
rural areas, fairer distributions of wealth and
income, and thereby significantly contributes to
reducing poverty and inequality.7 The impact on
poverty reduction is not only linked to greater
access to land for low-income households,
but also the resultant increase in productivity;
under the right conditions, small farms can be
more productive per hectare than large farms.8
Furthermore, it has been demonstrated that
securing indigenous land tenure is a low-cost
investment that brings benefits for forest
protection. Indeed, it is a cost-effective climate
change mitigation measure compared with
carbon capture and storage strategies.9
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1.1
LAND, POWER AND DEMOCRACY
The struggle for land has always been a
dispute over economic and political power.
The colonial elites, who imposed a system
of self-enrichment based on large farming
estates and the exploitation of labor, lay the
foundations for an accumulative strategy that
continues in rural Latin American societies. In
short, this colonial power did not disappear
with independence, but was consolidated and
handed down to today’s landed oligarchies.
Transforming those land tenure structures
involves confronting that power, and changing
a social order rooted in a culture closer to
feudalism than a modern democracy, where
the people who work the land are undervalued,
exploited and discriminated against. Probably
for that reason, no process of agrarian reform
in the region has achieved a lasting
transformation of land ownership. Not even
the most revolutionary reforms based on the
expropriation of large estates, like those
introduced in Mexico in 1910,10 Peru in 1969,11
or Nicaragua in 1980;12 reforms which distributed
state lands for colonization without affecting
privately owned land, like in Bolivia from 1953,
Paraguay in 1963, or Brazil from 1985;13 or
reforms based on land funds and other market
mechanisms, like those included in the peace
accords in Guatemala in 1996 and El Salvador
in 1992, had a lasting impact.
Large landowners have exerted influence to
block or reverse the redistribution achieved by
some agrarian reform processes. This was the
case in El Salvador, where the 1983 constitution
set a limit of 245 hectares on ownership of
rural land, and established that anything over
that limit would be expropriated and given to
landless farmers.14 In spite of this constitutional
mandate, a secondary law and explicit inclusion
of the commitment in the Peace Accords, it
was many years before an official inventory of
landholdings exceeding that size was produced,

and the land in question has never been expropriated. 15
Transfers of land from large landowners to
peasant families, which were very important in
some countries, were undermined by a series
of agrarian counter-reforms that took place
most intensely in the 1990s. The privatization
of the Mexican ejidos—a symbol of the Mexican
Revolution, created by the agrarian reform
of 1917 using land expropriated from large
estates—provides a stark illustration. Their
ownership was collective, non-transferable and
inalienable until, in 1992, the constitution was
amended and a new agricultural law was enacted
to allow their sale, although only to other ejido
members. As a result, land has been sold in two
thirds of ejidos, sometimes in excess of the
limit set by the law.16 Meanwhile, in Peru, the 1995
Private Investment Law removed the limit that
had been set by the 1969 Agrarian Reform Law
on the amount of land that could be allocated by
the state,17 and in 1997 a process of titling and
selling off coastal peasant lands began.18
There is a regressive trend for redistribution policy
in Brazil. Under Dilma Rousseff’s government
(2011–15), the distribution of land for agrarian
reform was drastically reduced. During her tenure,
an average of approximately 25,000 families
were resettled each year, compared with an
average of 76,700 during the previous two
Lula administrations (2003–10). 19 Small-scale
farmers fear that this trend will become even
worse under the current government of Michel
Temer, whose first actions included dissolving
the Ministry of Agrarian Development, and
withdrawing resources from the emblematic
programs for food procurement and strengthening
family farming.20
In other cases, land handed over by the state
never reached those who most needed it. In
Bolivia, during the decades of agrarian reform,
the peasantry and smallholders only received
eight percent of the land distributed.21
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In Paraguay, throughout the agrarian reform
process, people close to those in power
fraudulently obtained four times as much land
as peasant families (see Box 1).
Land-based power can shake democratic
systems when its interests are threatened.
In 1952, the second democratically elected
president of Guatemala, Jacobo Árbenz,
introduced an agrarian reform that aimed to
put an end to the feudal system and distribute
land among the Mayan population. This would
have directly affected landowners and
corporations, such as the US-owned United
Fruit Company. Two years later, a military
operation backed by the United States violently
ended those plans, changing forever the course
of Guatemala’s history, and beginning 32 years
of bloody dictatorial regimes.23
The June 2012 ouster of Paraguayan President
Fernando Lugo shows how the same power
structures continue to dominate the political
scene in the region. Lugo was impeached in

UNDER THE AGRARIAN
REFORM IN BOLIVIA,
THE PEASANTRY
AND SMALLHOLDERS
ONLY RECEIVED
8% OF THE LAND
DISTRIBUTED

the space of less than 48 hours (some
considered it a parliamentary coup), accused
of being responsible for the Curuguaty
massacre, in which 11 landless farmers and six
police officers lost their lives during a violent
eviction.24 The election of Lugo, a bishop and
advocate of social justice, had ended the

BOX 1.
THE PLUNDERING OF ILL-GOTTEN LANDS IN PARAGUAY
Throughout the 1960s, at the height of the Alfredo Stroessner dictatorship (1954–89), massive
colonization saw thousands of families from Paraguay’s central region resettled on agricultural
frontier lands. However, at the same time, the regime was distributing much greater quantities of
land to soldiers, officials, politicians, and large business operators from the dictator’s entourage.
After reviewing more than 200,000 land allocations, the Truth and Justice Commission 22 concluded
that around 7 million hectares—or 64 percent of the total land distributed throughout the agrarian
reform—had been irregularly allocated under the Stroessner regime. Moreover, this fraudulent
practice continued after the end of the dictatorship; between 1989 and 2003, nearly 1 million
hectares was irregularly allocated.
In total, nearly 8 million hectares of land was fraudulently acquired between 1954 and 2003—four
times more than the land received by all peasant families combined. Although a detailed list of
fraudulent cases of land allocation has been drawn up, to date, the state has not taken back a
single property. Moreover, neither the beneficiaries nor the political and institutional leaders
responsible for the fraud have been tried or punished.
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61-year rule of the conservative Colorado Party,
and posed a challenge to the landed and
business elites. Lugo’s impeachment, which
was publicly welcomed by business associations,25
was followed by measures that favored
agro-industrial sectors, such as the authorization
of genetically modified seed varieties, the
relaxation of rules on the use of agrochemicals,
the suspension of judicial proceedings
concerning ill-gotten lands, and a surge in
the repression and criminalization of peasant
movements.

1.2
LAND AND CONFLICT
The struggle for land has been at the root of
conflicts and civil wars in many countries in
the region, and has been a key issue in the
dialogue processes that have made it possible
to resolve them. Guatemala’s 1996 Peace
Accords put an end to 36 years of armed
conflict, and one of the measures designed to
reverse the structural causes of the conflict
dealt with unjust land distribution.26 However, at
no point in the negotiations was the country’s
economic and productive model called into
question; the only response to address agrarian
conflicts was to foster a more dynamic land
market. To achieve that, land titling processes
that provided legal security for land transactions
were introduced, and financial and institutional
mechanisms to increase the access of peasant
families to property titles were activated.27
Twenty years after the Peace Accords were
signed in Guatemala, the majority of the social
and economic commitments made have yet to
be fulfilled. The limited political will of successive governments, the lack of commitment from
the business sector, and the lack of effective
supervision by signatories are some of the reasons for this.28 In practice, the strengthening
of the land market re-concentrated ownership,
as many titled farms were subsequently bought
by large companies producing agricultural
commodities. In Petén department, half of the

peasant and indigenous households that had
received a property title sold their lands, or
were forced to sell them to make way for oil
palm or teak plantations, cattle ranches, or
activities related to drug trafficking and money
laundering. 29
The relation of land with conflict is now most
evident in Colombia, where data analysis
for this report found the most unequal land
distribution in the region. The redistribution of
land and its restitution to the victims of the
armed conflict will be key to the success of
any peace process, following the population’s
rejection by referendum of the agreement
between Juan Manuel Santos’s government
and the FARC-EP guerillas (see Box 2).

1.3
LAND AND DEVELOPMENT
Land is the main—and sometimes only—
asset for millions of rural households in Latin
America, and can mean the difference between
subsistence and extreme poverty. When people
lose their land, they are forced to rent plots
or depend on waged work, which is nearly
always temporary and precarious, in order
to provide food and other basic essentials
for the household.
Secure access to and control over land determine
development opportunities. Countries in which
land has been more evenly distributed—such as
Vietnam, China or Thailand—have managed to reduce hunger and poverty much more quickly, and
have maintained growth rates two to three times
higher than countries where the initial distribution
of land was more unequal.33 It is no surprise that
the new UN sustainable development agenda
includes equal access to land as a key target
for three of its goals: ending poverty (Goal 1), zero
hunger (Goal 2) and gender equality (Goal 5).34
Land provides financial security, because it is an
asset whose value tends to increase over time,
while income can also be generated through
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BOX 2.
LAND AND PEACE IN COLOMBIA
After almost six years of negotiations, Colombia is closer than ever to putting an end to the armed
conflict with the FARC guerilla movement, which has lasted for more than half a century. The
conflict has caused the largest internal population displacement in the world, with almost 7 million
people—mainly from peasant, indigenous and Afro-descendant communities—forcibly displaced
from their homes and dispossessed of at least 6 million hectares of land.
The growing problem of extreme land concentration is at the root of the conflict, and the conflict
itself served to strengthen paramilitary structures that have illegally appropriated more land than
the guerillas. Understandably, land distribution was the first issue to be addressed in the peace
negotiations, and was the first point in the “Final Agreement to End the Conflict and Build a Stable
and Lasting Peace” signed by the Colombian government and the FARC guerillas in August 2016.30
The agreement sets out an agenda for comprehensive rural reform, including the creation of a 3
million hectare land fund and the formalization of small and medium landholdings. Thanks to
pressure from rural women, the text addresses key issues for gender equality, such as
democratization of access to land ownership, the participation of rural women and their
organizations in development plans with a territorial focus, and solidarity economy initiatives to
promote the economic independence of rural women. The main challenge will be for rural women
to participate in the implementation and monitoring of the agreements, for which it will be
necessary to strengthen dialogue and institutionalize these processes.
The agreement also has a chapter recognizing the contribution of ethnic peoples to peace, and
establishes that the implementation of the commitments made must take into account the
principles of self-determination, autonomy, consultation, and free, prior and informed consent.
It also recognizes the importance of social, economic and cultural identity and integrity, and rights
to land, territories and resources.
One of the greatest challenges will be to restitute land to the victims of dispossession and forced
displacement, which is estimated to affect 8–10 million hectares, or almost a quarter of the
country’s farmland.31 Both the peace accords and the 2011 Victims and Land Restitution Law seek
to repair this damage, but progress has been very slow. It is of particular concern that the latter law
does not provide sufficient guarantees of protection for victims.32 The power structures responsible
for dispossession remain intact, including business operators, state and local authorities, and
members of public and private security forces. This poses huge risks for the families concerned.
That power must be urgently dismantled if peace is to become a lasting reality in Colombia.
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its productive use. For women, access to and
control over land facilitates the fulfillment
of other rights, as it contributes to changing
power relationships in the personal, social and
political spheres. A woman who has her own
land and makes decisions about it has greater
economic autonomy because she can access
other financial assets such as credit, her work
as a producer is recognized, her participation
in political organizations and decision-making
spaces is increased, and she will be less vulnerable to gender-based violence.35
For indigenous peoples, land is more than just
a material asset; it is the ultimate expression
of their cultural and spiritual identity. However,
their territories are even more vulnerable—the
world’s indigenous peoples and local communities possess ownership rights to just one
fifth of the land that is rightfully theirs.36
Furthermore, access to water—the control
of which is increasingly important due to the
effects of climate change—depends on communal
land.37 Communal land also provides other
essential resources for families’ wellbeing, such
as firewood, fibers and materials for building
roofs and fences; medicinal plants and food
for livestock; and the possibility of obtaining
collective benefits through, for example, the
communal management of forests. Many rural
households do not have their own land or any
other assets, so they are wholly dependent on
communal land to meet all their needs.
In turn, ensuring collective rights to territory
is one way of mitigating climate change. It
has been demonstrated that giving indigenous
peoples and local communities legal recognition
of their rights over forests makes them less
vulnerable to deforestation, which contributes
to absorbing greenhouse gas emissions.38

1.4
LAND AND ORGANIZED CRIME
Control of territory can be related to various

forms of criminal activity, including the production
and trafficking of drugs. In the so-called
Northern Triangle of Central America—formed by
Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador—criminal
groups have caused displacement by forcing
small and medium landowners to sell their land
to make way for the trafficking of cocaine and
other illicit goods. In Honduras, one of the
countries where organized crime is most prevalent,
drug trafficking gangs have made violent
incursions into indigenous territories to establish
smuggling routes and landing strips, which have
particularly affected the Garifuna population in
the coastal region. In Mexico, drug cartels have
violently expelled whole communities from lands
rich in natural resources and/or suitable for
the production of illicit crops. Another practice
observed in Mexico is the purchase of land to
create fictitious nature reserves, for the real
purpose of establishing secure drug trafficking
routes on the west coast.39 In Colombia, drug
traffickers and paramilitary groups have
channeled part of the profits obtained from
cocaine trafficking into purchasing land; they
now own approximately 5 million hectares, 15
percent of the total area of the country, on
which they have established oil palm plantations
and cattle ranches.40
The escalation of violence, often associated
with criminal activity, has led the UN Special
Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
to talk about “open warfare” and an “epidemic”
of crimes against activists and defenders of
land and indigenous rights.41
Furthermore, much of the capital invested in
buying up land is channeled through complex
corporate structures based in tax havens, some
of which comes from illicit activities. Money
laundering and tax evasion have undoubtedly
contributed to this land concentration. If it
were possible to trace the origin of all the land
acquisitions in the region, then Panama, the
Cayman Islands, Hong Kong or Luxembourg would
probably top the list of investor countries.42
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2.

