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Abstract 

 
Genetically Modified Soy Production and Small Farmer Resistance in 

San Pedro, Paraguay: Finding Space for Dialogue in an Overly-

Politicized Agricultural Landscape 

 

Andrew Malone McCown, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Gregory W. Knapp 

Paraguay has a long history of foreign involvement in its rural economy, dating 

back to even before the War of the Triple Alliance in the 1880’s. Whether it was yerba 

mate production or timber extraction, Paraguay’s rural activities were largely funded and 

run by foreign interests, with little room for participation by smallholders. With the 

growth in production of Genetically Modified (GM) soy, Paraguay continues to follow 

the same model for development, one of export-oriented agriculture produced primarily 

with foreign capital. The expansion GM soy in San Pedro, Paraguay is meeting with 

considerable resistance, though, as smallholders and landless workers claim that the use 

of the broad spectrum herbicide, glyphosate, threatens their health, land and livelihoods. 

The contentious debate that has sprung up around this issue has polarized Paraguayan 

society and oversimplified the problems facing Paraguay’s rural development society. 

The over-politicization of the conflict has eliminated the space for nuance in finding 

solutions and room for dialogue.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 
 My interest in small farm development and the difficulties associated with small 

farm livelihoods began during my service in Peace Corps-Bolivia from 2005-2007. It was 

during this time, witnessing first hand the difficulties smallholder farms faced when 

trying to find a space for themselves in local markets and competing with larger 

agribusiness interests, that I became deeply interested in and connected to the idea of the 

small, family-owned and operated farm as a viable model for both food production and 

economic development.  

 In the winter of 2009 I began hearing and reading about an escalating conflict 

taking place around the departmental capital of San Pedro de Ycuamendyyu, Paraguay 

(Figure 1) between small farmers, landless rural workers and highly mechanized 

production of Genetically-Modified (GM) soy (Maeyens 2006; Barrionuevo 2008). 

Central to the conflict were claims that the use of Monsanto’s Roundup® Ready soy and 

herbicides were causing widespread environmental degradation and actually pushing 

farmers off of their land. Irresponsible application of the herbicide glyphosate, through 

aerial spraying or indiscriminate application by large tractor implements, was killing 

neighboring small farm crops and resulting in massive displacement and migration to 

Asunción (Figure 2). 
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Figure 1: Map of South America and Paraguay 
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Figure 2: Department of San Pedro and Paraguayan Road System 
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 This thesis attempts to explore these claims and the larger conflict occurring in 

San Pedro over GM soy production through an analysis of the differing opinions and 

perspectives offered by the different actors invovled. Opinions from rural and urban 

actors, both for and staunchly against the expansion of GM soy in Paraguay are analyzed 

to determine competing claims of what is happening on the ground, who is to blame, the 

historical processes underpinning the conflict and to what extent there is a threat to 

smallholder livelihoods in San Pedro. In all cases and with all groups of people  

interviewed I found that there was not a singular adopted stance on the issue. Instead, 

each group expressed an array of opinions on the conflict that belied considerable 

complexity and nuance despite the apparently monolithic and polarizing public face of 

the issue. 

 I have two primary objectives in writing this thesis. The first is to suggest that the 

politicization of the conflict by all parties involved is resulting in a larger 

misunderstanding of the problem and increased misinformation. There are, according to 

popular press and mainstream business interests, only two principle voices in the 

struggle: those in favor of GM soybeans and heavy foreign investment in Paraguay’s 

agricultural sector and those against it. Both sides depict their opponents as cruel, 

faceless, and decidedly inhuman, monolithic fronts to be either squashed under foot or 

toppled, depending on the point of view. It is my hope to tease out a more nuanced view 

of the struggle and highlight some of the misunderstandings being perpetuated by both 

sides. Second, I hope to target and identify the over-politicization of the issue by both 

sides as a problem, not a solution. I contend that the widespread misunderstanding and 
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misinformation surrounding the conflict is preventing any side from finding lasting 

solutions. I do admit that, to a large extent, the politicization of any issue is unavoidable. 

But any attempts at reconciliation need to try and overcome this impasse in order to 

create solutions that reflect the needs of both largeholders and small farmers and reflect 

attempts at dialog and cooperative politics. I will address both of my objectives by 

exploring the dominant storylines and perspectives surrounding the GM soybean debate. 

In so doing I hope to show that the continued shouting of ideologies across the aisle, as it 

were, only further diminishes our capacity for understanding the complexities of the 

struggle, and worse, covers up the real human costs of injustices occurring in the 

Paraguayan countryside. 

 One important step in shedding some light on this conflict is to chart a brief 

history of foreign intervention in Paraguay’s agricultural sector. By doing so I hope to 

contextualize the modern day participation of foreign-owned extensive agriculture in San 

Pedro. I believe that understanding this history, beginning with the War of the Triple 

Alliance and continuing through the election of the current president, Fernando Lugo, can 

be instructive in helping to understand the current struggle over GM soybeans, and as a 

result, help to better develop possible solutions to the social, political, and environmental 

problems facing Paraguay. Specifically, I want to explore how Paraguay’s historical 

preference for foreign investment in agriculture has perpetuated the continued 

reproduction of a polarized rural society, pitting smallholders and landless rural workers 

against large farms and big agribusiness.  

 Towards these ends, I have organized my work into five sections. The first section 
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will constitute a review of the appropriate literature. Then I explore the history of the 

development of the Paraguayan countryside into a foreign-dominated engine for 

agricultural export-oriented growth (Chapter Three).  I then focus on the issues of human 

health, global environmentalism as it plays out in Paraguay and the opinions on GM soy 

production from a variety of actors. Another section shifts the focus specifically to my 

case studies in the Department of San Pedro to explore the over-politicization of the GM 

soy conflict. Both small and large farm experiences will be recounted to give a 

comprehensive view of the expansion of GM soy in San Pedro, and the reactions from 

different people to that expansion, the use of glyphosate, and the changing nature of the 

agricultural landscape. My concluding section, will serve as a summary of the problem, a 

recounting of the findings of my research, conclusions drawn from that research as they 

pertain to my stated objectives, and a brief exploration of issues for further consideration 

and study. 

Research and Methodology 
 
 I conducted field research in Paraguay from the beginning of June through the end 

of July of 2009. During my two months in country I split my time between Asunción and 

the Department of San Pedro. While in San Pedro I traveled between the departmental 

capital, San Pedro de Ycuamendyyu, and the communities of Ybype and Santo Domingo 

located in the rural districts of Lima and Choré, respectively (Figure 3 and Figure 4). 
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Figure 3: Department of San Pedro with Distrito Lima and Distrito Choré. 

I conducted semi-structured interviews and attended meetings with departmental 
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government officials, small farmers who felt threatened by GM soy’s expansion, landless 

rural workers, and large land owners producing GM soybeans. 

 

Figure 4: Communities of Ypybe and Santo Domingo in the Districts of Lima and 

Choré, Department of San Pedro. 
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In all I conducted interviews with 15 small farmers, 5 landless rural workers, 3 large 

soybean producers, 4 Departmental Government officials, and 2 extension workers from 

the Ministry of Agriculture (MAG). All but 3 of the farmer and landless worker 

interviews were conducted in the presence of an official from the Departmental 

Government of San Pedro who acted as both my guide and Guaraní translator. 

Additionally, accompanied by the same official, I attended two separate planning 

meetings of the landless rural worker and small farmer movement against GM soybean 

production and expansion. I conducted two separate focus groups with these 

organizations. In Asunción I conducted 8 interviews with local businessmen and women, 

officials at the Environmental Ministry, and officials working with the Center for Judicial 

Investigations. Field research and interviews were complemented by archival research in 

the libraries of two Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs): the Fundación Moises 

Bertoni and the Centro de Investigaciones Sociales (CIS), or Center for Social 

Investigations. With the exception of one elected official, I have changed the names of 

every person I interviewed because of the sensitive and ongoing status of the conflict.  
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature 

Extractive Economic Development and the Predatory State 

 Latin America has long been characterized as a producer of raw materials for the 

industrialized north. This production has been extractive in nature since colonial times, 

meaning the resources in question have often been shipped out of the country with little 

to no widespread economic benefit enjoyed by the local economy (Brading 1972; Dean 

1987). Bunker (1985) argues that maintaining an extractive economic model for 

development creates a relationship of dependence between producer nations and 

industrialized nations while simultaneously making the producer nations slaves to boom 

and bust cycles. Furthermore, when poorer countries prioritize extractive models of 

growth (whether they be mining or plantation agriculture) it can sometimes be at the 

expense of industrial development. With the exception of perhaps some oil producing 

countries, this lack of industrialization puts these countries at the mercy of fluctuating 

international commodity prices, with no influence on the demand for the raw materials 

they provide. As a result, a country relying primarily on an extractive model for its 

national development can be susceptible to deep economic hardships that other more 

diverse and robust economies are not. 