MORE LAND
IN FEWER
HANDS

Latin America is the world’s most unequal region
in terms of land distribution. The Gini coefficient
for land—an indicator of between 0 and 1, where
1 represents the maximum inequality—is 0.79 for
the region as a whole, 0.85 in South America and
0.75 in Central America. These figures indicate
much higher levels of land concentration than in
Europe (0.57), Africa (0.56) or Asia (0.55).43
According to this indicator, Paraguay (with a Gini
coefficient of 0.93) is the country where land
is most unequally distributed, followed by Chile
(0.91) and Venezuela (0.88). At the other end of
the spectrum is Costa Rica (0.67), which has the
most equitable land distribution in the region.
Most Latin American countries have extremely
high levels of concentration with Gini coefficients above 0.80, while the ratio is over 0.90
in Chile and Paraguay (see Graph 1).
Compared with the distribution of income—for
which Latin America is also the most unequal
region in the world—land distribution is even
more inequitable. The regional Gini coefficient
for income is 0.48 compared with 0.79 for land,
and is higher than in Sub-Saharan Africa (0.43),
North America (0.37) or the East Asia-Pacific
region (0.37).44
Gini coefficients are the most common way of
measuring inequality; however, to better
understand the extent of inequality, especially
when there are high levels of concentration,
it is useful to compare the distribution at the
extreme ends of the scale.44 In order to obtain an
indicator for inequality in the distribution of land
that illustrates the gap between the extremes,
Oxfam used the most recent national statistics
available to calculate the percentage of agricultural
land occupied by the largest one percent of farms
compared with the other 99 percent.
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GRAPH 1.
GINI COEFFICIENT FOR LAND DISTRIBUTION IN SELECTED LATIN AMERICAN COUNTRIES
(MOST RECENT YEAR AVAILABLE)

Guatemala
0.84
Nicaragua
El Salvador
0.72
0.81
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0.77
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Venezuela
0.88

Colombia
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Ecuador
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0.87
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0.86
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SOURCES: FAO (2011), UNDP (2011) and International Land Coalition (2011).
NOTE: No data are available for Honduras or Mexico.

Paraguay
0.93

Argentina
0.83
Uruguay
0.84

Gini Coefficient
< 0.90 - 1.00 >
< 0.80 - 0.90 >
< 0.70 - 080 >
< 0.60 - 0.70 >

23

2.1
THE LARGEST 1% OF FARMS OCCUPY
OVER HALF OF AGRICULTURAL LAND
The main source of information about national
land distribution is the agricultural census or,
in its place, the agricultural survey.46 These are
large-scale statistical operations that cover
whole countries using standardized concepts,
definitions and methodologies. Censuses record
information about all farming operations (agricultural, livestock and forestry), including data
about the size of the farm and the type of tenure.
Given their purpose, which is to obtain up-to-date
information about the agricultural sector, and the
way the data are recorded, censuses have limitations that should be taken into account when
interpreting the results (see Box 3).
Based on an analysis of the national agricultural
censuses of 15 Latin American countries 47 (the
national agricultural survey was used for Bolivia 48),
it was possible to calculate the proportion
of land occupied by the largest one percent
of farms. The results are overwhelming and
reveal an even more alarming picture than was
previously known: in the region as a whole, the

largest one percent of farms concentrate more
than half of agricultural land. In other words,
one percent of farms occupy more land than
the remaining 99 percent. On average, the size
of these farms is over 2,000 hectares
(equivalent to 4,000 soccer fields), although
in the countries of the Southern Cone
(Argentina, Chile and Uruguay), they are much
larger; for example, in Argentina, the average
size of farms in the largest one percent is over
22,000 hectares.
The most extreme case is Colombia, where farms
of more than 500 hectares—which only account
for 0.4 percent of all farms—occupy 67.6 percent
of productive land.49 Based on these data, we
find that Colombia is the most unequal country
in the region for land distribution.
Other countries with extremely unequal
distributions of land are Chile and Paraguay,
where more than 70 percent of productive land
is occupied by the largest one percent of farms
(see Graph 2).
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BOX 3.
LIMITATIONS OF AGRICULTURAL CENSUSES

When interpreting the extent of land concentration, certain limitations relating to the way
agricultural censuses are carried out should be taken into account.
The information refers to holdings, not people: The sampling unit of an agricultural census is the
holding rather than the producer. Therefore, in this report, we refer to the land occupied by one
percent of farms. Given that one person may own or manage more than one farm, the concentration
in terms of owners could be even higher.
They do not provide information about the landless peasant population: For the aforementioned
reason, landless peasant households are not registered in agricultural censuses. In many countries,
it is not even known how many there are. Were they to be included in land concentration indicators,
the results would be even more alarming.
Collectively owned land has only recently been included in agricultural censuses: Older agricultural
censuses did not include collectively held indigenous, peasant or Afro-descendant territories. More
recent censuses, such as those carried out in Colombia, Bolivia and Peru, have covered them in a
differentiated and incomplete manner. However, by taking agricultural holdings as the census unit,
and only covering the productive area, they provide limited information about collective territories.
Care should be taken when interpreting the distribution of land, given that, within a collective
territory, the land may be managed in part individually and in part collectively, with both being
recorded as individual census units.
Holdings may be under arrangements other than ownership: Although the majority of the farms
included in censuses are owned, a small fraction of land is rented, held in usufruct or under another
type of tenure. Therefore, in this report, we refer to the land occupied by one percent of farms rather
than that owned by them.
Censuses are not carried out with sufficient frequency: Although the UN Food and Agricultural
Organization (FAO) recommends repeating agricultural censuses at least once every ten years,
in practice the interval is much longer, because they are very costly statistical operations.
In Colombia, for example, there was a 43-year gap between the 1971 census and the most recent
census in 2014; by late 2016, the complete results of the latter have still not been made public.
Among the Latin American countries analyzed, the oldest census is that of Ecuador (2000), while
the most recent are those of Colombia and Costa Rica (2014).
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2.2
THE SMALLEST 80% OF FARMS
OCCUPY LESS THAN 13% OF LAND

less than 13 percent of productive land, and the
average area of a small farm is nine hectares
in South America and 1.3 hectares in Central
America. The small size of the holdings in Central
America makes peasant households there even
more vulnerable. Colombia represents a particularly
extreme case of inequality, as the smallest 84
percent of farms occupy less than four percent of

Smallholdings account for four of every five
agricultural holdings in the region. Analyzing the
agricultural censuses of 16 countries in Latin
America, Oxfam calculated the surface area
occupied by the smallest farms: small farms hold

GRAPH 2.
PERCENTAGE OF LAND HELD BY THE LARGEST 1% OF FARMS
COMPARED WITH THE REMAINING 99%
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SOURCE: Prepared by the author based on data from the most recent national agricultural censuses and surveys (a detailed
description of the calculation method is included in the Appendix).
NOTES:
1. It was not possible in all cases to calculate the percentage of land occupied by precisely the top one percent of farms; in some
cases, it is the closest figure to one percent that could be obtained based on the data available. That is the case of Argentina
(0.94 percent), Brazil (0.95 percent), Chile (0.89 percent), Peru (1.06 percent) and Venezuela (0.95 percent). For the region as a
whole, the figure is 0.91 percent of farms.
2. In the case of Peru, the largest one percent of farms includes land belonging to indigenous and peasant communities, most
of which is managed collectively. Much of that collective land is rain-fed farmland or natural pastures, whose economic value is
much lower than that of irrigated land.50
3. In the case of Bolivia, agricultural operations within indigenous territories were also included in the census as family farms,
rather than collective territories. Consequently, they are not counted among the largest one percent.
4. Colombia, Honduras and Panama are not included in the graph, as access was not granted to the data needed to calculate the
indicator, despite repeated requests to the respective national authorities responsible for agricultural censuses.
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productive land. The situation is similar in
Paraguay, where more than 91 percent of farms
hold just six percent of land (see Table 1).
The meaning of the term “smallholding” can vary
depending on context and, although it is usually
associated with the concept of family farming, the
two terms are not necessarily interchangeable.51
In countries such as Argentina or Uruguay, the
average size of a smallholding is around 100
hectares, which would be considered a large
farm in Central American countries, where the
average smallholding ranges from just one to

three hectares.
The data confirm a well-known historical
problem: the majority of land has been amassed
by large landowners, while small farms have
been driven to a marginal segment of territory.
If, as well as size, the data were to make it
possible to take into account the value of
agricultural holdings based on criteria such as
soil quality, proximity to markets, availability of
water, access to transport routes, and other
factors that influence productivity, then the level
of inequality would probably be even higher.

TABLE 1.
SIZE OF SMALLHOLDINGS IN LATIN AMERICA
		
Smallholdings
Number		Percentage
APUi

Area (ha)

APU

Area (ha)

Average
size (ha)

Size

<500 ha

COUNTRY			SOUTH AMERICA
Argentina

246,947

23,212,207

83.0%

13.3%

94.0

Bolivia

718,319

2,764,221

83.4%

8.0%

3.8

<20 ha

4,448,648

70,691,698

86.0%

21.4%

15.9

<100 ha

208,424

1,148,822

74.8%

3.9%

5.5

<20 ha

2,447,244

4,226,846

84.0%

3.8%

1.7

<10 ha

Brazil
Chile
Colombia
Ecuador

636,375

1,463,212

75.5%

11.8%

2.3

<10 ha

Paraguay

264,047

1,960,081

91.4%

6.3%

7.4

<50 ha

1,754,415

2,268,752

79.3%

5.9%

1.3

<5 ha

36,767

3,619,509

82.1%

22.1%

98.4

<500 ha

349,106

3,039,152

82.3%

11.2%

8.7

<50 ha

Perú
Uruguay
Venezuela

			CENTRAL AMERICA
Costa Rica

62,925

184,881

67.6%

7.7%

2.9

<10 ha

El Salvador

335,020

216,258

85.8%

24.5%

0.6

<2 ha
<3,5 ha

Guatemala

718,585

609,755

86.5%

16.3%

0.8

Honduras

191,138

281,772

70.6%

8.6%

1.5

<5 ha

Nicaragua

185,934

646,036

70.8%

10.7%

3.5

<14 ha

Panamá

201,270

272,935

81.8%

10.1%

1.4

<10 ha

South America

11,063,585

99,191,689

82,9%

12,3%

9.0

Central America

1,694,872

2,211,637

81,0%

11,6%

1.3

12,758,457

101,403,326

82,7%

12.,3%

7.9

TOTAL

SOURCE: Author’s calculations based on data from the most recent national agricultural censuses and surveys.
i
APU: Agricultural production unit.
NOTE: Mexico is not included because the available data from the most recent census of agriculture, livestock and
forestry (2007) does not allow for the classification of farms by size of the production unit.
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2.3
THE GENDER GAP
IN ACCESS TO LAND
Latin American societies, especially in rural
areas, are still deeply patriarchal, with women
kept subordinate to men. Between the formal
equality recognized in laws and the actual
equality of rights and opportunities, there is a
chasm of deep-rooted cultural and institutional
factors that reproduce historical exclusion. The
gender gap in access to and control over land
manifests in many ways, such as: male preference
in inheritance, fewer women benefitting from
state allocation of land, and scant recognition
of either women’s contribution to family wellbeing
and national development, or their role as full
and active citizens.
Throughout the world, women help sustain rural
societies by taking on the double burden of caring
for household members and performing key
productive and reproductive tasks, such as
providing food. They tend family vegetable
gardens, feed animals, collect firewood and
water, and look after children, the elderly, the sick
and those with disabilities; they also participate
in neighborhood committees and often
supplement the family income with jobs outside
of the home.
However, compared with men, women only have
access to a small fraction of land, credit, inputs
or technical assistance. In Latin America, women
account for less than 12 percent of the population
that benefits from agrarian reform processes.52
Policies that have promoted access to land
through the market—such as land funds—have
included women in a subordinate and minority
capacity, always based on their marital status
and their position as mothers, rather than as
productive or working women.53 In national statistics, women are usually considered as “helpers”
in agricultural work; consequently, they are not
recognized in employment data, and their
contribution is not taken into account for economic

purposes. Women’s presence in farmers’
organizations tends to be limited and removed
from spaces of power, resulting in their exclusion
not only from ownership but also from decision
making in relation to land management and
community development.
Women’s lack of access to land keeps them
subordinate to men and limits their economic
independence, as it prevents them from accessing
other essential resources and services, such as
credit or technical assistance. The data
illustrating the gender gap in access to land are
powerful. Without exception, women have less
land than men, ranging from eight percent of total
landholdings in Guatemala to 30 percent in Peru
(see Graph 3), and their farms are always smaller.
In Brazil, for example, the average area worked
by women is 25.5 hectares, compared with 60.7
hectares for men.54
Although the law in all of these countries
recognizes equal rights for men and women, in
practice women tend to have smaller properties,
of worse quality, and with less legal security. A
study conducted by the Central American Network
of Rural, Indigenous and Farming Women
(RECMURIC) found that women only hold 12 percent
of land in Honduras; in El Salvador, a mere 13
percent of property titles are in women’s names;
women work 15 percent of the land in Guatemala
(although it does not always belong to them); and
Nicaraguan women run just 23 percent of farms,
most of which are less than ten hectares in size.55
Studies carried out in other Latin American
countries confirm the widespread exclusion of
women from access to and control over land.56
Until rural women are treated as full and active
citizens—i.e. bearers of rights who play a key role in
family wellbeing and national development—progressive measures such as joint titling will be insufficient
to combat gender inequality. Specific policies with
a gender perspective are needed to address the
existing obstacles, and guarantee women’s access
to land and other productive resources.
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GRAPH 3.
PERCENTAGE OF FARMS RUN BY WOMEN IN SELECTED LATIN AMERICAN COUNTRIES
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SOURCES: FAO, Gender and Land Rights Database based on agricultural censuses, household surveys and academic publications; data for Bolivia from the Center for Labor and Agrarian Development Studies (CEDLA) based on the 2013 National
Agricultural Census.
NOTE: No data were available for Honduras or Colombia.

2.4
THE INCREASE IN LAND
CONCENTRATION CONTINUES

overshadowed the debate about redistribution,
which is more necessary than ever given the
outrageous levels of land concentration.

Land concentration in Latin America is much
higher today than it was in the 1960s, when
many countries undertook important agrarian
reform initiatives, recognizing that excessive
accumulation of land ownership—with vast
unproductive areas—was not only unfair, but
also an obstacle to agricultural modernization
and economic growth.57 Nowadays, conversely,
the pursuit of ever-larger scales of production
and the desire to attract investment capital have

In Brazil, for example, inequality in land tenure
has not been reduced despite implementation
of the region’s most ambitious agrarian reforms
between 1995 and 2010, which saw the state
distribute more than 80 million hectares (an
area twice the size of Paraguay) and settle
almost a million farming families. 58 Despite
this huge redistribution effort, the country
continues to be dominated by large-scale
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farming operations, with more than 40 percent
of land being concentrated in less than one
percent of properties.59
While large landowners occupy a growing
proportion of the territory, smaller farms are
tending to disappear. In Uruguay, the number
of farms recorded in censuses fell by 34
percent between 1961 and 2000; 96 percent of
the farms that disappeared were less than 100
hectares in size.60 In Peru, however, between
1994 and 2012, the number of farms of less
than five hectares increased by more than
40 percent, although the total area occupied
by them did not increase; consequently, the
average holding size shrank from 1.7 to 1.3
hectares.61 Peasant properties, which are
already inherently small, are divided even
further by inheritance and, in some contexts,
their size makes profitable production unviable.
This property fragmentation further impoverishes
subsistence economies and, combined with
the scarce opportunities for work, is pushing
small-scale farmers out of rural areas, especially
the younger generations.
At the same time, the productive area has
increased in the majority of countries,
although this can be mainly accounted for by
large farms. In Paraguay, between 1991 and
2008, an additional 7 million hectares entered
into production, 6 million of which was
registered in farms of more than a thousand
hectares, while the area occupied by the
smallest farms fell by 16 percent. In the soy
sector, the number of farms grew by just four
percent, while the area occupied quadrupled.62
In Colombia between 1970 and 2014, while the
agricultural land occupied by farms of more
than 500 hectares increased from 41 percent
to 77 percent, the proportion occupied by
farms of less than ten hectares fell from seven
percent to four percent. 63
This extreme inequality in access to and control
over land should be addressed as a priority in

the fight against economic and social inequality
in the region. National governments should
urgently and effectively respond to demand
from rural populations for land and means of
production, adopting concrete measures that
contribute to the redistribution of land
ownership and greater equity.

RECMURIC FOUND THAT
WOMEN ONLY HOLD
A SMALL PERCENTAGE
OF TOTAL LAND:
12 % HONDURAS
13% EL SALVADOR
15% GUATEMALA
23% NICARAGUA
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3.

3. A model
based on
accumulation

A strategy of exploiting natural resources and
people took root in Latin America centuries ago.
This extractivist model seeks to control land in
order to access all possible sources of raw
materials, and has rapidly expanded in step with
the insatiable demand for food, commodities
and energy.
Extractivism is a way of organizing a country’s
economy around the extraction and exploitation
of large volumes of natural resources, mainly for
export, and often with minimal processing and
limited added value. In a broad sense, extractivism
includes the exploitation of both non-renewable
resources (such as minerals and hydrocarbons)
and renewable resources, through large-scale
agricultural, livestock and forestry production or
hydroelectric power generation. These types of
activities underpin the economies of many Latin
American countries, which have specialized as
suppliers of raw materials for the global market.

3.1
EXTRACTIVISM HAS TAKEN
OVER THE LAND
The dependence of Latin American economies
on extractivism and “neo-extractivism”, which
involves greater state control,64 is evident from
export revenue figures. Raw minerals, fossil fuels,
metals, timber, meat, and vegetables account
for more than half of total exports in most of the
region’s countries; in Chile and Ecuador they are
in excess of 80 percent (see Graph 4).65
Even progressive governments—which used
to criticize dependence on raw materials, the
enormous power of corporations, and the low tax
contributions of the extractive industries—have
not only continued to base economic growth on

32

UNEARTHED: LAND, POWER AND INEQUALITY IN LATIN AMERICA

extractive activities, but have embraced them as
pillars of their development strategies.
Mining and oil exploitation accelerated from
2000 due to the need to increase global
reserves, a commodity price boom, and a
new wave of foreign investment attracted by
structural reforms that removed protections
for communal territories and relaxed
environmental controls (see Graph 5). As a
result, in Ecuador, Bolivia, Peru and Chile,
more than half of exports today are extracted
from the subsoil.
In Colombia—the leading exporter of gold in

Latin America—the area under mining
concessions grew from 1.1 million hectares
in 2002 to 5.7 million hectares in 2015,
equivalent to five percent of national territory.67
The government of Juan Manuel Santos has
placed mineral and fossil fuel extraction at
the center of its economic growth policy, to
finance investments needed to build peace
and implement social policies. 68
The case of Peru is a typical example of mining
fever. The number of concessions grew
exponentially: from just over 2.5 million
hectares in 1991 to 27 million hectares in
2013, equivalent to 21 percent of the national

GRAPH 4.
RAW MATERIALS AS PERCENTAGE OF THE TOTAL VALUE OF EXPORTS
IN 15 SELECTED COUNTRIES (2014)
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territory.69 Current calculations suggest that
almost half of peasant communities’ lands are
under some type of mining concession, and
that 31 percent of the Peruvian Amazon has
been subdivided by the state into blocks for
the purpose of exploration and exploitation of
hydrocarbons. 70
Forestry is experiencing a boom in Mexico and
the countries of the Southern Cone, especially
Chile, driven by international demand for timber
products, and the new business opportunities
that have arisen with the carbon market and other
environmental services. Between 1990 and 2010,
forest plantations grew at a rate of more than half

a million hectares a year in the region. In Brazil
alone, gigantic plantations of eucalyptus and
other fast-growing species occupy more than 6
million hectares, and have led to displacements
and water disputes with local populations.71
Livestock farming is another expanding sector,
with a quarter of all beef consumed worldwide
being produced in South America.72 In Colombia,
extensive livestock farming occupies 80 percent
of productive land (34 million hectares), although
only 15 million hectares are considered suitable
for that purpose. More than half of the farmed
area of Paraguay is made up of cattle ranches,
which are encroaching on the natural areas of

GRAPH 5.
HYDROCARBONS AND MINERALS AS A PERCENTAGE OF THE TOTAL VALUE OF EXPORTS
IN FOUR LATIN AMERICAN COUNTRIES (1962–2014)
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the Chaco, giving rise to the highest deforestation
rate in the world.74
Meanwhile, agricultural production has been
dominated by so-called “flex crops” such as
soybean, oil palm and sugar cane, which have
expanded at an unprecedented rate in the last
two decades (see Graphs 6 and 7).75 Soybean
production has spread across borders from
Brazil and Argentina into Paraguay, Bolivia and
Uruguay (see Box 4). Sugar cane predominates
in Brazil, Mexico, Colombia, Argentina and
Central America; oil palm is increasingly
expanding in Colombia, Ecuador, Honduras,

GRAPH 6.

Brazil, Costa Rica, Guatemala, Mexico and Peru,
where it is rapidly gaining ground in the
Amazon region (see Graph 8).

AGRICULTURAL EXPORT MODEL
AND LIVELIHOODS
It is often claimed that in Latin America, unlike
other regions of the world, the majority of recent
agricultural investments have not affected land
occupied by family farming but rather pasture,
uncultivated state lands, or natural areas.80
However, research undertaken by Oxfam in several
countries indicates that this is not always the
case: large-scale monoculture investments seek

GRAPH 7.

AREA UNDER SOYBEAN, OIL PALM AND SUGAR CANE
CULTIVATION IN SOUTH AMERICA (1961–2013)
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GRAPH 8.
AREA USED FOR FLEX CROPS IN SELECTED COUNTRIES (2014)
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BOX 4.
THE GEOPOLITICS OF SOYBEANS

The search for economies of scale in soybean production has resulted in a model of territorial
organization tailored to the needs of transnational corporations, which determine the development of storage, transportation and processing infrastructures.
Together, the five countries of the so-called “united soy republics”76 —Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay, Bolivia and Uruguay, in order of importance—produce more than half of the soy consumed
worldwide.77 Between 1990 and 2014, the area under soybean cultivation tripled to 60 million
hectares (larger than the combined territories of Paraguay and Uruguay), while production
increased fivefold to a total output of 150 million tons.78 Between 2000 and 2014 alone, soy
plantations in South America grew by 29 million hectares, roughly comparable to the size of
Ecuador.79 Approximately 90 percent of regional production is concentrated in Brazil and Argentina, although the fastest expansion has been in Uruguay. Meanwhile, Paraguay is the country
where soybean occupies the greatest area relative to other crops, covering 67 percent of the
total agricultural land (see Graph 9).
Brazil is the undisputed leader of soybean. In 2015, it generated more than 40 percent of the
value of world soybean exports, breaking the hegemony of the United States. That same year,
the soybean and its derivatives headed total Brazilian exports (accounting for over 11 percent in
terms of value), ahead of gold, hydrocarbons and meat.80 With investment into millions of hectares of plantations in Paraguay and Bolivia, Brazil has extended its political influence as far as
Africa, and has established commercial partnerships with China, the main import market for soy.
In an international context marked by price volatility and food crises, political turbulence in
importing countries, and extreme droughts, the soybeans produced with Brazilian capital, both
within and beyond its borders, take on a crucial geostrategic importance in the new world order
as one of the most important commodities in the global market.
SOURCE: Oliveira, G. (2016).
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GRAPH 9.
EVOLUTION OF AREA UNDER SOYBEAN CULTIVATION IN FIVE
LATIN AMERICAN COUNTRIES (1990–2014)
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fertile land with good transport connections.
In many places, this means displacing local
peasant, indigenous and Afro-descendant
communities, depriving them of their traditional
livelihoods.82
In some cases displacement occurs through
direct purchase, whether legal or
fraudulent. In others, people are forced off their
land indirectly; for example, in Paraguay, families
have become surrounded by soybean plantations,
and cannot live with the intensive application
of chemical products.83 Displacement is often a
result of violence, such as in Colombia, Honduras
and Guatemala, where peasant and indigenous
communities face threats, coercion and violent
evictions to make way for soybean, oil palm and
sugar cane plantations. In Brazil, dozens of peasant

and indigenous leaders have been murdered for
resisting the advance of agro-industry, livestock
farming, timber extraction, and mining.84
The unfettered growth of the agricultural export
model also affects food security, acting as a
disincentive to produce food for domestic
consumption. In Brazil, as the area given over to
soybean and other industrial crops expanded
exponentially, the area for growing rice, other
bean varieties, and wheat shrank or stagnated
(see Graph 10).85 Colombia is the world’s fourth
largest producer of palm oil, yet is one of the
most dependent on imports of corn, rice and
beans, since 7.1 million of the 8.5 million hectares
used for agriculture are occupied by large coffee,
oil palm and sugar cane plantations producing
for export.86
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GRAPH 10.
CHANGE IN THE AREA OF SOYBEAN AND FOOD CROPS IN BRAZIL (1990–2014)
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3.2
PRIVATE PROFITS AT A PUBLIC COST
The exploitation of natural resources has
undeniably helped drive economic growth in the
region and improve public services in countries
that have taken advantage of the price boom to
increase their social investment.87 However,
dependence on extractive industries brings
serious risks associated with the volatility of
international markets, as well as high environmental
and social costs. Countries that specialize in
hydrocarbon production, like Bolivia, Colombia,
Ecuador, Mexico, and Venezuela, saw their tax
revenues fall by an average of more than one
percent of their gross domestic product between
2013 and 2014 due to a drop in prices.88