 D.G. Richards (2008) critiques such extractive economies. The actors who 

promote the development of extractive economies intentionally undermine the chances of 

more equitable economic development. In Richards’ view any state that prioritizes 

extractive economic activities does so for the benefit of only a few over the welfare of the 

entire population. Such states that follow this model for national development are 
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“predatory states.” The state can take a proactive role in this kind of unbalanced 

development policy by being an active partner in these extractive industries. Or the state 

can take a back seat in such lop-sided plans for growth by allowing foreign investment or 

private enterprise to dictate the directions for national policy. In the case of Paraguay 

there exists a combination of both strategies. The government at one time shared in the 

ownership of extractive industries, but also recognized that, ultimately, a lack of state 

capital necessitated foreign and private involvement or ownership at a large scale.  

 

Modern Development and the Green Revolution 

' Working in tandem with the generations-old history of foreign domination in 

Paraguay’s rural economy, the Green Revolution created a still more favorable climate 

for foreign investment and highly mechanized and capitalized agriculture. But the Green 

Revolution is admittedly more complicated and might be best described as a well-

intentioned plan or idea that has, over the years, yielded many intended and unintended 

consequences, both harmful and beneficial. The Green Revolution began as part of the 

larger project of international development undertaken by the United States at the close 

of World War II. Harry S. Truman in his inaugural address of 1949 stated that the 

benefits of scientific advances in the U.S. must be made “available for the improvement 

and growth of underdeveloped areas.” That “improvement and growth” would happen 

through greater application of “modern scientific and technical knowledge” meant to 

increase the production capacities of countries all over the world. “Greater production is 

the key to prosperity and peace” (Truman 1949: 406-407). Just as they were then, science 
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and technology are still seen as the primary drivers of progress today. The Green 

Revolution is still a valid path towards economic growth, food security and 

environmental protection (Beddington 2010; Borlaug and Dowswell 2008; Pinstrup-

Andersen and Cohen 2008; Borlaug 2000). 

 Science and technology offer solutions to the problems we face in achieving these 

goals. The onus is on government, though, to develop and employ the right technologies 

that will create a new green revolution, one that will lead to improvements in crop 

production, irrigation systems, and fertilizer and herbicide application (Beddington 

2010). It is also paramount to eliminate the anti-science bias that has so many developed 

countries around the world balking at the notion of biotechnology being a solution to over 

population and food security (Borlaug 2000). To do so means utilizing biotechnologies to 

their fullest potential in order to improve agricultural productivity of food crops around 

the world (Borlaug and Dowswell 2008; Pinstrup-Andersen and Cohen 2008). Such 

technologies are the keys to securing the global prosperity identified by Truman over 60 

years ago. 

For proponents of the Green Revolution’s philosophy on economic growth and 

food security greater production is achieved through the development of high yield 

varieties that respond better to fertilization, irrigation, and pest control. One way that 

technology and science have aided in the improvement of agricultural production more 

recently has been through the creation of transgenic crops or genetically-modified 

organisms (GMOs). Higher yields, larger grain sizes, and increases in farmer incomes are 

all touted as measurable benefits of incorporating GMOs into productive systems. 
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Transgenic crops have been developed to produce in all kinds of soils, to survive in 

nutrient-poor environments, to resist pests, and to flourish in any environment regardless 

of temperature and rainfall (Borlaug 2000). The purpose of their production was and still 

is to keep pace with the food needs of an ever-growing world population. At the local 

level, it is maintained that new technologies can increase farm incomes, provide valuable 

labor opportunities for landless rural workers, and provide increased purchasing power in 

the rural sector, leading to an increase in demand for all kinds of products, agricultural 

and non-agricultural (Qaim 2001). Such demand would then have a multiplier effect, 

creating new jobs for production of those very goods.  

 Apart from the purported multiplier effects of GMO production and rising farm 

incomes, there are direct economic and environmental benefits to planting transgenic 

crops. Qaim (1999) found that, in the case of virus-resistant potatoes in Mexico, farmers 

were better able to afford the self-reproducing, transgenic virus-resistant seeds than they 

were the “clean” seeds found on the market. Another study found that the production of 

GM insect-resistant cotton in China allowed for farmers to eliminate the purchase of 

expensive pesticides traditionally used in production, reducing the total cost of 

production from between 20 and 30 percent (Pray, et al. 2001).  Riches and Valverde 

(2002) point out that the production of herbicide-resistant crops (HRCs) means that fewer 

chemicals are being used as inputs in food production, with clear health and 

environmental benefits. It is not unreasonable to think that continued genetic 

modifications in crop plants might one day lead to chemical-free agricultural systems or 

the reduction in the need for irrigation. Still, the Green Revolution and GMOs elicit 
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strong opposition from academics, environmentalists, consumer advocates, and human 

rights activists. Almost every study that finds value in the production of GM crops also 

admits that there are serious risks involved. Most such risks stem from the fact that so 

little is actually known about the long-term damage that could be done to local 

agroecology, human health, and biodiversity. Norman Borlaug (2000: 488), a pioneer of 

the Green Revolution and staunch proponent of transgenic crops was quick to defend 

himself and his ideas, stating that, in his view, the questions to be asked were not of the 

science itself, and in fact, such questions were irresponsible. “Extremists in the 

environmental movement, largely from rich nations and/or the privileged strata of society 

in poor nations, seem to be doing everything they can to stop scientific progress in its 

tracks.” Instead, the question should be whether or not ranchers, farmers, or other 

potential beneficiaries would actually be able to access the technology. The room for 

error, in short, was in the application of the technology, not the technology itself. In some 

ways, Borlaug’s comments anticipated the most serious criticisms of transgenic 

production, those citing the human costs. His defense is incomplete, however, and 

criticism of GMO production is still widespread and warranted.   

 
Risks of Genetically-Modified Crop Production: Presence and Impacts of Soy in 
Paraguay’s Agricultural Sector  
 
“As artificer of cultural change, man has become increasingly powerful in modifying the 
plant and animal world surrounding him…He has intervened, with and without design, to 
increase and decrease, to expel or exterminate and to introduce, to modify and even to 
originate organic entities. Largely he has prospered by disturbing the natural order. 
Often, however, he overreaches himself and the new order he has introduced may end in 
disaster.”  —Carl O. Sauer, Agricultural Origins and Dispersals (pp 3-4). 
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 For words written in 1952, only a few years after the Green Revolution began, 

there is something strangely prophetic in the wisdom of Sauer’s assessment of human 

tinkering with the natural environment. In some ways it is complementary to Borlaug’s 

own assessment of the risks inherent in GMO production. The “ever-expanding” nature 

of human dominance in the natural world is a dangerous prospect. Sauer celebrates the 

potential of human beings to continually mold the planet for their own purposes, but his 

writing betrays a deep distrust and unease with human ability to alter the natural 

environment. That unease or caution with which Sauer describes the potential for an 

endless stream of human-induced improvements on the landscape is echoed by Edgar 

Anderson (1967) when he pointed out that Western science—and here he means, 

specifically, agricultural science—is often woefully misinformed and out of touch when 

transferred to non-Western parts of the world. The potential for over-stepping the bounds 

of responsible growth and turning “development” into a destructive force is, therefore, 

multiplied. Especially when applied to the tropics, Anderson says, Western agricultural 

science has much more to learn and unlearn than it does to teach.  