Furthermore, extractive activities give rise to
enclave economies, which are detached from
their socio-economic context, and generate
very little employment, as they replace labor with
technology.89 Most of the work they do create
is low-skilled, seasonal, poorly paid, and often
in conditions that violate labor legislation on
minimum wages, forced labor, child labor, health,
safety, and/or social protection.90 Women have
fewer employment opportunities than men and,
when they do find work, receive a lower salary.
Regions in which resource extraction takes place
tend to receive few benefits, while suffering from
its serious environmental and social impacts.
Some extractive activities can be particularly
destructive to the social fabric; for instance, in
Colombia, there has been an increase in child
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sexual exploitation and teenage pregnancy in
regions of intense mining activity.91
The incorporation of family farming into the
agricultural export model, often backed by states,
has proven to be a very unequal partnership.
Some corporations establish contracts with small
producers in a kind of “agricultural maquiladora,”92
whereby peasants become workers on their own
land without guarantees or labor rights, in exchange
for a reliable market and access to technology.
In this way, as well as securing greater volumes of
output for lower investment and operating costs,
corporations can access land in countries where
there are restrictions on its purchase, and do not
assume the production risks.
In Bolivia, for example, exports of soybean and
its derivatives are under the control of four
transnational companies that export 77 percent
of the soy produced in the country: Gravetal (31
percent), Fino (22 percent), ADM (13 percent) and
Cargill (11 percent).93 The investment required
to produce soybeans on a commercial scale
is beyond the reach of small producers. Even
those who received state land under the agrarian
reforms cannot use it as collateral for credit;
consequently, they have no other option than to
produce under contract or hand over their land to
large companies in exchange for a share of the
harvest. In either case, even though they maintain
ownership of the land, they lose control over both
production and profits.
In terms of public revenue, the agricultural export
sector contributes disproportionately little
compared with the profits made by large agri-food
businesses. In the case of Peru, it was expected
that the numerous subsidies granted to encourage
the expansion of agro-industry would be recouped
through tax payments. However, despite a boom
in agricultural exports, this sector’s contribution
to tax revenue fell from 0.4 percent in 1998 to just
0.09 percent in 2012.94

Although legal reforms in Bolivia, Venezuela,
Argentina, and Ecuador have strengthened state
control of extractive industries, tax evasion and
avoidance continue to be common practices
in many corporations, and the exemptions and
incentives granted often exceed the revenue
collected. In Colombia, for every dollar that mining
companies contribute to the national accounts,
the state forgoes two dollars in tax deductions
and exemptions.95 In Guatemala, for every 100
quetzals generated by the mining and quarrying
sector in 2015, the state only received 3.8
quetzals in taxes and royalties.96
In short, land is becoming increasingly concentrated
in fewer hands and is subject to a model of natural
resource extraction and exploitation that has
exacerbated inequality even though it has helped
the region’s economies to grow. The benefits of
this extractivist model are concentrated in the hands
of elites, which are the focus of the next chapter.
There is an urgent need to promote economic
and investment policies that foster balanced and
diversified economic growth, prioritizing territorial
development, respect for the environment,
job creation, and the regulation of working
conditions. In addition, fairer tax systems need to
be established for land ownership and the profits
earned from natural resource exploitation, in order
to ensure better distribution of the benefits.
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4.

Who rules
the land?

Those who have control over land decide how it
will be used, and who will benefit from its
exploitation. In a globalized free market economy,
economic power—the ultimate expression of which
is large corporations and those who finance
them—exerts its control over land in many ways.
That power is exercised and consolidated, and
a shared interest is defended, through a complex
system of both formal and informal commercial,
political, and financial relationships. The flow
of capital between investors and companies;
the control of markets by multinational
corporations; the powerful influence of
business sectors over government authorities;
and international agreements that protect
investment all ensure complete control over land
and its natural resources.

4.1
DIFFERENT MEANS TO
CONTROL LAND
Ownership is the most direct way of exercising
control over land, but it is not the only one.
Renting, long-term concessions, and production
under contract are becoming increasingly
relevant, especially in countries where there are
restrictions on the sale of land. It is impossible to
ascertain who landowners are in Latin America:
the lack of transparency in transactions, the use
of shell companies, titling in the name of third
parties, secrecy, and bureaucratic barriers in the
institutions that manage public land and property
registries create a shield that can conceal the
true identity of the owners.
Despite the obstacles to accessing information,
it was possible to draw up a list of more than 700
large properties in Paraguay totaling 4 million
hectares, 13 percent of the total national territory,
which would be enough to meet the demand
of the country’s 300,000 landless peasant
households. Although incomplete, the list makes
it possible to identify the main large landowners
and reflects the diversity of actors competing for
control of land in the region. In the top positions
are a South Korean church, an investment fund

42

UNEARTHED: LAND, POWER AND INEQUALITY IN LATIN AMERICA

associated with a European bank, a conservation
organization, large soybean producers of
Brazilian origin, and powerful oligarchs, including
the owner of one of Paraguay’s main national
newspapers.97
A similar pattern of extreme inequality is repeated
throughout the region, where millions of landless
peasant households, and families with holdings
too small to make a living, exist alongside huge
farms of proportions that are difficult to imagine.
However, guaranteeing access to markets is just
as important as ensuring production. Consequently,
corporations have taken control of strategic
storage and transportation points along the
main export routes. In Bolivia, Cargill is a minority
shareholder in the company managing Puerto
Aguirre, the main river port that connects Bolivia
to the Atlantic Ocean, from which 60 percent of
the soybean produced in the country is exported.
In Paraguay, eight agricultural export corporations
(Cargill, ADM, Bunge, Compañía Paraguaya de
Granos, Noble, Grupo Favero, and Louis Dreyfus,
in order of size) were responsible for 80 percent
of exports of soybean and its derivatives in 2014,
and operated with their own transportation
infrastructure, including silos, fleets of vessels,
and shipping ports throughout the country.99
The extraction of minerals and hydrocarbons from
the subsoil, meanwhile, requires considerable
financial, technological and logistical capacity,
and is therefore usually in the hands of major
corporations that are able to handle large-scale
operations. A large part of the mineral reserves in
the region are under the control of transnational
mining companies, some of the most prominent of
which are Canadian companies that manage 50 to
70 percent of mining operations in the region.100
The land from which such resources are extracted
is leased through concessions by states, many of
which are heavily dependent on extractive
industries to sustain their economies.
Thus, control over land can be exerted through
indirect forms of possession, other than

ownership. Without needing to own land, the
actors with the greatest financial and market
power decide what, how, and how much to
produce, and are also the ones who profit most
from exploiting the land and the resources it
holds. Therefore, it is necessary to establish
regulatory frameworks that ensure more
equitable distributions of the benefits resulting
from indirect means of control over land, such as
land rental arrangements, production and storage
contracts, and concessions.

4.2
OLD ELITES AND NEW PARTNERS
TAKING OVER AGRICULTURAL
LAND
International investment flows, and the huge
market concentration in the agri-food sector,
have reconfigured land-based power relations.
Increasingly solid alliances have been forged
among national political and economic elites,
financial institutions, and the multinationals
that dominate world trade in agricultural
commodities, all in pursuit of a common aim:
large-scale production to meet global demand.
Latin American family firms have diversified
their business lines, broadened their scope,
and established a growing presence in regional
and international markets, transforming
themselves into powerful regional corporations.
The Peruvian Grupo Gloria is a prime example
of this. It was created as a family business in
the dairy sector, and has since become one
of the largest conglomerates in Peru and one
of the primary “trans-Latin” corporations.101 It
operates in the food, industrial and transport
sectors in seven countries in the region, and
exports to 75 countries.102 Together with other
large companies, Grupo Gloria took advantage
of public investment in irrigation systems when
sugar cooperatives’ lands were put up for sale by
public auction, managing to obtain through its
subsidiary Coazúcar almost 90,000 hectares on
the Peruvian coast, a landholding of
unprecedented size equivalent to northern Lima,

43

which has two million inhabitants.
Unlike Africa, around a third of investment in
land in Latin America comes from countries
in the same region, through flows of capital
seeking lower land prices, water availability,
commercial opportunities, tax breaks, or other
incentives. Brazilian companies, for example,
drove the soy boom in Bolivia and Paraguay, and
also control meat exports from Paraguay.
Land has become a strongly performing asset,
and a safe bet for institutional investors such
as pension funds, sovereign wealth funds, and
government agencies. The number of investment
funds operating in the agriculture and food
sectors rose from 33 in 2005 to 240 in 2014,
managing some $45bn in assets worldwide.104
Through systems known as “sowing pools”, they
gather capital from various investors which they
then use to purchase or rent land on which they
produce raw materials for export, on a scale
never seen before that applies highly technical
methods.105 In addition, these systems offer
foreign companies the advantage of entering
into partnerships with local actors, in order to
access tax breaks and subsidies, or to avoid
possible restrictions on the purchase of land.
The first sowing pool was established in
Argentina in 1990, and the concept soon spread
to Uruguay and Brazil, where it contributed to
expansion of the agricultural frontier in the
Brazilian Cerrado. Around half of the Argentine
Pampas (31 million hectares) has been exploited
through this model.106
The majority of the soy, palm oil and other
agricultural commodities produced on a large
scale is purchased by multinational corporations
that handle storage, processing and distribution in
global markets. The greatest profits are obtained
in these links of the production chain, which
have been dominated by the “ABCD group” of
ADM, Bunge, Cargill and Louis Dreyfus. These four
companies together market much of the food

produced and consumed worldwide and, in recent
years, they have been responsible for almost
three quarters of the global grain trade.107 More
recently, they have been joined by transnational
corporations from emerging countries, especially
in Asia, which are positioning themselves in the
regional market: the so-called “NOW group”—
Noble, Olam and Willmar108 —together with COFCO,
China’s largest grain trader. Although the
dynamism of the agri-food sector can bring about
changes in the distribution structure of the market, the trend of concentration continues.
The growing dominance of trans-Latin
corporations, international financial actors and
agricultural multinationals has social, economic
and political consequences that have not been
sufficiently studied, largely due to the opaque
manner in which they act. They often operate
through subsidiaries or partnerships with local
companies, so their involvement is not always
obvious. However, they undoubtedly exert a
powerful influence in national and international
forums where decisions are made about policy
measures and regulatory frameworks that affect
their interests.
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4.3
CONTROL OF POLICIES
BY ECONOMIC ELITES
The phenomenon known as “political capture” or
“hijacking democracy” occurs when governments
stop working for the public interest, and start
catering to the specific interests of a handful of
privileged actors. This indicates that the elites
have taken control of democratic institutions to
ensure that government policies and regulatory
frameworks work in their favor, and that public
resources are being harnessed to generate the
maximum possible private profits. There are
many forms of political capture, ranging from the
financial backing of political parties to influence
peddling, via lobbying, the “revolving door”

dynamic, and control of the media. Political
capture is problematic because it strengthens
the power of the elites, weakens public
institutions, and generates greater inequality.111
The government of Ollanta Humala in Peru has
been studied as a case of “corporate capture”. 112
Humala came to power on a social change
agenda, but immediately allied himself with the
economic elites and extractive industries that
he had previously criticized. Corporations influenced
the approval of legislative packages favorable
to their interests—popularly referred to as
“paquetazos”—both directly, with appointments
to key positions in the state administration, and
indirectly, thanks to support from media outlets

ΒΟΧ 5.
HUNDREDS OF PEASANT FAMILIES VS. THE “KING OF SOY”

Tranquilo Favero is one of the many “brasiguayos” who led the soy boom in Paraguay.113 It is
estimated that he owns more than 150,000 hectares of cattle ranches and soybean plantations
spread over 13 of the country’s 17 departments, an area large enough to meet the land demands
of 15,000 peasant families.
Favero’s plantations cover more than half of the district of Ñacunday, including state land that
farmers’ organizations are claiming rights to under the agrarian reform.114 After ten years of
occupation by families demanding that the state recover and redistribute that land, Fernando Lugo’s
government began the judicial demarcation process. However, the process was blocked by
pressure from Favero, with the support of business associations, the media, and conservative
political parties.
In May 2015, the Senate finally approved a bill to expropriate approximately 11,000 hectares of the
disputed land, on which around a thousand peasant families would be able to settle. However,
the initiative was rejected by the Chamber of Deputies, citing the high cost to the state of the
compensation for the land in question. Hundreds of families have resisted eviction in Ñacunday,
despite constant police operations, preventive detentions, and sentences of several years’
imprisonment for invasion of private property handed down to some of their leaders.
SOURCE: Fogel, R (2013)
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and think tanks. Among other things, the measures
adopted have relaxed regulations on extractive
activities, including the procedures for approving
environmental and archaeological studies; established preferential tax treatment; and facilitated
mining investments on communal land.
The complicity of governments with economic
elites is exposed by cases such as that of

Tranquilo Favero in Paraguay, where the actions
of public institutions seem more geared towards
protecting the interests of the powerful than
protecting the rights of the majority (see Box 5).
A direct form of political capture occurs when
elites organize into business associations or their
own parliamentary fronts, as in the case of the
“bancada ruralista” in Brazil (see Box 6).

BOX 6.
THE POWER OF THE RURAL CAUCUS IN BRAZIL
Brazil’s “bancada ruralista”, or “rural caucus”, officially identifies itself as the Agricultural
Parliamentary Front (FPA), although in practice its scope may be much broader than that. The FPA
represents the interests of agro-industrial sectors in the National Congress of Brazil. In the current
legislature, it has 109 representatives (out of a total of 513) and 17 senators (out of 81) from various
political parties, including the Workers’ Party (PT), despite the fact that the PT has historically
supported the demands of the peasant movement. The caucus could be even more powerful than
this suggests; specialists and journalists believe that it is also supported by members of parliament
who are not official FPA members.
Those who belong to the bancada ruralista are not necessarily large landowners or agricultural
entrepreneurs, although they do defend such groups in parliament, on committees, and at public
events.115 They have influenced measures with far-reaching political and economic repercussions in
Brazil that are harmful to family farming and rural communities, while benefiting large-scale farmers
and agricultural exporters. They have systematically blocked any government action aimed at
expropriating rural properties that are not fulfilling their social function, as established in the
Brazilian constitution. They also reject the demarcation of indigenous and Afro-descendant
territories, and have been pushing for the approval of public funds to develop infrastructure and
rural credit for industrial agriculture.
Recently, the bancada ruralista has used its influence to reduce the protection of primary forests
under Brazil’s Forestry Code.116 It has also tried to change the official definition of “slave labor”, in
order to exclude some aspects, such as degrading conditions and debt bondage, which according to
the UN could lead to a reversal of the progress made and a rise in impunity.117 Similarly, their actions
have contributed to criminalizing movements engaged in the struggle for land, by proposing bills
to limit rights, creating committees to investigate the actions of civil society organizations,118 and
making public statements describing land occupations as “terrorist acts”.119
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Another way of influencing public policy is through
business associations that represent the
interests of groups that hold power in the
management bodies of institutions responsible
for agrarian, fiscal, commercial or financial
policies. In Paraguay, corporate elites are
overrepresented through business associations
in public bodies, such as the Institute for Rural
Development and Land Rights (INDERT), the
National Development Bank, and the National
Council of Science and Technology. Consequently,
they are able to block expropriation processes,
and channel public funds for credit and
investment in technology towards their own
sectors.120
Meanwhile, the “revolving door” 121 phenomenon
makes it possible for people to move between
positions of responsibility in public institutions and
managerial or advisory roles in the private sector.
For example, Rubén Darío Lizarralde became
Colombia’s Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development in 2013 after 19 years as the manager
of Indupalma. This company was involved in one of
the cases of irregular accumulation of state land
(“baldíos”), into which the Office of the Comptroller
General ordered investigations.122 Unsurprisingly,
since he has been in office, Lizarralde has pushed
through a bill for the creation of Zones of Interest
for Economic and Social Development in Rural Areas
(ZIDRES), which serves to legalize the concentration
of such state lands.123
However, political capture is not limited to the
national sphere. International actors can also use
their influence to protect their interests, even at
the expense of the rights of the people affected
by their activities. Free trade and investment
agreements offer a clear example of this, as
analyzed below.

4.4
PROTECTION OF INVESTMENTS
THROUGH INTERNATIONAL
AGREEMENTS
The exploitation of natural resources in Latin

America is financed by large international
capital flows. Between 1998 and 2007, direct
foreign investment in extractive industries
grew by an average of 26 percent each year.
This growth has been particularly fast in
countries like Peru, where new hydrocarbon
and mineral deposits have recently been
discovered.124
In order to attract that investment, countries
agree to relinquish control of their strategic
resources, and sign international free trade
and investment agreements designed to
protect the interests of corporations,
accepting a loss of sovereignty, and relaxing
the protection of individuals’ rights.125 More
than 250 free trade agreements, and over
3,000 bilateral investment treaties, have been
signed worldwide 126 enabling companies and
investors to file lawsuits against a state
before an international arbitration tribunal—
without the need to go through national
courts—for having taken measures that could
affect their investments or future profits, even
if those measures are in the public interest.127
The number of such lawsuits has increased
dramatically, from six cases worldwide in 1995
to 696 in 2015. In 2015, Latin American
countries were the respondents in a third of all
cases before one of these arbitration tribunals,
the International Centre for Settlement of
Investment Disputes128 (ICSID). The countries
with most cases against them were Argentina,
Mexico, Ecuador, and Venezuela. 129
Ecuador has been sentenced to pay more than a
billion dollars plus interest to the US oil company
Occidental Petroleum (Oxy) for having cancelled
an operating contract in 2006.13 0 Colombia is
threatened with three lawsuits by the Canadian
companies Eco Oro Minerals Corp. and Cosigo
Resources Ltd., and the US Tobie Mining and
Energy Inc., for denying permits for mining
exploitation as a result of protests by indigenous
populations and environmental groups.131
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The risk of multimillion dollar fines may weaken
the already limited will of many governments
to uphold the rights of local communities to
land. In 2010, although the Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) asked
the government of Guatemala to suspend
operations at the Marlin mine after protests
from the indigenous communities affected
by it,132 the government never cancelled the
concession. A year earlier, the government of
El Salvador had been sued by Pacific Rim
Mining Corporation under a free trade
agreement between the United States and
Central America for not granting it a permit for
gold mine exploitation. In that case, after over
seven years under threat of being fined over
$300m, the ICSID tribunal ruled unanimously in
favor of El Salvador, partly as a result of public
pressure campaigns.133 In the case of the
Santa Ana mine in Peru, where operations were
suspended by the government in 2011, a
lawsuit filed by Canadian investors under the
free trade agreement between Canada and
Peru is still under arbitration. 134
Furthermore, investment agreements tend
to include clauses that, in the event of
expropriation, obligate states to compensate
investors at market prices, even when the land
was acquired for a much lower price, or when
its legitimate occupants had been evicted.
This delays the restitution of ancestral lands
to indigenous peoples, as governments cannot
always afford the expropriation costs.135 The
latter occurred in the case of the Sawhoyamaxa
community in Paraguay, which had to wait
more than two decades for Congress to pass
a law for the expropriation of land to enable
restitution in line with the ruling of the
Inter-American Court of Human Rights.135
However, the cattle companies affected have
challenged the law’s constitutionality in court
based on the how the expropriation value was
determined, and are demanding compensation
that the government cannot afford.137

Some countries in the region have taken steps
to protect themselves against the abusive
conditions imposed by such international
investment agreements. For example, Ecuador
has amended its constitution to prohibit
the use of instruments that might affect its
sovereignty in the international arbitration
of disputes with individuals or corporations.
Along with Ecuador, Bolivia and Venezuela
have withdrawn from the ICSID.138
Mechanisms that allow international companies
to file lawsuits against states before
international arbitration tribunals are harmful
to the public interest. However, as long as they
exist, and to prevent the abuse of corporate
power in international spaces, the institutions
that oversee implementation of the agreements
must also apply strict controls to ensure
compliance with international human rights
norms, as well as with labor, environmental
and social standards, including the application
of sanctions on investors and states that fail
to comply with them.
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5.

Rural
majorities:
between
neglect and
persecution

2015 was the worst year in the history of Latin
America for human rights defenders, with the
region accounting for 122 of the 185 activists
murdered worldwide.139 More than 40 percent
of these cases were related to the defense
of land and territory, the environment, and/or
indigenous rights.140
The expansion of extractive activities has
led to an increase in land disputes, and an
alarming rise in violence against those who
defend the resources and rights of women,
indigenous, Afro-descendant, and peasant
communities. These vulnerable groups are
marginalized, persecuted, attacked, and
criminalized for defending their right to land,
and resisting activities that undermine their
livelihoods, health, and environment.141 The
conflict between the interests of privileged
sectors, bolstered by policies tailored to them,
and the rights of the rural majority excluded
from the benefits of the extractivist model
has led to a human rights crisis in the region,
which threatens the protection of fundamental
rights and freedoms.142
The use of violence and repression against
these groups contrasts with the lack of
attention given to the problem by governments,
as demonstrated by the acute financial crisis
of the IACHR, which is the main body of the
inter-American system that oversees the
fulfillment of human rights.143 Often, this
violence against the weakest members of
society is not only normalized, but is tolerated
and even justified based on deeply patriarchal
and discriminatory cultural norms.
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5.1
WOMEN ON THE FRONTLINE
Women suffer especially from losing access to
land and natural resources, which represent their
family’s livelihood. They play a fundamental role in
struggles for land. Women and their children tend
to lead marches and resist evictions, and it is
women who feed and care for groups during land
occupations.
Unfortunately, however, women are often excluded
from negotiation processes by institutions, and
sometimes even their own colleagues. In
Guatemala, no women were initially included in
the farmers’ committees that managed the
handover of land to families evicted from the
Polochic Valley, and only men’s names were
recorded on the title deeds issued. Nonetheless,
some progress has recently been made, such
as the appointment of a woman as the legal
representative of the organizational structure
created to receive the handover of a property
the community has called Polochic II.144
The patriarchal culture that prevails in Latin
America leads to women being the victims of
stigmatization, hostility, repression, and
violence for challenging cultural, social and
religious norms.145 Specific forms of violence are
used against them, such as sexual harassment,
verbal abuse based on gender prejudices, and

harassment of their families. Such repressive
actions also seek to provoke the moral
condemnation of women by others in their
communities, to undermine their leadership and
keep them relegated to the domestic sphere, in
a state of subordination. An analysis of several
mining conflicts in Guatemala made it possible
to identify different criminalization strategies—
including the use of physical and psychological
violence as punishment for breaking with
imposed gender roles, or the stigmatization of
female leaders and their families—and how these
impact women’s lives.146 Imprisonment separates
women from their children and other people under
their care, and destabilizes family life.
The increasingly frequent intervention of military,
police, and private security to contain resistance
to extractive activities seriously affects the
wellbeing of women, and jeopardizes their safety.
Given the particularly vulnerable context in which
they live, the situation is grave for indigenous
women, and women of African descent.
The recent murder of Berta Cáceres in Honduras
was a brutal reminder of the extreme vulnerability
of female human rights defenders (see Box 7).
Widespread impunity, and the lack of access to
justice mean that the majority of such crimes are
not even reported, making it difficult to know the
real scale of the problem.
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BOX 7.
HONDURAN WOMEN IN THE LINE OF FIRE

At least 109 environmental activists were murdered in Honduras between 2010 and 2015 for standing up to corporate
interests, making it the most dangerous country in the world in which to defend nature.147
Because of its national and international repercussions, the killing of environmental activist and human rights defender
Berta Cáceres on March 2, 2016, was a landmark in the struggle for land. Berta’s activism at the head of the Civic Council
of Popular and Indigenous Organizations of Honduras (COPINH) received international recognition, when she was
awarded the Goldman Environmental Prize. However, in her own country, she faced continuous death threats and
trumped up legal charges. For a decade, Berta led the resistance against the Agua Zarca hydroelectric project on the
Gualcarque River, which would have affected the ancestral lands of Lenca indigenous communities, yet had not
conducted any prior consultation process.
This created a tense and highly conflictive situation that resulted in threats, harassment, criminalization, and even
killings. The company responsible for the project is Desarrollos Energéticos SA (DESA), which is financed by the Central
American Bank for Economic Integration, the Dutch Development Bank and the Finnish Development Bank. To date, six
people have been arrested in connection with Berta’s murder, some of whom have direct links to the company
developing the project (prompting the Dutch bank to seek options for its withdrawal).148
Two years earlier, Margarita Murillo, one of the most experienced and recognized social activists in Honduras, was killed.
She had been involved in the peasant movement for forty years, defending land and human rights on the country’s north
coast. Like Berta, her activism against the powerful had placed her in the line of fire—she had received constant death
threats that were finally followed through. Despite the “precautionary measures” that the IACHR had requested the
government take to ensure her safety, she had not been afforded any protection, and her murder remains unpunished.
Rather than protecting the population and enforcing international law, the Honduran judicial authorities and law
enforcement agencies sometimes engage in intimidation and attacks against peasant organizations, and land and
human rights defenders. Consequently, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights has found the Honduran state guilty
of several offences.149 Between 2010 and 2012, more than 684 peasant women were charged in 15 departments of the
country for demanding their rights, and by 2013, a total of more than 700 court cases had been filed against women
involved in various land struggles.150
Cases like those of Berta, Margarita and many others have led the IACHR to urge the Honduran government to
immediately adopt all measures necessary to guarantee the right to life, integrity, and security of human rights
defenders in the country.151 Human rights organizations consider these cases to be symptoms of a systematic assault
on the most remote indigenous communities due to the complicity between the government and corporations.152
To highlight the historical role played by peasant, indigenous and Garifuna women, feminists, and female human rights
defenders in response to the surge in natural resource exploitation projects in Honduras, in September 2016, 29
national organizations launched a public campaign called “Women Defenders of Mother Earth”. The campaign demands:
the cancellation of DESA’s concession for the Agua Zarca hydroelectric project; ensuring free, prior and informed
consent of indigenous and Afro-Honduran communities before the granting of concessions for exploitation projects in
their territories and communities; and for the right of access to land to be handled as a civil rather than a criminal matter.
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5.2
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AND
AFRO-DESCENDANTS FIGHTING
FOR THEIR RIGHT TO TERRITORY
“The impunity with which indigenous activists
have been murdered must end. It is urgent that
governments around the world take immediate
action to protect indigenous rights activists
peacefully protesting for legal rights to their
own lands and territories.”153
With those words, the UN Special Rapporteur
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples urged the
world’s governments to prevent violence against
those who defend their rights to land in the face
of the advance of activities that destroy their
livelihoods, cultures, and the forests on which
all our futures depend.
A third of land granted in concessions for mining,
oil, agro-industrial or forestry exploitation in Latin
America—and other regions of the world—
belongs to indigenous peoples. In Argentina, 84
percent of concessions for soybean production
are in indigenous territories. The expansion of
mining and petroleum activities in Colombia,
Ecuador, Bolivia, Peru, and Chile is giving rise to
increasingly frequent and intense conflicts with
indigenous peoples, because such activities
either directly impact their territories, or affect
the water sources on which they rely.154
Meanwhile, in Colombia, banana and oil palm
plantations have been established on lands from
which Afro-Colombian communities have been
violently evicted (see Box 8).
All the countries in the region have signed the
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples,155 and are subject to the case
law of the inter-American human rights system.
With the exceptions of El Salvador, Panama and
Uruguay, they have also ratified International
Labour Organization Convention 169 on indigenous
and tribal peoples. These legal instruments
recognize indigenous peoples156 as the owners
of the territories that they have historically

occupied, as well as of the resources contained
therein. They also oblige governments to
guarantee the recognition, titling and
demarcation of those territories, as well as to
undertake consultation processes with
indigenous peoples to obtain their free, prior and
informed consent before adopting any legislative
or administrative measures that could affect
them, including the necessary legal guarantees
and protections.157
However, in practice, these rights are far from
being a reality. Demarcation and collective titling
processes are progressing at an extremely slow
pace, or have come to a complete halt,
supposedly due to a lack of funds.158 In Peru,
indigenous communities must overcome 27
bureaucratic hurdles and wait a decade to
obtain legal recognition of their territory, while
it would take a company just seven steps and
less than three months to obtain a mining or
forestry concession. It is therefore unsurprising
that, between 2007 and 2015, only 50 titles were
approved for indigenous territories, while more
than 35,000 mining concessions were granted.159
Of the 185 killings of land and environmental
defenders recorded worldwide in 2015, 67 were
from indigenous communities. The majority were
related to mining, hydroelectric, forestry and
agro-industrial activities.163 Brazil recorded the
most killings of rights defenders in 2015, with 50
cases. That figure is higher than any other year,
and double that of the previous year. This
problem seems to be on the rise, as in the first