 One line of criticism maintains that optimism in our ability to continuously 

produce more food for an ever-expanding population is misplaced and really misses the 

point. We should not expect technology to save humanity from an exploding population 

that promises to destroy our ability to support ourselves under its weight.  Finite water 

and soil resources may limit our ability to solve our problems with technology (Paddock 

1970; Van den Bergh, et al. 2004). Furthermore, placing too much faith in the production 

of transgenic crops is an inadequate response to many of the socioeconomic and 



' FK'

ecological challenges confronting us. Doing so ignores the “geographies of difference” 

between food production systems and trade in the global north and south (McAffee 

2004).  

The potential damage and risk associated with the introduction of GMO crops in 

may be serious and far-reaching. Such risks in the development and production of GM 

crops or genetically-engineered organisms (GEOs), as they call them need careful 

scrutiny by the scientists producing the new technologies (Snow, et al. 2005). With the 

introduction of GM crops, more vigorous pests and pathogens could inadvertently be 

produced, or the negative impacts of already existing pests and pathogens could be 

exacerbated through the unintended hybridization with related GM organisms (Snow, et 

al. 2005). Furthermore, the use of pesticide-resistant strains of certain crops could inflict 

unintended harm on non-target plant and animal species. Such impacts would disrupt 

entire biotic communities, including agro ecosystems, in ways we cannot predict and, 

worse, cannot mediate. Disruptions like these could, for example, lead to loss of genetic 

diversity within species. Such fears are shared amongst other researchers, all of whom 

have highlighted the very serious potential for real ecological disaster resulting from the 

introduction of GM crops into agro ecosystems around the world (Acosta 2000; Pilson 

and Prendeville 2004; Qaim 2001; Schmidt 2005; Schurman 2004).  

For all of the ecologic criticisms of the Green Revolution, though, there is still a 

paucity of research being conducted on the real human costs of technological innovation 

and of Western notions of progress and development in general. Such attempts at 

seriously problematizing the Green Revolution and agricultural development include 
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efforts at “rethinking the ‘poverty problem’” as something that occurs, not necessarily 

because of a lack or “failure” of development, but as something that is symptomatic of 

development itself (Yapa 1993: 255). In this way, Green Revolution technologies are 

directly implicated in the reproduction of poverty over time. Yapa maintains that 

sustainable development as an institution and idea, however difficult to define, implies 

the act of sustaining the development project, not finding solutions. In this way, it tends 

to rely on science to provide the path towards an ever-increasing quality of life and 

devalues local context to such a degree that it subsumes the desires of people to the larger 

international project of economic development as defined by the West. This sentiment is 

shared by Esteva (1993). Even though increased industrial output and technological 

advances can make sense from the perspective of a neoclassical economist as 

encouraging robust and sustainable development, when seen from the perspective of a 

political economist or ecologist they become fraught with controversy and problems.   

 At the center of the GMO debate in South America is the production of GM 

soybeans, and specifically Roundup® Ready soybeans that uses glyphosate in their 

production. Roundup® is a line of broad-spectrum agricultural herbicides manufactured 

by Monsanto. It, and other glyphosate products, can be used as part of a comprehensive 

weed control strategy that is, according to Monsanto’s website, “environmentally 

responsible” and fits within “a vision of sustainable agriculture and environmental 

protection” as defined by the company (Monsanto Website). It is usually applied through 

direct, close application to the leaves of crops, but can be broadcast aerially through 

spraying or crop dusting. Fundamental to glyphosate’s use is the understanding that it 
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works in conjunction with other Monsanto products, namely, the Roundup® Ready line 

of seeds. These seeds are genetically modified to resist glyphosate herbicides and do not 

yield self-reproducing plants. Currently, Monsanto produces Roundup® Ready Corn, 

Canola, Cotton, and Soybeans (Monsanto Website). Sold as a package, the No-Till 

Roundup® Ready Soybean System promises specific benefits to the farmer that include: 

savings on time and money that, otherwise, would be spent on tilling; reduced fuel 

expense and machine wear (as much as $10 per acre); a reduction in soil erosion of up to 

90 percent; a conservation of soil moisture up to two inches in depth; and a decrease in 

soil compaction and an improvement in soil tilth (Monsanto Website) 

 Monsanto’s success in dominating the international market in GMO productive 

input sales is particularly evident in South America. Brazil, for example, has turned into a 

veritable powerhouse of transgenic crop production, with soybeans being the most 

profitable. Brazil has witnessed its farm exports increase by twenty percent a year since 

2000 (Valdes 2006). Soybeans, again, are the main driver of that growth, allowing Brazil 

to usurp the United States in output (Hecht and Mann 2008), and successfully transform 

its rural landscape and economy into, what Hecht and Mann call, “Soylandia.” But 

“Soylandia” is not a phenomenon exclusive to Brazil; it has spread into Paraguay, 

Uruguay, Argentina and Bolivia, as well.  

 

Soy and the Green Revolution in Paraguay 

 According to the Camara Paraguaya de Exportaciones de Cereales y Oleaginosas 

(CAPECO 2009) Paraguay ranked sixth worldwide in tons of soy produced in the 2007-
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2008 growing season, at 6.5 million tons. According to the Foreign Agricultural Service 

(FAS) of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Paraguay ranked fourth worldwide 

in tons exported in 2007, having sent approximately 4.3 million tons of soybeans 

overseas in that year (FAS/USDA 2007). Of that amount, 60% was exported to the 

European Union and 28% was exported to Argentina. These are staggering numbers for a 

country roughly the size of California.  

 Nationally, in 2008 there were 27,735 producers of soy. Notably, of these 

producers, fully 77% of them farmed fewer than 50 hectares. Most of that 77% lived in 

the Department of Itapúa where 54% of the farmers producing soy were doing so on 20 

hectares or less, fitting the MAG’s definition of a small farmer being someone who owns 

between 0 and 50 hectares (Paraguayan Agricultural Census 2008). Looking at these 

numbers might initially create the impression of there not being a problem of unequal 

access or distribution. But of the 2,463,510 hectares producing GM soy in 2008, only 8% 

were owned by farmers with plots of 50 hectares or less. This means that 21,356 of the 

27,735 soy producers farmed only 197,080 hectares. Only 6,379 soy producers own and 

farmed 2,266,430 hectares (Paraguayan Agricultural Census 2008). This number is 

consistent with national land ownership data and reflects a deep inequality in the 

distribution of land. In 2008, 1.5 percent of the total population owned 79 percent of the 

total land (Abente-Brun 2009). One noticeable exception to this trend of GM soy 

production being increasingly controlled by the larger farmers is the Department of 

Itapúa. In Itapúa fully 54.01% of farms producing soy are less than or equal to 20 

hectares in size (CAPECO 2009). 
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 The expansion of GM soybean production in Paraguay (Figure 5), in particular, has 

received considerable attention recently. 

  

Figure 5: Area under Soy production in Eastern Paraguay 2007-08. Source: 

Instituto de Biotecnología Agrícola (INBIO). 
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Particularly in the activist community “soy deserts” or “poisonous green deserts” in 

Paraguay (Maeyens 2006) have elicited strong reactions and serious pushback. Even The 

New York Times, at the time of Fernando Lugo’s election to the presidency, featured a 

story on the displacement of small farmers and landless workers resulting from the 

expansion of Brazilian-owned soy fields in the Department of San Pedro (Barrionuevo 

2008). Barrionuevo demonstrates the animosity felt between Paraguayans and Brazilians 

over the issue and quotes one man as saying that “ ‘The Brazilians invaded our 

country…’” The same man goes on to liken the current invasion to the War of the Triple 

Alliance from 1865-1870 wherein Brazil waged a massive destructive campaign against 

Paraguay and came to occupy her territory. This only underscores how deep-seated the 

tension is, how long-standing it is, and how, in many ways, it is seen as insurmountable.    

 Of course the impact of the Green Revolution in Paraguay and the perception of 

the dominance of foreign-owned—Brazilian and Mennonite—agriculture only has 

meaning when thought of in terms of whom it impacts. Small farms in Paraguay are 

defined as any land holding of 50 hectares or less (MAG Census 2008). In 2008 there 

were an estimated 288,666 farms in all of Paraguay. Of that number 264,822 or 91.7% 

were classified as small farms.  