50 TITLES WERE
APPROVED FOR
INDIGENOUS
TERRITORIES WHILE
35,000 MINING
CONCESSIONS WERE
GRANTED IN PERU
FROM 2007-15
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BOX 8.
LAND DISPOSSESSION AND THE ADVANCE OF OIL PALM IN COLOMBIA

In 1993, the Afro-Colombian communities of Bajo Atrato, in Colombia’s western region of Urabá,
received collective titles that legally recognized their ownership of the lands they had occupied for
generations. Yet that did not stop more than 15,000 people being evicted by paramilitary groups and
bombings by the army just three years later, justified under the war against guerillas. The attacks
continued, with a total of 13 massive forced displacements and 115 killings by 2003.
Oil palm and banana producers moved onto the land that had been violently grabbed—protected
by military squadrons and private security forces, and financed with millions of dollars in public
subsidies. Many of those businessmen are now being tried for their part in the dispossession of the
land, and some have been convicted as responsible for forced displacements and the invasion of
areas of ecological importance.
In 2003, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights ordered the Colombian government to take
immediate measures in favor of the displaced communities, expressing particular concern about
agricultural operations on collective lands in Jiguamiandó and Curvaradó.160 However, the territories
have not yet been returned to their legitimate owners.
Indigenous peoples in the east of the country have endured a similar situation due to the expansion of
oil palm plantations. One of the companies that has led this expansion in the department of Meta is
Poligrow. Reports by the government and human rights organizations have documented how
Poligrow has occupied land grabbed from the Jiw and Sikuani indigenous groups, who depend on
it for their subsistence way of life, which is based on hunting and fishing.161 The Colombian Land
Restitution Unit has ordered that the land be returned to those communities, but the presence of
armed groups, which have already killed two community members, has prevented the order being
carried out.
SOURCE: Text written by the author based on various sources. 162

four months of 2016, a further 24 people were
killed.164 The majority took place in the state
of Mato Grosso, where there are conflicts with
loggers, ranchers, and soybean farmers.165
However, Brazil is not alone. In Colombia,
between 2010 and 2015, indigenous peoples
suffered the highest proportion of killings of
rights defenders.166 In Paraguay, the
Ayoreo-Totobiegosode people are in danger
of disappearing due to deforestation of their

ancestral lands, which have not yet been
demarcated, by cattle ranchers, whose
security guards are believed to have killed
seven protesters in 2015.167 Despite the
IACHR’s recommendations to the Paraguayan
government to curb deforestation, there has
been a proliferation of agencies online offering
to purchase thousands of hectares of natural
forests for conversion into cattle ranches.
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The right of indigenous peoples to make
decisions about their territories only exists
on paper since, in practice, the vast majority
of investments are imposed on the affected
populations. The IACHR recently warned that
the rights of indigenous and tribal peoples
are increasingly being affected in the context
of extraction, exploitation and development
activities, and drew attention to the failure
of states to fulfill their obligations relating to
the right to consultation and free, prior and
informed consent.170

In Ecuador, for example, the entire Achuar
territory has been allotted for oil extraction
concessions, despite opposition by the
population affected.171 In Peru, 90 percent
of the territory of the Kañari community is
reportedly occupied by mining concessions
of varying sizes, which were not submitted to
prior consultation.172 Meanwhile, in Guatemala,
the El Tambor mine continues to operate
illegally, even though its license has been
suspended for failure to respect this right
(see Box 9).
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5.3
PEASANT COMMUNITIES
IN RESISTANCE
The growth of the extractivist model is increasingly
squeezing out peasant populations, who resort
to land occupations and other forms of

mobilization to demand their right to land in the
struggle against sectors with much greater
political representation. In doing so, they risk
being assaulted, attacked or harassed by state
forces, private security services, or criminal
gangs in the service of economic interests.

BOX 9.
THE EL TAMBOR MINE CONTINUES TO OPERATE ILLEGALLY IN LA PUYA, GUATEMALA

There have been protests against the El Tambor mine, better known as La Puya, since its inception.
In 2010, the communities affected reported that operations were taking place without their consent
in the municipalities of San Pedro Ayampuc and San José del Golfo, in the Guatemala Department of
Guatemala. Without prior information, or consultation with local residents, the government issued a
25-year license to the company Exploraciones Mineras de Guatemala (EXMINGUA), a subsidiary of the
US company Kappes, Cassiday & Associates (KCA), for the open-pit mining of gold and silver.
The communities of La Puya mobilized to express their opposition to the mine, and their concerns
about its impacts on their livelihoods, water, and environment. As a result of this community
resistance, Guatemala’s Supreme Court of Justice ordered the temporary suspension of EXMINGUA’s
license to operate the mine. This ruling granted the injunction requested by the Center for Legal,
Environmental and Social Action (CALAS) on the grounds that the right to consultation of the
affected population had not been respected.173 In June 2016, the Supreme Court of Justice decided
to permanently suspend the permit.174
Human rights groups have warned of the ongoing intimidation, threats, and excessive use of force to
which local communities have been subjected over the years. In 2014, a violent police eviction at the
entrance to the mine left 26 people seriously injured; in March 2016, several demonstrators who had
gathered in front of the Ministry of Energy and Mines were run over by a vehicle that then sped off.
Even though the mine is not authorized to operate until a consultation process has been carried out,
the communities have reported that the company is continuing to illegally extract gold and silver.
Meanwhile, its president, Dan Kappes, has published paid advertisements in major newspapers
accusing those who oppose a “project that has revitalized the family and economic life of the towns”
of being “enemies of the state” and “terrorists who should be arrested”.175
SOURCE: ACT Alliance EU et al. (2015).
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In Colombia, illegal paramilitary groups are
responsible for two thirds of attacks and killings
of rural human rights defenders.176 The
contradiction between government land
restitution policies, and the promotion of areas
for agro-industrial development and large-scale
mining has heightened the risks for community
leaders working to defend territorial rights.
In Guatemala, in March 2011, nearly 800 families
—more than 3,000 people—from fourteen
communities in the Polochic Valley were violently
evicted from lands they had been farming for
generations when the Widman family decided to
expand its sugar cane plantation. Their houses
and crops were burned by military forces and
police, along with company employees, and one
peasant farmer was killed as a result, according
to the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights.177 After five years of
struggle, only 221 families have received land,
while 548 are still waiting. The living conditions
they now face are very tough, as they still do not
have access to basic health services, education
or food. No-one has been tried or sentenced for
the crimes committed during the eviction.178
In Paraguay, the Curuguaty massacre changed
the course of the country’s political history.
Hundreds of landless families had occupied the
state-owned Marina Kue property, which had
been fraudulently taken over by Blas N Riquelme
—a powerful landowner, businessman, and
politician. An attempt by heavily armed police
to evict those families in June 2012 resulted in
the tragic deaths of 11 peasant farmers and six
police officers, and led to the impeachment of
President Fernando Lugo a few days later. Eleven
farmers were recently convicted in relation to
the death of the police officers, with four of
them handed sentences of between 18 and 35
years’ imprisonment following a trial marred by
irregularities and lack of due process.179 However,
no one has been investigated or tried for the
deaths of the 11 farmers; the General Prosecutor

IN GUATEMALA
IN 2011 NEARLY 800 FAMILIES—
MORE THAN 3,000 PEOPLE—
WERE VIOLENTLY EVICTED FROM
LANDS THEY HAD BEEN FARMING
FOR GENERATIONS.

has failed to offer any explanation for this, and
has not provided clarification on the suspected
alteration of the crime scene or on allegations
of torture and other mistreatment of peasant
farmers in police custody.180
In Honduras, the Bajo Aguán region has been the
scene of joint action by state forces and private
security services to evict hundreds of families
settled on land that, after having been allocated
to peasant farmers under the Agrarian Reform
Law, was subsequently acquired by private
companies by means of pressure tactics.
Between 2008 and 2013, 89 peasant farmers
were killed in conflicts with the oil palm industry,
which has expanded in this region.181 According
to the IACHR, the number of deaths, threats,
intimidations, and violent evictions against small
farmers has increased since the 2009 coup
d’état, in the context of growing militarization.182
The last two deaths occurred as this report was
being completed in October 2016. Land rights
activists José Ángel Flores and Silmer Dionisio
George, the president and a member, respectively,
of the Unified Peasant Movement of the Aguán,
had both been granted “precautionary measures”
by the IACHR, yet were shot several times as they
were leaving a meeting with a group of peasant
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farmers. The IACHR considers it a serious failing
that the Honduran government had not taken the
necessary measures to protect their lives, given
the context of violence against farmers’
organizations in the Bajo Aguán region.183
Polochic Valley, Curuguaty, Bajo Aguán, and
many other scenes of conflict have become
symbols of peasant farmers’ resistance to
powerful landowners backed by complicit states
that—instead of protecting the rights of the
population and enforcing the law—resort to the
excessive use of force, and the abuse of justice
systems to contain social protest.
The growing persecution and criminalization
of indigenous and small-scale farming
communities, the men and women who defend
their land and natural resources, is part of a
strategy of repression applied throughout Latin
America. Common tactics can be identified
across the region, such as the militarization
of territories using states of exception more
frequently, involving private security agents and
criminal groups alongside police and military
forces in evictions, and the manipulation of the
judicial systems to discredit social protest.
While these repressive actions are not always
instigated by governments (businesses or large
landholders may lead the attacks), they are often
carried out with the complicity of governments.
Thanks to collective action, there is now more
information and attention than ever on the rights
violations and environmental damage caused by
extractivism. Yet, never before have the lives of
activists, journalists and human rights defenders
been so at risk.
In this fight for land and the defense of human
rights, social movements—particularly the Latin
American Farm Organizations Coordination Group
(CLOC-VC) and the Central American Network
of Rural, Indigenous and Farming Women
(RECMURIC—have played a pivotal role at crucial
moments, for many years, to further this cause,

which is so crucial for indigenous and peasant
communities.
To combat impunity, the region’s governments
must implement prevention and protection
mechanisms to end all forms of violence and
criminalization against indigenous, Afro-descendant,
and peasant leaders, as well as against land and
human rights defenders. In addition, it is necessary
to guarantee access to justice by ensuring the
independence and impartiality of judicial
officials and institutions, as well as proper
investigation, punishment, and reparation for
human rights violations committed in contexts of
land investment, and natural resource extraction
and exploitation activities.
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6.
Public
policies:
in whose
interest?

A basic principle in the exercise of political power
is that democratic governments must always act
in the general interest. But what this means in
practice varies. A state, for example, may award a
concession to a private company to mine minerals
from the subsoil of an indigenous territory with
recognized rights. In many cases, the affected
populations may lose their territory and
livelihoods, or their health and environment may
be seriously damaged in exchange for few, if any,
benefits. Nonetheless, this sacrifice can be
justified by the “national interest”, as it is
expected that the project will contribute to
economic growth.
Following this same logic, the constitutional
framework in countries like Brazil,184 Bolivia,185
and Ecuador186 allows each state to expropriate
privately owned land if it is not fulfilling its social,
economic, and environmental function. This
prevents the unproductive accumulation of a
limited resource like land, and ensures that it
contributes to development. However, private land
rights tend to enjoy greater protection than
collective land rights, and the general interest
does not always prevail over individual interests.
It is much more likely that a community will be
displaced to give way to an extractive industry
than that a large landowner will have his land
expropriated in order to redistribute land to
small-scale farming families.
Every public policy decision is the result of this
balance of interests. Regardless of their political
persuasion, some governments in the region have
prioritized the large-scale exploitation of natural
resources as the main driver of their economies.
To this end, they have designed a series of benefits
and facilities for investors, while ignoring the
needs of rural sectors marginalized from
development, even though these latter have
rights to land and resources. They even resort
to repression in response to the growing social
rejection of this extractivist model.
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6.1
FACILITATING LAND
CONCENTRATION
Nowadays, land concentration is practically
considered a prerequisite for achieving
economies of scale and organizing production in
the most modern and technical way possible.187
Based on a series of preconceived ideas that
equate scale with productivity, states have
reduced their regulatory interventions to let the
market allocate land for the most “efficient” use.
Thus, the limits on land ownership that some
countries had introduced to avoid land grabbing
have been relaxed. In Bolivia, the 2009
constitution introduced a property limit of 5,000
hectares, but it is not applied retroactively so
does not affect large estates created
before that year. Furthermore, the law can be
easily circumvented by setting up a corporation
with various partners, since the limit applied can
be multiplied by the number of partners.188