 It is instructive to think of Paraguayan small farms in terms of Robert Netting’s 

definition of the smallholder and the role the smallholder can potentially play in the 

economic development and production of a nation. First, though, it is important to note 

that Paraguayan small farmers are not smallholders in the strictest sense of the term, as 
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defined by Netting (1993). For one, they do not meet one of Netting’s principle 

characteristics of smallholders; they do not practice sustained, intensive agriculture in 

areas of dense population. The Paraguayan countryside has a rural population density of 

only - 74 persons per square kilometer. Still, Netting makes some powerful assertions 

that can be applied to the Paraguayan, and more specifically the San Pedrano, or small 

farmer from San Pedro, situation. First, he points out that smallholders do not live outside 

the realm of larger networks of economic activity or political organization. Similarly, the 

small farmers of Paraguay and San Pedro do not either. They are, in fact, intimately 

familiar with larger markets and, as will be explored in detail later on, political 

mobilization. Additionally, San Pedrano small farmers rely primarily on family and 

community labor and produce crops both for consumption and for sale in local, national 

and sometimes international markets. 

 Netting optimistically states that: “Without the predicted total capitalization of 

agriculture and absolute polarization, the smallholder household firm can be a powerful 

agent for economic development, and the continued existence of such farms should not 

be dismissed as populist romanticism” (1993: 226). His faith in smallholder resilience to 

the “threats of polarizing wealth and paralyzing poverty” do not, unfortunately apply to 

the small farmer reality in San Pedro (1993: 231). The introduction of GM crops to the 

agricultural landscape has had mixed results in San Pedro in terms of equality of access 

and benefits. The assertion that producing GM crops improves food security is one often 

made without taking the small farmer into account (McAffee 2004), particularly the small 

farmer of the global south. The costs of purchasing the inputs necessary for GM soy are 
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often unaffordable. As a result, San Pedro’s agricultural economy has become the 

province of big agroindustry. 
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Chapter Three: Building a Predatory State 

 On March 18, 1865, after months of already fighting with Brazil over their hostile 

takeover of Uruguay, Paraguay’s President Francisco Solano Lopez declared war on the 

Republic of Argentina for not allowing Paraguayan military access to the provinces of 

Corrientes and Misiones. Less than two months later, on May 1, 1865, Brazil, Argentina, 

and Uruguay (under the control of Brazil) signed the treaty of the Triple Alliance which 

stated that a war was being fought not against Paraguay as a nation, but against Solano 

Lopez, a tyrant and destabilizing force in the entire region. The treaty stipulated that after 

the war, Paraguayan sovereignty would be respected and that so would its territorial 

integrity (Abente 1987). 

 The War of the Triple Alliance lasted longer than certainly any of the three allied 

powers would have guessed, but after five years, in 1870, Solano Lopez was ambushed 

and killed rather unceremoniously in the swampy backcountry of the Paraguayan 

Pantanal by Brazilian troops. The tyrant was finally defeated, and the country, that was 

supposed to be left intact and respected, was left in shambles. Seeking reparations for the 

five-year war fought against a tyrant, Brazil sued the Paraguayan state for $300 million in 

gold (Warren 1985). Both Brazil and Argentina then took advantage of the economically 

and demographically crippled nation to cherry-pick the best lands from within its borders.  

Brazil laid claim to yerba mate forests to the north and to the east of the Jejui River 

totaling some 62,000 square kilometers to complement an already booming yerba trade in 

Mato Grosso (Nickson 1981; Wilcox 1995). In 1876 Argentina claimed 40% of 

Paraguay’s productive yerba forests between the Paraná and Uruguay Rivers. In addition 
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they also claimed 75,000 square kilometers in the disputed area of the Gran Chaco to the 

west, which would become the modern day Argentinean provinces of Formosa and 

Chaco (Nickson 1981; Reed 1993; Wilcox 1995). In the end, it was “Only the mutual 

antipathy of Argentina and Brazil” that “prevented the total dismemberment of Paraguay” 

(Reed 1995: 53) (Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6: Map of Paraguay depicting territorial extent after the War of the Triple 

Alliance. Source: Perry Castañeda Library Map Collection, University of Texas at 

Austin. 
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 In the aftermath, scrambling, Paraguay began looking for ways to resuscitate its 

economy and to pay off its war debts. In spite of all of the land that it did lose to Brazil 

and Argentina (in total almost 160,000 square kilometers), it still boasted some of the 

most productive yerba mate forests in South America (Reber 1985). In 1883, under the 

Land Act, Paraguay began selling its considerable state-owned lands to raise funds. In 

1895 another law was passed that called for the mapping and sale of all publicly held 

yerba mate forests to private investors, predominantly foreign. Three corporations 

emerged with the bulk of the land following these two sales. One group, run by the 

French family of Domingo Barthe, purchased or rented 1,875,000 hectares in southern 

Paraguay along the Paraná River, bordering the Argentinean province of Corrientes. The 

second group, La Matte Larangeira, was a Brazilian company with extensive yerba 

holdings in the southern Brazilian states of Paraná and Mato Grosso. The state of Paraná 

was, at the time, the largest yerba producer in Brazil. La Matte Larangeira’s acquisitions 

in Paraguay were an extension of this productive zone, adding an additional 800,000 

hectares to the company’s holdings in northeastern Paraguay, but also holdings to the 

west of Concepción.   

 La Industrial Paraguaya, S.A. was by far the largest beneficiary, though, amassing 

a small yerba mate empire along the Eastern Border Region (EBR) concentrated in the 

modern-day Paraguayan Department of Mbaracayú. La Industrial Paraguaya was a 

conglomerate of Paraguayan government officials, Asunción business elite, and 

Argentinean and English capital. By 1890 La Industrial had purchased or was renting 2.5 

million hectares of forest, some 855,000 hectares of which was considered to be in 
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Paraguay’s prime yerba mate producing zone. This total represented 85% of the country’s 

naturally occurring yerba forests at the time (Pastore 1972; Reed 1995).    

 The example of La Industrial Paraguaya is important because it illustrates how, as 

Reed (1995) states, elite and, particularly, foreign classes came to dominate the state, the 

land, and the people of Paraguay. La Industrial established a well-organized system of 

administration on its land to produce and facilitate the transportation of yerba.  

Storehouses were set up, as were company stores that provided provisions to increasingly 

indebted mestizo workers who could not buy goods anywhere else. Small or medium-

scale producers who harvested yerba or owned yerba producing lands before the Land 

Acts could not compete with the level of production created with La Industrial 

Paraguaya’s extensive operation. Many ended up working as foremen or common 

laborers as a result, and were included in this new frontier hierarchy established and 

controlled by La Industrial (Reed 1995). 

 Production was extremely successful, especially towards the end of the nineteenth 

century. The company’s value quadrupled in its first year of operation alone (Aquino 

1983). In 1870, immediately after the War of the Triple Alliance, yerba forests produced 

1,512,110 kilograms. By 1890 La Industrial Paraguaya was producing 8 million 

kilograms a year. Instead of bolstering the Paraguayan economy, though, the profits were 

often funneled to the exterior. Half of the production was exported to Brazil and 

Argentina, and with the exception of a small amount destined for a processing mill in 

Asunción, most of La Industrial’s production (one-tenth of the national total) was 

processed in Corrientes or Buenos Aires (Warren 1985), losing valuable jobs in value-
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adding industries abroad. Paraguay became a highly profitable export-oriented, 

“predatory state”, meaning the government sought to maximize profits without 

reinvesting in national infrastructure or development.   

 La Matte Larangeira followed a similar pattern of acquisition, management, and 

growth. Initial profits were used to expand production, but also to secure control over 

river transportation and diversify into cattle ranching. By 1890, when La Industrial 

produced 8 million kilos of yerba, La Matte Larangeira only produced 2 million, but 

owned 50,000 head of cattle spread over five ranches, thirty rafts for river transport, five 

hundred ox carts for ground transportation, and a railroad that moved yerba from the 

interior to the Parana River for shipment and processing in Buenos Aires (Reed 1995; 

Warren 1985). Foreign capital directed the Paraguayan economy and owned its 

infrastructure.  

 

Solidifying the Foreign Presence: Barriers to the Smallholder    

 La Industrial Paraguaya operated much like a state unto itself. The government of 

Paraguay did not have the means to police or administer the frontier areas along the EBR 

and, besides, saw La Industrial filling that role quite well. Working conditions were 

terrible and pay was worse but La Industrial so dominated the landscape as to make any 

other productive activity in the area difficult, because it was so hard to compete with the 

spatial dominance of La Industrial and the market dominance of yerba. The labor 

opportunities offered by La Industrial were the best option for earning a livelihood.      

 But in 1912 Percival Farquhar, an American, and European investors bought La 

Industrial Paraguaya as part of their plan to establish a massive transportation, 
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agricultural and mining empire between Brazil, Uruguay, Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, and 

Paraguay. The idea was to buy up all transport lines in the region and any areas rich in 

natural resources. The plan failed, though, because it underestimated Argentinean and 

Brazilian senses of nationalism and the British defense of its own already established rail 

network (Reed 1995; Hanson 1937).   

 The 1940s saw a crash in the yerba markets and a threat to La Industrial’s form of 

latifundio agriculture and domination of the rural landscape. After the Chaco War, newly 

mobilized veterans found a political voice. After sacrificing so much for Paraguay they 

wanted something in return. In 1936, this group overthrew the Liberal Party, which had 

been a puppet regime of sorts, set up by the foreign-controlled yerba corporations in 

1904. For ten years violence and chaos ravaged the countryside and the political status 

quo in Paraguay (Reed 1995). At the end of the ten years new legislation demanded the 

dismantling of foreign-owned latifundios and attempted to enact protections for rural and 

urban workers, alike, and attempted to reverse the laissez-faire economic policies of the 

post-War of the Triple Alliance years (Lewis 1980). Argentinean landowners in Paraguay 

lobbied successfully against this sea change in policy, though, and prevented any new 

laws for the protection of laborers and rural classes from passing (Reed 1995). The 

successful blocking of progressive reform sent Paraguay into another period of violence 

and revolt. During this period the rural classes frequently targeted the landed elite and 

their assets, while they themselves were targets of violence and oppression. In 1947 the 

Colorado Party defeated the Liberal Party and took control of the government and 

virtually dismantled La Industrial Paraguaya, ushering in a new era of nationalism, 
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proudly touting, oddly enough, the image of Paraguay’s fallen “tyrant”, Francisco Solano 

Lopez, as a hero (Reed 1995; Lewis 1980). 

 

Stroessner and the Era of Brazilian Migration 

 Even though the Colorado Party dismantled La Industrial Paraguaya, with the rise 

of Alfredo Stroessner as military dictator in 1955, the dominant, authoritarian 

infrastructure established by La Industrial was only reinforced. This time, though, instead 

of elite and foreign dominance of the rural sector, the state took a powerful and 

aggressive role in controlling all aspects of the country. 

 Stroessner’s Paraguay quickly devolved into a suspicious and brutal state 

characterized by repression and violent political domination. No organization was 

allowed outside of official Colorado Party functions. Unions, religious communities, and 

even the Catholic Church were viewed as suspicious and potentially dangerous (Carter 

1990). Crucial to the maintenance of such a brutal regime was Stroessner’s alliance with 

the United States during the height of the Cold War. Violence and repression could be 

justified as a means of containing the international threat of communism (Mora 1998, 

1998; Nickson 1988). This is also the time during which “development” as foreign policy 

began in earnest, led by the technological innovations of the United States and the West. 

 La Industrial was forced by Stroessner to chop its 2.5 million hectares into parcels 

and sell off to new investors. These new investors were made up of Stroessner’s 

supporters. So a transfer of power and control occurred that really just amounted to a 

transition of power and land from the foreign elite to a military elite. That transition was 

only temporary, though. Still, as far as the landless classes and small farmers—who had 
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reemerged following the dismantling of La Industrial—were concerned, nothing changed. 

The newly “landed” military elite acted mostly as an intermediate step (Reed 1995) in a 

larger transition. They bought the land from La Industrial Paraguaya at artificially cheap 

prices and turned around and sold it to, mostly, Brazilian and American interests in 

industrial agriculture and ranching at much higher prices, in some cases earning profits of 

100 percent. The entrance of this new class of foreign rancher and agro industrialist 

brought new technology and capital to bear over the old extractive economic model that 

had characterized Paraguay’s yerba economy for so many years. 

 But what really precipitated a flood of new foreign interest and domination in 

Paraguay’s rural sector was the creation of the Instituto de Bienestar Rural (IBR) in the 

early 1960’s. Lack of land in the east—the areas traditionally dominated by the large 

yerba firms—led to an increasingly dense population of displaced rural classes around 

Asuncion. As more and more people populated the area competition and conflict arose 

over access to available farming land. The elite in and around Asuncion complained of 

intrusions on their property by landless farmers looking for land to cultivate. At the time 

99.7% of farmers in and around Asuncion held just 47% of the land, meaning that only 

0.3% of the farmers held over 50% of the total land. In response to the rural landless’ 

demands for access to more land and, it should be noted, to the landed elite’s complaints 

of intrusion and conflict, Stroessner’s government drafted a new policy for land 

redistribution in the Eastern Border Region (EBR). The aim of the policy and of the IBR, 

or Institute of Rural Welfare, was not to redistribute land around Asuncion, but to send 

the landless away from the city to the frontier with Brazil. IBR sought 1) to modify land 
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distribution in the EBR to benefit the now displaced landless workers and small farmers; 

2) to incorporate these landless workers and small farmers into a larger national 

development scheme of rural productivity by 3) pushing the limits of the “economic 

frontier” in Paraguay and opening up new land for development (Nickson 1981).   

 In practice, though, the same tradition of foreign and private interests prevailed, 

favoring the development of larger tracts of land to the exclusion of small farmers and 

landless classes. In the department of Amambay, by 1972, holdings of 100 hectares or 

more constituted only 15% of the total number of landholdings but made up 97% of the 

total land area (Nickson 1981). Small farmers who were lucky enough to find themselves 

with any land at all often did not receive title to the land. Instead, they were given seven 

years in which time they were expected to pay back IBR for the “loans” used to purchase 

the land. At the end of the seven years if they had not paid back the government loans 

they lost usufruct rights to the land and did not receive legal title of ownership. The 

glaring inequality and injustice in this system lies in the fact that the Paraguayan Banco 

Nacional de Fomento, charged with distributing World Bank and Inter-American 

Development Bank loans meant for micro-financing of agricultural enterprises, would not 

lend to anybody without legal title to their land to begin with. As a result, small farmers 

were never given access to the credit needed to improve their land, make it profitable, 

and pay back the IBR (Nickson 1981; Wilcox 1993).   

 At the same time, changes across the border in Brazil fueled a massive migration 

of farmers, who previously could not compete with the increasingly mechanized system 

of agriculture back home, into Paraguay. In 1972 soy production dominated the 
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agricultural economy in the Brazilian states of Paraná and Mato Grosso do Sul. With 

increased mechanization the perceived minimum size for a profitable farm rose steadily, 

as did the export tax levied on production. In 1977 it was thought that one needed at least 

125 hectares of mechanized production to turn a profit. Soon, many small and medium-

sized farmers found that they could no longer afford the cost of growing soy in Brazil. So 

they sold off their land and flooded into Paraguay’s Eastern Border Region, the site of 

previous IBR relocations (Nickson 1981). From the money raised from the sale of their 

farms in Brazil, farmers arrived in Paraguay relatively well-off and purchased larger 

tracts of land at cheaper prices and were still able to buy the requisite machinery for 

producing on extensive scales. These farmers and their descendants created a new class 

of immigrant termed the Brasiguayo (Nickson 1981; Wilcox 1993).  

 In Paraguay income tax was low or non-existent compared to Brazil and soy 

production was not taxed for export at the time. Additionally, when they arrived in 

Paraguay, flush with cash from the sale of their farms, the Brazilians were able to buy 

their new land outright. This meant that they received title to the land immediately, which 

in turn meant that they had access to cheap credit almost immediately, something the 

Paraguayan small farmers relocated to the EBR did not have. This helps to explain the 

rapidity with which Brazilian farmers were able to establish themselves and prosper in 

the EBR. This system in which the foreign, private investment characterized by 

extensive, mechanized agriculture dominated the landscape of the EBR was nothing new 

for Paraguay, though. It only represented an evolution of the same extractive, predatory 

model for rural development practiced since the War of the Triple Alliance and before.  
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Now, though, instead of La Industrial Paraguaya it was Brazilian farmers, and instead of 

yerba mate, the focus had become soy.  