In the case of Argentina, the government of
Mauricio Marci has lifted the limits on foreign
ownership introduced in the 2011 Land Law.189
It is calculated that six percent of the country’s
national territory is in the hands of foreigners—
approximately 16 million hectares—a million of
which is in the name of companies or individuals
registered in tax havens.190
With the aim of attracting investments to convert
marginal regions into agricultural, forestry or
livestock development centers, many governments
in the region have put in place incentives, and
facilitated the process of accumulating land.
A controversial law recently passed in Colombia to
create agro-industrial development areas, where
the land concentration limits applicable to state
land do not apply, is a clear illustration of this
type of policy (see Box 10).
Similarly, in 2013, the National Congress of
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BOX 1O.
LEGAL MANEUVERS FACILITATING L AND CONCENTRATION IN COLOMBIA

In Colombia, state land (referred to as “baldíos”) can only be allocated to those who do not own other
properties, and whose income does not exceed a certain threshold; moreover, the accumulation of
such land over the size of the “family farming unit” is expressly prohibited.191 However, purchases of
land through shell companies and other types of legal maneuvers have been used to enable national
and international companies, including a previous subsidiary of the multinational Cargill,192 to acquire
a total of 2.5 million hectares over the past 30 years by irregular means.193
President Juan Manuel Santos sees this cap on accumulation as a “bureaucratic limitation that is
holding back the take-off of agriculture,” and he tried to scrap it on at least five occasions without
success.194 Finally, while negotiations were underway in Havana for a peace agreement that included
measures to reduce land concentration, in Bogotá, the Law on Zones of Interest for Economic and
Social Development in Rural Areas (ZIDRES) was passed, enabling national and transnational
corporations to access unlimited areas of land through concessions or rental.
The ZIDRES law, defended by the government as “one of the most valuable tools for agricultural
development, productivity and legal security,” is facing several lawsuits challenging its
constitutionality, on the grounds that it strips small farmers of recognized rights, and that it failed
to carry out the compulsory prior consultation process with ethnic communities.195 The Office of the
Comptroller General has also spoken out against it, saying that it “legalizes a type of harm to the
patrimony involving improper appropriation and accumulation of baldíos”.196 It is hoped that the
Constitutional Court, which invited various actors to express their views at a public hearing in
September 2016, will issue a resolution by the end of 2016.
Meanwhile, powerful economic interests have defended this law. They include the richest and most
influential man in the country, banker Luis Carlos Sarmiento, whose business group is believed to be
among those that illegally acquired State lands in the Altillanura region, together with two former
agriculture ministers who promoted the law, Rubén Darío Lizarralde and Aurelio Iragorri.197
However, this opening up of rural Colombia to investors is at odds with the constitutional protection
of the peasant population’s right to land. The first attempt to establish a ZIDRES was suspended
after a recent Constitutional Court ruling regarding the 27,000-hectare El Porvenir property in Meta
Department. The judgment recognized the rights of the peasant farmers claiming that land, who have
used it collectively for more than 45 years, during which time they have been subjected to acts of
violence and killings by illegal armed groups. The court ordered the recovery of the disputed baldíos,
which is currently occupied by a cattle company that continues to harass the peasant families. It
also ruled that, until the allocation and restitution of land to the peasant farmers has been resolved,
no state policies should be implemented in the area.198
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Honduras passed a law for the creation of “model
cities”, which go a step further than ZIDRES. These
would be investment enclaves governed by a
power parallel to the state, which has its own
legal, fiscal, administrative, and even security
systems.199 The model cities would affect 24
Garifuna communities in the regions of the Sico
River and the Bay of Trujillo, including some that
were previously affected by forced displacements,
and who have not been consulted about the
plans.200 Numerous observers have warned of the
risk of an increase in repression in those areas,
and the possible loss of land rights of historically
marginalized groups.

investments in exploration, and measures for
the reinvestment of profits.204

6.2
TAX BREAKS AND
EXTRACTIVE ACTIVITIES

In Brazil, a country of continental dimensions with
an export sector that competes in the global
market, rural property tax has been progressively
reduced since the 1990s to less than 0.09 percent
of national tax revenue in 2014.205 Low fiscal
pressure also encourages the accumulation of
land in Colombia, which explains why many areas
suitable for agricultural use have become large
unproductive estates.

In their competition for investment and
international markets, many governments have
applied unfair fiscal policies that contribute to
perpetuating inequality and divert resources
from the public purse.202
Exemptions granted to agricultural export
sectors result in a sizeable loss of income
for the state. In Paraguay, the world’s fourth
largest exporter of soybeans, the agricultural
sector receives especially favorable treatment;
as a result, the sector’s income tax contributed
less than one percent of national tax revenue,
despite the fact that it accounts for 12
percent of gross domestic product.203
As for the mining and oil extractive industries,
even though some governments have carried
out major reforms in order to capture a larger
part of the profits, in general they have agreed
to collect disproportionately low tax revenues,
given the amount of profits these sectors
generate. In Peru, even after recent tax
reforms that did away with many of the tax
privileges for the mining sector, and increased
the fiscal pressure on it, mining corporations
still enjoy benefits such as tax deductions for
infrastructure investment, reimbursements for

Taxes on land ownership, meanwhile, tend to be
insignificant for three main reasons. Firstly,
cadastral values are usually well below actual
market values, and are not updated often enough.
Secondly, taxes on rural property tend to be very
low and regressive, so those who have more land
do not necessarily pay more tax. Lastly, local
governments, which are responsible for collecting
these taxes, are often under the control of local
landowning elites that can block the implementation
of fairer and more efficient taxation systems.

Higher and more progressive taxes on land
contribute to improved fiscal equity and can also
give rise to other benefits, such as increased
revenue collection by local governments,206 the
allocation of land for more efficient uses, and
discouraging accumulation.207 However, these
types of measures are not free of risks, which
should be carefully analyzed with a view to
complementing fiscal measures with others that
protect economically vulnerable groups. Many
rural households use land in a way that does not
necessarily generate a direct financial return,
in which case increasing taxes could act as an
expulsion mechanism.

6.3
DISINVESTMENT IN
FAMILY FARMING
Four of every five agricultural holdings in Latin
America are small family farms. It is essential
to invest in these farms to reduce rural poverty
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and inequality. However, the bias towards
extractive and agricultural export industries
in public policies has led to a neglect of
investment in other sectors of the rural
economy. This has been particularly marked
in the case of rural women, who are
systematically discriminated against in access
to information, credit, and markets, and whose
views and needs are not adequately
incorporated into rural programs.
An analysis undertaken by Oxfam of the
budgets of various countries in the region
showed that, while the expansion of
large-scale production was being encouraged,
state credit services, agricultural insurance,
and technological and commercial support
geared towards indigenous and small-scale
family farmers were being dismantled.208
Moreover, an FAO study in 19 countries in Latin
America and the Caribbean revealed that, over
the course of the 1990s, average public
spending fell from $225 to $140 per farmer.209
All the countries in the region except Brazil
and Bolivia have significantly cut investment
in family farming as part of structural
economic reforms, and have dismantled many
of the institutions that provided services to
family farmers. Nonetheless, following the
political changes in Brazil in 2016, a worrying
trend of reversing public policies designed to
strengthen family farming can be observed.
Disinvestment especially affects indigenous
peoples, who have been excluded from
productive development. Bolivia has made
great progress in legally recognizing
indigenous territories, having granted
collective titles for 20 million hectares of
original community lands. However, limited
access to capital, productive resources, and
information means that many of those
territories still have low productivity, or do not
develop productive uses at all and,
consequently, are constantly under threat

from peasant farmers still demanding land.210
The failure of past agrarian reforms shows that
access to land is necessary, but not sufficient.
To tackle underdevelopment in rural areas,
it is essential to invest in the provision of
basic services, increase access to credit,
information, and markets, and to include the
participation of traditionally marginalized sectors in the design and implementation
of public policies.

6.4
UNPROTECTED RIGHTS
The benefits and privileges enjoyed by those who
engage in extractive activities contrast with the
lack of protection afforded to populations whose
rights are affected by those investments. States
are not only failing to fulfill their duty to protect,
but often play an active part in the attacks.
Human rights groups have warned against
heavy-handed military and police interventions
to deal with the increasingly frequent and heated
territorial disputes linked to natural resource
exploitation activities, and manipulation of the
judicial system to criminalize social protest.211
In Guatemala, hydroelectric projects have
caused serious conflicts with the affected
communities, whose right to be consulted is
being systematically violated. The town of Santa
Cruz Barillas became the epicenter of these
conflicts, when violence escalated in relation to
a Spanish company’s project, culminating in the
imposition of martial law in 2012, the first time
that it had been used since the end of the
internal armed conflict in 1996. In the space of
a few days, dozens of arrest warrants were
issued for those leading the protests, and
trials were held without the minimum procedural
guarantees.212
Some governments do not hesitate to implement
legal reforms that further tighten repressive
policies against social movements. That is the case
in Paraguay where, since the 2013 reform of the
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National Defense and Domestic Security Act, the
president can immediately deploy the army in the
event of an alleged domestic threat (see Box 11).
Unfortunately, these are not isolated cases,
but rather form part of a common pattern in
the region. Other examples include Ecuador,
where the Confederation of Indigenous
Nationalities has denounced the abusive
use of state of emergency declarations as a
government strategy to repress social protests

in areas of mining or petroleum interest.218 In
Bolivia, the Landless Workers’ Movement has
in effect been crippled under the current
government by Law 477, which punishes the
occupation of land with penalties of between
three and eight years’ imprisonment. 219
The alarming rise in attacks against and
criminalization of rights defenders does not
only put their lives in danger, but also
threatens society as a whole. As warned by

BOX 11.
REPRESSION OF “DOMESTIC ENEMIES” IN PARAGUAY

Frustrated by the inaction of the government, peasant families in Paraguay have resorted to
occupying public land that has been fraudulently acquired by cattle ranchers, soybean farmers,
or forestry businesses to demand its recovery and distribution by the state, in accordance with
agrarian reform legislation. In this way, they have obtained half a million hectares of land in the
country’s eastern region, but not without paying a high price in the form of violent evictions,
criminal charges, arbitrary arrests, threats, and killings.
Between the end of the dictatorship in 1989 and 2013, the Human Rights Coalition of Paraguay
(CODEHUPY) documented 115 extrajudicial executions, and two disappearances of leaders and
members of farmers’ organizations linked to the struggle for land, most of them at the hands of
hired killers or paramilitary groups. The actual figures could be much higher, as many of these crimes
go unreported.213 The physical perpetrators were only convicted in eight of the cases, while none
of those who ordered the killings have been convicted.
In the first two years of Horacio Cartes’s government (2013-2015), 43 cases of violence and
criminalization by state actors were recorded against peasant communities claiming their rights in
land disputes or soybean fumigations.214 The European Commission has criticized Paraguay for its
“insufficient investigation/prosecution of the assaults and killings of human rights defenders, in
particularly campesino and indigenous defenders.” 215
There has been a rise in these types of attacks since the entry into force of the National Defense
and Domestic Security Act, which was passed as a matter of urgency in 2013,216 broadening the scope and powers of the armed forces to act against supposed “domestic enemies”. Farmers’
organizations have reported tortures, arbitrary arrests and excessive use of force by the joint task
force units—made up of police and military personnel—that mainly operate in border areas where
soybean farming is expanding.217
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international organizations in relation to the
situation in Honduras, “violence and attacks
against human rights defenders not only
affect the basic guarantees owed to every
individual. They also undermine the fundamental
role that human rights defenders play in
building a society that is more equal, just
and democratic.”220
Limiting the power of elites in designing and
implementing public policies, and ensuring
protection of the general interest over
private interests, with balanced representation
in policymaking, must be a priority in the fight
against inequality in the region.