 

The Modern Context: Hurdles to Land Reform and Rural Equity 
 
 Central to the issues of equality of access and land reform in Paraguay’s rural 

sector is the election of the former Catholic Bishop from San Pedro, Fernando Lugo, to 

the presidency of the Republic. Elected in April of 2008, Lugo ended the 61-year rule of 

the Colorado Party. His victory is seen as the result of the Colorado Party’s increased 

infighting, but also the simultaneous and unprecedented consolidation of other parties and 

left-leaning voters behind one candidate (Abente-Brun 2009). His victory is seen by 

many as, not so much a vote for him, but a vote against the Colorado Party. Perhaps 

emboldened by Lugo’s election and the perception that left-leaning voters and parties are 

united, small farmers in rural Paraguay have increased pressure for national land reform.  

 After initially promoting a new rural development agenda with comprehensive 

land reform, Lugo and his government encountered a serious obstacle that is particularly 

relevant for agriculture in the EBR, dominated by Brazilian soy operations. In October 

2008, Brazilian president Lula da Silva passed decree 6.592 which defines as “foreign 

aggression” not just the occupation of Brazilian sovereign territory, but also any act or 

threat seen as “detrimental” to the Brazilian people, whether at home or abroad (Abente-

Bunn 2009), leaving open the question of the status of so many Brasiguayos working in 

agriculture in Paraguay. This complicates the means by which land reform can be 

enacted. Paraguay cannot afford an international confrontation, diplomatic or otherwise, 

with Brazil who is their partner in the Itaipú Hydroelectric dam and the third largest 
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importer of all Paraguayan goods (“Paraguay”, CIA) Lugo’s hands are essentially tied 

while the small farmer and landless classes in the countryside continue to clamor for 

more equitable land distribution and a rural development strategy that benefits them and 

not just foreign and private interests and that values the small holder over industrial 

agricultural growth. 
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Chapter Four: Human Health, Global Environmentalism, and Opinions 

and Experiences of GM Soy in San Pedro 

Human Health and Glyphosate Use  

 Perhaps the most illustrative example of the GMO debate in South America is the 

production of Roundup® Ready soybeans. Roundup® Ready soybeans use glyphosate, a 

type of broad-spectrum agricultural herbicide, as part of a comprehensive weed control 

strategy. The Roundup® Ready line of seeds are genetically modified to resist glyphosate 

herbicides and do not yield self-reproducing plants. 

 Both opponents and proponents of Monsanto’s product line hotly contest the 

impacts of glyphosate and GMO’s on human health. The putative safety of glyphosate is 

documented in Monsanto’s website (Monsanto Company 2003) through a series of 

studies conducted to determine its impacts on human health, water sources, and animal 

and plant wildlife. Their official position is that glyphosate poses no threat to the health 

of humans, with no risk of adverse effects resulting from chronic or acute exposure. 

According to Williams et al. (2000) glyphosate, in the concentrations found in 

glyphosate, is not a carcinogen and has even been categorized as “Category E” by the 

United States Environmental Protection Agency (U.S. EPA), the most benign 

classification given. Furthermore the possibility for acute toxicity in populations of those 

actually applying the herbicides on farms is thought to be minimal. Studies conducted 

found that serious acute toxicity occurred only when large amounts of glyphosate were 

intentionally ingested. As a result, the authors determined that, .”..Under present and 

expected conditions of use, glyphosate herbicide does not pose a health risk to humans.” 



' HL'

Furthermore, they found that glyphosate does not bioaccumulate and will not negatively 

effect reproduction or development in people. Additionally, the same study found that 

glyphosate does not hold the potential for a negative synergistic effect when combined 

with other chemicals, a fear sometimes raised by consumer advocates and farmers alike 

(Williams et al. 2000).  

 A similar study conducted by the U.S. State Department at the request of the 

United States Embassy in Colombia arrived at similar conclusions. The study was 

commissioned after local farmers complained of adverse health effects resulting from the 

U.S.-sponsored spraying of illicit drug crops like coca, poppy seeds, and marijuana with 

broad-spectrum herbicides like glyphosate. Farmers living in close proximity to areas 

sprayed complained of a variety of gastrointestinal symptoms, skin irritation, eye 

problems, respiratory difficulties, and fever. The study concludes, however, that the 

health problems observed in the study population were the same problems occurring at 

similar levels seen in previous epidemiological records, prior to the beginning of the 

spraying campaigns. It also suggests that the ailments suffered by the study population 

could have a variety of causes and, therefore, cannot definitively be linked to the use of 

glyphosate in spraying. In short, correlation is not causation. Furthermore, and most 

problematic for the claimants, it determined that there was no spatial correlation between 

those subjects who complained of health problems and the location of the spraying. In 

some cases, people who complained of glyphosate-caused illnesses were over two 

kilometers from the site of spraying events; the maximum drift of glyphosate when 

sprayed aerially is five to ten meters. Complicating the subjects’ claims even further, the 
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study found that most of the subjects (88.2%) who reported no ill effects from the 

spraying of glyphosate were actually working in the fields at the time, under direct 

exposure to the herbicide’s application (U.S. State Department 2003). 

 The farmers in San Pedro whose land is being sprayed, intentionally or 

unintentionally, with glyphosate, still maintain that the herbicide is harmful to their 

health. Farmers I interviewed reported shortness of breath, coughing, and nausea 

resulting from exposure to glyphosate. And, as it turns out, these claims may be 

supported. Conflicting reports on the impacts of glyphosates on humans exist. The U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), for example, reports that short-term exposure 

to glyphosate at levels above the Maximum Contaminant Level (MCL) of .007 ppm can 

cause congestion in the lungs and an increased breathing rate. Long-term exposure to the 

MCL of glyphosate can result in damage to kidney function and reproductive health (U.S. 

EPA 1993). Could it be that those small farmers in direct proximity to the spraying of 

glyphosate in San Pedro are experiencing levels above the MCL?  

 The same study conducted by the U.S. EPA concludes that glyphosate poses a 

minimal threat to ground water contamination. The chemical is readily absorbed to soil 

and is “readily and completely” degraded even at low temperatures (U.S. EPA 1993).  

And if it does reach ground water sources, it can easily be treated with most drinking 

water treatment techniques, including sand filtration and chlorination (Speth 1994). But 

this is small consolation for a Paraguayan countryside with no water treatment system. 

Still, in terms of glyphosate’s adverse effects on animal species, the U.S. EPA 

determined that they are “minimal” (U.S. EPA 1993). Other studies support these 
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findings, stating that with normal use glyphosate should not cause any “unreasonable 

adverse effects” (Monsanto 2002; Sullivan and Sullivan 2000). The operative words used 

in these studies, though, are “normal” and “reasonable” levels of exposure. There is 

certainly nothing “normal” or “reasonable” about having your house, water supply, and 

fields crop-dusted with glyphosate.  

 Assuming that the human health risks are exaggerated, though, there is still cause 

for concern. As Monsanto states on its website: “Roundup Ready® crops contain genes 

that confer tolerance to glyphosate.. Roundup agricultural herbicides will kill crops that 

do not contain a Roundup Ready® gene.” And this, even if all the other claims of health 

problems and livestock deaths are false or exaggerated, is cause enough for alarm.  

 
Global Environmentalism in Paraguay 

 In Paraguay much of the urban, and especially elite, opinion on small farm viability 

and protests in San Pedro is informed by the larger discourse and understanding of the 

international conservation movement as represented by organizations like the World 

Wildlife Fund (WWF), Conservation International, and the Nature Conservancy. This 

supports research showing that the discourse of globalized environmentalism and, 

particularly, of protected areas finds a strong foothold among elite and powerful groups 

in the developing world (Bassett and Zuéli 2000; Christen et al. 1998). Walking in some 

of the elite neighborhoods in Paraguay it is easy to spot luxury cars and SUV’s 

emblazoned with WWF’s panda logo bumper sticker or pleas to save the Atlantic Forest 

in Mbaracayú National Forest Reserve (MNFR) by supporting the Fundación Moises 

Bertoni. Both organizations work hard promoting conservation in Paraguay and enjoy a 
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great deal of support in Asunción. Their work, though, is divorced from the realities of 

Paraguay’s rural sector outside of the MNFR, and the messages espoused by these 

organizations and others like it are often misleading and can sometimes produce 

contradictory and surprising results. 

 Environmental protection and, particularly resource management is no longer 

strictly the domain of regional or national policy and responsibility. In fact, ecosystems 

are increasingly recognized as globally inter-connected, and that recognition has, 

according to Zimmerer (2006), created a powerful role for international management 

institutions. These institutions define priorities for conservation and development that are 

not always harmonious within local contexts, and reflect the dominant narrative as 

defined by this trend of environmental globalization.    

 The dominant narrative on conservation espoused by these organizations is, as 

mentioned above, one of global focus and scale. The agenda is not defined by local 

priorities and needs, but primarily by a broader vision of how each country or region can 

fit in to the larger international puzzle of environmental conservation. This issue of 

globalized environmentalism is not and should not be seen as wholly negative, though. 

The growth in production of “green” consumer goods, the establishment of international 

standards for environmental protection and industry regulation, and the overall 

dissemination of the notion of “sustainability”, however nebulous the definition might be, 

are all substantial advances (Roberts 1998; Roberts and Thanos 2003). These advances 

do not come unaccompanied by other global-scale forces that can often have further 

negative consequences, though, like the internationalization of agriculture, the 
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reinforcement of relative economic advantages held by industrialized nations, and 

policies being dictated from the top-down. It is precisely this “Janus-faced tension” 

between the good that can come out of environmental globalization and other globalized 

forces (Zimmerer 2006: 3) that is playing out in Paraguay’s GM soy debate today.  

 For example, one of the biggest priorities of the WWF, in terms of its work in 

Paraguay, is its participation in the Round Table for Responsible Soy (RTRS). RTRS is a 

group of Non-Governmental Organizations (NGO’s) and international corporations who 

first met in May of 2009 to set new standards for the production of “responsible soy” and 

to establish a certification scheme to be used for qualifying soy for use in agro fuels in 

the European Union. Some NGO’s involved are, in addition to the WWF, the Nature 

Conservancy, and Conservation International, include: Solidaridad, a Dutch NGO that 

describes itself as an “initiator and driving force behind Fair Trade” and “an active player 

in organic agriculture” (Solidaridad website. Viewed June 2009) and the previously 

mentioned Fundación Moises Bertoni, a Paraguayan NGO whose mission is defined as 

working “with an innovative approach towards achieving sustainable development, 

through the conservation of nature with the active participation of the citizens” 

(Fundación Moises Bertoni website. Viewed June 2009). The corporations involved 

include: Archer Daniels Midland (ADM), Cargill, Bunge, British Petroleum, Rabobank, 

Shell, Unilever, and Ahold, representing international agribusiness, energy, food 

production, beauty products, and grocery store chains (Round Table on Responsible Soy 

Association website. Viewed June 2009).  

 The coupling of these multinational corporations with NGO’s working in the 
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fields of conservation, sustainable development, and Fair Trade should not inherently 

seem like a conflict of interests, but it is in the case of Paraguay. RTRS has given its seal 

of approval to the production of a monoculture of GM soy in Paraguay. The reasoning 

behind this approval is three-fold. First, RTRS sees a clear benefit to having soy 

produced for biofuel production. This, in a sense, is in line with the agendas of both the 

conservation NGO’s and the agribusiness corporations. The second reason comes from 

the belief that GM soy and the work Monsanto does with GMO crops, in general, is seen 

as a move in the right direction—a world without any pesticides or herbicides. The third 

reason for this alliance is more complicated, though. By endorsing the production of GM 

soy in Paraguay with the RTRS, conservation NGO’s have created, at least at first glance, 

unlikely but important allies in the big agribusiness corporations. The possible result of 

these alliances is the formation of increasingly compartmentalized and separated 

conservation areas and agricultural zones that ensure the mutual reinforcement of both 

parties’ priorities. It is relatively easy for larger agribusiness firms or landowners to 

comply with Paraguay’s Forestry Act No. 422/73 which stipulates that every farmer must 

have at least 25% of their land under forest cover. Under a “payment for environmental 

services” law, large agribusinesses and landowners can pay small farmers with marginal 

land to reforest in order to compensate for their lack of forest cover (Commodity 

Platform 2009). In effect, it ensures that neither party will step on the other’s toes while 

small farmers remain excluded, in large part, from producing the dominant agricultural 

commodity in places like San Pedro.   

 In eastern Paraguay, just south of Ciudad del Este in the Department of 
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Canindeyú, Fundación Moises Bertoni maintains, as mentioned above, the Mbaracayu 

National Forest Reserve (MNFR). The MNFR was established in 2000 by the United 

Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) as part of a larger 

Biosphere Reserve with the Upper Jejuí Watershed and covers around 345,000 hectares. 

It meets, according to Fundación Moises Bertoni’s website, “the WWF’s agreed 

biological vision for the Interior Atlantic Forest” (Fundación Moises Bertoni website. 

Viewed June 2009). Pride in the MNFR is part of what fuels the relationship between 

NGO’s like the WWF, the Fundación Moises Bertoni and big agribusiness firms like 

Archer Daniels Midland (ADM) and Cargill. Paraguay is able to maintain the MNFR as a 

Biosphere Reserve, a point of national pride on an international scale, and keep extensive 

agriculture safely at arm’s length. Companies like ADM and Cargill are amenable to the 

arrangement because they are given relatively free-reign to continue expanding 

production, especially further west in Departments like San Pedro where there is little 

international conservation interest. The Paraguayan state, meanwhile, supports this 

arrangement, because they can have the best of both worlds: an iconic conservation area 

that can, again, serve as a point of national pride, while at the same time encouraging a 

robust and profitable agricultural economy based on the extensive production of crops for 

export to the international market.  

 

Urban Perceptions of San Pedro and Small Farmers 

 This kind of conservation and development agenda is defined and prioritized by 

largely global and urban perspectives. These kinds of perspectives run the risk of 
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reflecting a kind of absentee dominance of rural planning and development that favors 

big agriculture and offers little to no room for small farm production. In short, the 

decisions made from Asunción impact the landscape of the entire country, likening the 

Paraguayan countryside to a kind of “backyard” for Asunceños and international 

agribusiness. It should come as no surprise, then, that when it comes to urban perceptions 

of rural Paraguay, and in particular, San Pedro and its small farm population, they can be 

laden with preconceived educational, class, and political assumptions that prevent most 

honest attempts at reconciliation or understanding. 

 Many urban Paraguayans see themselves, regardless of income or employment, as 

separate and above the rural Paraguayan population. The rural poor and small farm 

classes are lost. One taxi driver I spoke to, when asked about the conflict between small 

farmers or landless workers and the “brasiguayos” producing soy in San Pedro responded 

dismissively, “de la nariz, no ven nada”, or “they can’t see anything past their own 

noses.” They are short-sighted and ignorant. Brasiguayos are rightly given preferential 

treatment by the Paraguayan government because “they know how to produce.” Small 

farmers, particularly those protesting the expansion of GM soy in San Pedro, do not. 

Paraguayan small farmers do not “understand” market agriculture, they do not pay their 

taxes, and they do not take advantage of extension services. This is a message echoed by 

many in Asunción.  

 One woman who works as a consultant with the Paraguayan Forestry Ministry 

expressed similar, although more definitive and caustic opinions. When asked about rural 

development initiatives, particularly those focused on small farmers and the agricultural 
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sector at large, she said, “campesinos are like animals.” There is no amount of money or 

training that could be given to them that would make them produce. The only way to 

ensure viability of small farm agriculture, according to her, was to provide each farm or 

community with a full-time extension worker who could see to the day-to-day, more 

“complicated” issues of production. Absent that option, small farmers were hopeless.  