Conclusions and
recommendations
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Land inequality has numerous dimensions, all of which are related to the concentration of power. It
manifests in many forms: the lack of protection of the collective lands of indigenous, Afro-descendant,
and peasant communities; fiscal policies biased towards extractivism; unequal distribution of the
benefits derived from the exploitation of natural resources; and the repression of those who organize to
defend their rights, and resist the advance of activities that destroy their livelihoods and environment.
Land distribution in Latin America is the most unequal in the world and continues to get worse, reaching
alarming levels. In the region as a whole, one percent of farms occupy more than half of productive land.
In other words, that one percent holds more land than the remaining 99 percent. At the other end of
the scale, 80 percent of agricultural undertakings are small family farms pushed out to marginal areas,
occupying a mere 13 percent of land.
Attempts to redistribute land ownership in the region have generally failed, because the allocation of
land—which itself was limited—was not accompanied by public policies that promoted the economic
development of the new owners. Such measures have often been marred by corruption, benefiting
those close to the people in power, rather than those most in need. Moreover, many important advances
were subsequently undone by policies that deregulated the land market and facilitated accumulation.
Meanwhile, vast areas of forest, pasture, shoreline, and other communally owned resources have been
grabbed from their legitimate ancestral owners, whose territorial rights are frequently violated.
As a result, distribution and control of land is now even more heavily concentrated than it was prior to
the implementation of redistributive policies in the 1960s. Yet there are different forms of control over
land, besides ownership. Leases, concessions, production under contract, and control of strategic
value chain segments are becoming increasingly important, and have reconfigured land-related power
through a complex system of commercial, political, and financial relationships.
Despite fluctuations in international commodity markets, the struggle for land continues between
increasingly unequal actors. On one side are the national and international elites that control the
land and influence the rules of the game to take advantage of opportunities in global markets. On the
other side are the groups whose survival depends on land—peasant, indigenous, and Afro-descendant
communities, and especially women—whose rights are systematically violated by displacement, loss of
livelihoods, land grabs and environmental degradation.
Some national governments—regardless of their political persuasion—have sacrificed equity for a
promise of economic growth, relying on an extractivist model based on the accumulation of capital,
land and market power to exploit on a large scale all possible natural resource wealth. By providing tax
breaks and favorable conditions for large-scale commercial activities, disregarding collective rights,
and dismantling family farming support services, they have paved the way for the concentration of land.
Huge agricultural and timber plantations, extensive livestock farming, mining, and oil extraction are
rapidly taking hold of the territory, reducing the amount of land left to produce food for domestic
consumption, sustain rural livelihoods and ensure the future of the planet. Consequently, while the
land area under production is increasing, both the land and the profits generated from it are being
accumulated in fewer hands.
The land conflicts resulting from this model based on plundering natural resources and exploiting labor
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have led to a human rights crisis in the region. Peasant and indigenous leaders, human and
environmental rights defenders, and the populations affected by extractive activities are now more
at risk than ever from the actions or omissions of governments that are implementing repressive
strategies to contain growing social unrest, in order to protect the enclaves of extraction activities.
Economic elites—whose ultimate expression is large corporations and those who finance them—exert
their control over land in many ways. Control of the land and its natural resources is ensured through
legal and illegal capital flows, control of markets by multinational corporations, the powerful influence of
business sectors over government authorities, and international agreements that protect investments.
This inequality in economic and political power threatens the wellbeing and survival of those who
depend on the land and have rights over it. But it also has serious consequences for society as a
whole, as it limits opportunities for long-term development and affects social cohesion, the quality
of democracy, access to food, and the health of ecosystems in the region.
It is not possible to combat poverty and inequality in the region, promote inclusive growth, or
achieve sustainable development without addressing the challenge of inequality in access to and
control over land, particularly insofar as it affects rural women. People with rights over land must no
longer be treated as an obstacle to growth, and the privileges of the few must be eliminated in order
to uphold the rights of all, whether individual or collective rights.
Latin America needs a new distribution of land, as well as a new distribution of the impacts and benefits
of the extractivist model, and this goal must be placed back at the center of the debate about how to
overcome the challenges of the region’s development.
The solution is not to return to the redistributive policies that failed in the past, by dismissing the power
of the elites, and ignoring the comprehensive measures needed to promote inclusive development.
Rather, bold actions are needed on a new path that prioritizes enabling access to and control over land
for all the people and communities that depend on it, as well as to the necessary resources to develop
decent and sustainable livelihoods, thus contributing to inclusive economic growth.
Oxfam is calling on actors in the region—governments, organizations, social movements, businesses
and academic institutions—to join forces, so that the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development does
not remain merely words on paper. Special attention should be given to fulfilling goals 1.4, 2.3, and 5.7
concerning secure and equal access to ownership and control over land.
In order to achieve that, it is necessary to end practices that create inequality, and to promote a new
redistribution of land. Therefore, Oxfam urges:
All influential international institutions working in the region, such as the Economic Commission
for Latin America and the Caribbean, and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations to:
		 Place this challenge at the center of the debate on how to reduce economic and social inequality
		 in the region, and redouble efforts to redistribute land.
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International institutions that finance development to:
		 Include this challenge in their investment and risks analyses; address it in all their projects that
		 affect the use of land and natural resources; and apply robust human rights standards in their
		 financing operations, as well as oversight and penalty mechanisms for investors and states that
		 fail to comply with them.
Companies and corporations, and all national and international investors in the region, in all their
operations, to:
		 Strictly apply the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights; put into practice the
		 provisions that apply to them of the Guidelines on Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land
		 agreed by the Committee on World Food Security; and ensure full compliance with all international
		 human rights conventions, including the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.
In addition, Oxfam urges the governments of the region to strengthen people’s rights, and eliminate the
privileges of elites through actions to:
1. Urgently and effectively respond to demands for access to and control over land and means of
production by rural populations, taking concrete measures that contribute to the redistribution of
land ownership and greater equity, and putting into practice the Guidelines on Responsible
Governance of Tenure of Land;
2. Recognize rural women as full citizens and bearers of rights, who play a key role in family and
national economies, and guarantee their access to land and other productive resources, which
requires specific policies with a gender perspective to overcome the obstacles that prevent women
from exercising their right to land;
3. Protect the collective territorial rights of indigenous and Afro-descendant communities, in
accordance with the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, and facilitate progress in
titling processes;
4. Guarantee the right to be consulted, by implementing legislation and mechanisms to enable any
community affected by investments in land, or by natural resource extraction and exploitation
activities, to give or withhold its free, prior and informed consent;
5. Limit the power of elites and their ability to influence the design and implementation of public
policies through an effective regulatory framework that balances political representation, and
protects the public interest;
6. Promote economic and investment policies that foster balanced and diversified economic growth,
prioritizing territorial development, respect for the environment, job creation, and the regulation of
working conditions, while also establishing a regulatory framework to ensure a more equitable
distribution of the benefits resulting from indirect forms of landholdings, such as land rental
arrangements, and production and storage contracts;
7. Prevent the negative impacts of natural resource extraction and exploitation activities with
stringent regulations that reflect international standards; stricter controls on their environmental,
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social, and cultural impacts; and limiting or prohibiting activities that infringe the rights of the
communities and peoples affected;
8. Establish tax systems that ensure fair taxation in relation to land ownership and the benefits
derived from land use, and discourage the accumulation of land for speculative purposes;
9. Combat impunity by implementing prevention and protection mechanisms to end all forms of
violence and criminalization against indigenous, Afro-descendant, and peasant leaders, as well
as against land and human rights defenders;
10. Guarantee access to justice by ensuring the independence and impartiality of judicial officials,
and the proper investigation, punishment, and reparation of human rights violations committed in
contexts of land investment, and natural resource extraction and exploitation activities.
Finally, Oxfam encourages social movements in the region to continue demanding fulfillment of all their
rights, and speaking out when those rights are not fulfilled, and to exercise the right to oversee and
participate in legitimate consultation processes, which should be extended to all stakeholders.
Oxfam will continue to support them in their just fight for the right to land and territory, with the aim of
moving towards societies without extreme inequality, where the privileges of the few do not supersede the
rights of all, and where the resources, opportunities, and benefits of development are better distributed.
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Appendix:
Methodology for
calculation of the
land held by 1%
of farms
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To work out how much land is occupied by the largest one percent of farms, a statistical analysis was
undertaken of data provided by national agricultural censuses, except for Bolivia, where a national
agricultural survey from 2008 was used. In Bolivia, a census was carried out in 2013, but the database
is not available for public consultation, and the published results are insufficient to perform the calculation.
The difference between an agricultural census and a survey is that, while censuses cover the whole
national territory and all agricultural holdings, surveys are performed on a sample of holdings.
Oxfam’s analysis was based on the most recent national agricultural censuses (or surveys) available,
the oldest being that of Ecuador (2000) and the most recent being those in Costa Rica and Colombia
(2014). The statistical information needed for the analysis was not available for Honduras and Panama.
Therefore, the analysis was carried out on 15 countries of the region.
The statistical unit used in agricultural censuses is the agricultural holding, which is defined as follows:

An agricultural holding is an economic unit of agricultural
production under single management, comprising all livestock
kept and all land used wholly or partly for agricultural production
purposes, without regard to title, legal form, or size.
Single management may be exercised by an individual or
household, jointly by two or more individuals or households,
by a clan or tribe, or by a juridical person such as a corporation,
cooperative or government agency. The holding’s land may consist
of one or more parcels, located in one or more separate areas or
in one or more territorial or administrative divisions, providing the
parcels share the same production means, such as labor, farm
buildings, machinery or draught animals.

SOURCE: FAO (2007) A system of integrated agricultural censuses and surveys, Volume I: World Programme for the
Census of Agriculture 2010, FAO Statistical Development Series, Rome: Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations.
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When interpreting the data, it is important to take into account two clarifications about agricultural
holdings, as they are treated in agricultural censuses:
• “Agricultural holding” refers to the various parcels that make it up, using the same means of production,
such as labor, farm buildings machinery or draught animals. Therefore, geographically distant plots of
land are not considered to be part of the same holding. This means that a single owner may run or own
more than one holding covered by a given census.
• The agricultural holding may be managed by an individual, a household, a cooperative, a company, or
a community. When several farms belong to the same person or group of people, they may be registered
either as a single holding or several holdings, depending on location and other factors.
• In Peru, some communal indigenous or peasant holdings can be very large, mainly made up of natural
pastures, and it was not possible to distinguish these from private farms in the land concentration
analysis. For Colombia, the published results offer a breakdown by holding size, both including and
excluding indigenous territories; therefore, the data excluding indigenous territories were selected for
the analysis of land held by the largest one percent of farms. In Bolivia, where the 2008 agricultural
survey was used, according to the national experts consulted, most holdings within indigenous
territories are managed individually.

TABLE A1.
PERCENTAGE OF LAND HELD BY 1% (OR APPROXIMATELY)
OF FARMS THAT ARE LARGEST AND SOURCE OF THE DATA
Country
% of farms
		

Source for % of land

Argentina
Bolivia
Brasil
Chile
Colombia
Costa Rica

Author’s calculation based on tables from the 2002 National Agricultural Census (INDEC)

0.94
1.00
0.95
0.89
0.4
1.00

35.93
65.72
44.42
74.49
68.60
33.89

Author’s calculation based on the 2008 National Agricultural Survey database (INE)
Author’s calculation based on tables from the 2006 National Agricultural Census (IBGE)
Author’s calculation based on tables from the 2007 National Agricultural Census (INE)
Author’s calculation based on tables from the 2014 National Agricultural Census
Calculation by the National Institute of Statistics and Census (INEC) upon request,

				

based on the 2014 National Agricultural Census

Ecuador
1.00
22.62
El Salvador
1.00
28.60
Guatemala
1.00
47.96
Honduras				
México
1.00
56.02

Author’s calculation based on the 2000 National Agricultural Census database (INEC)

				

based on the 2007 census

Nicaragua
1.00
24.63
Panamá				
Paraguay
1.00
71.30

Author’s calculation based on the 2011 National Agricultural Census database (INIDE/MAG)

				

based on the 2008 National Agricultural Census

Perú
Uruguay
Venezuela

Author’s calculation based on tables of the 2012 National Agricultural Census (INE)

1.06
1.00
0.95

77.03
18.69
40.48

Author’s calculation based on the 2008 National Agricultural Census database (MEC)
Author’s calculation based on the 2003 National Agricultural Census database (INE)
Not available
Calculation by the National Institute of Statistics and Geography (INEGI) upon request,

Not available
Calculation by the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock (MAG) upon request,

Cálculo propio a partir de base de datos del CNA 2011 (MGAP)
Author’s calculation based on tables of the 2007/08 National Agricultural Census (INE)
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The following methodology was used to obtain the necessary data to calculate the land held by the
largest one percent of farms (see Table A1):
1. Where possible, complete databases were obtained and used to calculate the exact result for the one
percent of farms that are the largest (possible for Bolivia, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Nicaragua
and Uruguay).
2. Where the database was not made available, a direct request was made to the national institution
that produces the census to request it provide the calculation of the one percent of farms that are
largest (as was the case for Costa Rica, Mexico and Paraguay).
3. In cases where no reply was received from the official national institution responsible, the figure
closest to one percent for the largest farms was calculated based on the publicly available tables in
which production units are classified by size (as was the case for Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia,
Peru and Venezuela).
Depending on the country, the source may be the author’s calculation based on the complete databases,
the tables publicly available or the data provided by the institutions that produce the censuses (see
table A1). In the cases of Honduras and Panama, neither the databases nor tables with census data
were publicly available, and the information was not provided upon requests made directly to the
institutions responsible.

TABLE A2.
NATIONAL AGRICULTURAL CENSUSES CARRIED OUT IN LATIN AMERICA
Country

Prior
Most recent
census
census
			
			

Area covered
National
by census
territory
(thousands
(thousands
of hectares) of hectares)

Total
% of rural land Institution
rural area
surveyed
responsible
(thousands in the census
of hectares)

Argentina
1988
2002
174,809
273,669
269,027
65.0%
INDEC
Bolivia
1984
2013
34,655
109,858
N. D.
N. D.
INE
Brasil
1996
2006
329,941
835,814
824,143
40.0%
IBGE
Chile
1997
2007
29,782
74,353
70,942
42.0%
INE
Colombia
1971
2014
111,515
114,175
111,515
100.0%
DANE
Costa Rica
1984
2014
2,406
5,106
4,648
51.8%
INEC
Ecuador
1974
2000
12,356
24,836
24,446
50.5%
INEC
El Salvador
1971
2007
883
2,072
1,635
54.0%
MAG
Guatemala
1979
2003
3,751
10,716
10,357
36.2%
INE
Honduras
1993
2008
N. D.
11,189
10,815
N. D.
INE
México
1991
2007
112,349
194,395
183,142
61.3%
INEGI
Nicaragua
2001
2011
6,012
12,034
11,569
52.0%
INIDE
Panamá
2001
2011
2,699
7,434
7,171
37,.%
DEC
Paraguay
1991
2008
31,087
39,730
N. D.
N. D.
MAG
Perú
1994
2012
38,742
128,000
125,634
30.8%
INEI
Uruguay
2000
2011
16,357
17,502
16,873
96.9%
MGAP
Venezuela
1997
2007
27,074
88,205
86,822
31.2%
INE
TOTAL
934,418
1,949,088
1,758,739
53.1%
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