 Another urban Paraguayan, the head of a financial firm that works in part on 

providing micro-credit to rural farmers, lamented the plight of rural Paraguayans but 

sharply criticized San Pedranos. According to him, they are liars and lazy. They give the 

rest of rural Paraguay a bad name for all the conflict they cause in protest of GM soy 

production in their department. In short, pervading the opinions of people from all 

educational and employment backgrounds is the notion that “los indios no trabajan” 

(Indians are lazy; “campesinos” can easily be inserted in lieu of or in addition to “los 

indios”). They are not at an unfair advantage. They are simply unable and unwilling to 

improve their production and, as a result, they are undeserving of real aid. 

 Complicating and reinforcing misconceptions and opinions about small farm 

culture in San Pedro is the widely held belief that it is driven by marijuana production 

and the drug trade. Of five officials I interviewed working at NGO’s or Government 

ministries, three told me, unsolicited, that San Pedro is known, in part, as the historical 

center of drug production in Paraguay. This reputation goes hand-in-hand with the idea 

that it is an historical backwoods and center of social unrest and political uprising. So, 

when I asked Paraguayan urban business leaders and conservation workers about the 

expansion of Brazilian GM soy production in San Pedro and its negative impacts on 
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small farm agriculture, many balked at the notion. The real issue, they told me, is the 

impact that glyphosate and other herbicides have on the marijuana crop. As far as they 

were concerned, the only reason small farmers are protesting the use of glyphosate in GM 

soy production is because it wipes out the lucrative marijuana crop that “all small farmers 

plant to subsidize their incomes”, as one prominent Paraguayan businessman told me. 

This is a complicated assertion to make and one to which not all people subscribe. One 

executive director of a prominent NGO in Asunción rejected that claim as “total 

nonsense.” The people behind the drug trade in San Pedro, if such a thing truly exists at 

the level people claim, this director asserts, are presumably wealthy and possibly even 

part of the elite urban population. Those same people presumably also have some 

political clout and power at the national level. The implication being, he says, that there is 

an active battle between big agriculture and a more secretive drug trade playing out in the 

halls of the national congress and presidency. While certainly possible, the evolution and 

development of San Pedro’s agricultural landscape does not reflect that possibility. If that 

were the case, small farmers, often the producers of primary materials for illicit drugs, 

would be much better protected and would not be so publicly under attack. Furthermore, 

this same official in Asunción pointed out that marijuana is normally grown as a last 

resort and only when all other attempts at commercialization fail. Ironically, if that is true 

then it might be expected that small farmers will turn more and more to a marijuana crop 

as Roundup Ready® soy production makes the production of anything else, as they say, 

nearly impossible.  

 If the unrest in San Pedro is really all about declines in marijuana production, then 
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all of the political demonstrations, violence, and rhetoric from the small farm sector is 

tantamount to “theatre”, as one interviewee claimed (Figure 7). Somebody (presumably 

the heads of the drug trade in San Pedro) has “put them up to it.” The claims of 

destruction of crops like manioc, tobacco, or sesame are, then, just a cover.  

 This is a powerful accusation and belief that I heard repeated mainly amongst 

those urban Paraguayans who have no ties to agriculture. In some of these cases, people 

saw the use of glyphosate for the production of GM soy as conveniently aiding in the 

drug war, or “lucha contra la droga.” 

 

Figure 7: Mural in San Pedro de Ycuamendyyu depicting farmer’s protest. 

It is difficult to assess these claims in the absence of hard data on marijuana production. 

The real tragedy is for small farmers not involved in the drug trade whose struggle is, 
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effectively, being belittled by the urban discourse of a drug producing rural poor.  

 
Small Farmers and GM Soy in San Pedro 

 Small farmers in San Pedro feel directly threatened by the expansion in 

production of Roundup Ready® Soy (Figure 8). There is a word used for glyphosate that 

I heard in Departmental Government offices in San Pedro de Ycuamendyyu, small farms 

in Distrito Lima, and landless worker meetings in Choré: veneno, or poison. Interestingly, 

this word is only used to describe its application to soybeans. By contrast, pesticides 

applied to cotton, according to the general manager of a larger cotton gin and exporter, 

are referred to as pohã, which in Guarani means “remedy.” Why the difference? 

Proponents of GM soy claim this can be explained as a case of selective truth telling, a 

gross over-simplification and a gross over-politicization of the issue. While possibly true, 

examining the differences in production strategies between GM soy and cotton, for 

example, do legitimize small farmer reasons for protest. One administrator of a prominent 

cotton producing and processing firm notes that because soy is produced so extensively 

in this region it does not lend itself to “selective” fumigation. In fact, it is impossible for 

the application of pesticides and herbicides to be treated with the kind of focus and 

specificity achieved through human application with a backpack, as in cotton fields. As a 

result, many soy farmers result to aerial fumigation wherein a small plane flies overhead 

and dumps glyphosate on the fields, inadvertently dusting neighboring fields in the 

process. Alternatively, some extensive GM soy operations employ the use of large 

sprayers that have virtually the same effect, leaving clouds of chemical pesticides 

hanging over the soy fields. The result is that any crop other than GM soy that is sprayed, 
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intentionally or inadvertently, may be affected.

 

Figure 8: Brazilian-owned GM soy field in Ypybe, Distrito Lima, San Pedro. 

Don Rafael: Distrito Lima, San Pedro 

 One farmer, “Don Rafael”, who lives in Distrito Lima in the community of 

Ybype, feels and predicts a growing squeeze on his livelihood as a farmer. He has just 

over 40 hectares, but still considers himself to be a small farmer (Figure 9). Don Rafael 

produces sesame, tobacco, and corn for sale domestically and for export. He and his 

family also grow manioc, beans, tomatoes, squash, oranges, peanuts, and Cameroon grass 

(Pennisetum purpureum) for livestock forage. They have cows, chickens, and pigs, and 

use the waste produced by the animals to fertilize their own fields. Don Rafael’s land has 
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been in his family for over thirty years, and he would like to one day pass it on to his 

children, but seriously doubts that it will be possible. 

 

Figure 9: Don Rafael’s Farm, Distrito Lima. Pastureland and Requisite Forest stand 

with Tobacco fields in back.  

 Don Rafael is vehemently opposed to the production of GM soy in San Pedro and 

more specifically to the “irresponsible” use of glyphosate. This objection is not born out 

of a particular ideology or a blanket rejection of all chemical inputs in agriculture. In fact, 

he purchases chemical fertilizers for the production of his sesame, tobacco, and corn 

crops because the waste produced by his animals is not sufficient. His objection, instead, 

comes from the fear that the irresponsible use of glyphosate will undermine his ability 
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maintain a livelihood as a farmer. As of July 2009, Don Rafael did not have neighboring 

plots of land producing GM soy, but other lots bordering those of his immediate 

neighbors do, and absentee Brazilian landowners had, the previous season, purchased the 

land immediately across the road from his property.  

 To prevent the further expansion of Brazilian-owned soy producing properties, 

Don Rafael and some of his neighbors have adopted an interesting strategy. Don Rafael 

and other small farmers support landless farmers monetarily as they cultivate portions of 

Brazilian-owned land. Don Rafael has such an arrangement with a woman who has 

moved onto the land across the road from him. She has, thanks to seeds and materials 

provided by Don Rafael, chickens, manioc, beans, oranges, Cameroon grass, and even a 

small patch of tobacco. He walked me over to meet this woman and showed me the plot 

of tobacco plants transplanted from his farm and given to the woman so that she can 

establish a foothold on the land and perhaps make some money (Figure 10). “I’d rather 

have a competitor”, he told me, than have to risk having his crops killed as a result of 

Roundup Ready® soy production. 
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Figure 10: Tobacco plants gifted by Don Rafael to landless woman “squatting” on 

newly purchased Brazilian farm in Distrito Lima. 

 

Of course, she does not own the land and certainly does have the capital to produce at a 

larger scale, so it is difficult to imagine a scenario in which she would become a real 

competitor for Don Rafael, but his point is well taken. He hopes to create a situation that 

is so problematic and sensitive for the Brazilian landowners—namely, the forced removal 

of a single mother and her children—that they will think twice before clearing the land 

for GM soy production.  

 What is so striking about the case of Don Rafael is that it represents a banding 

together of groups with sometimes different interests, but also, and more importantly, that 

it is not ideologically driven. Don Rafael is, after all, a man who has over 40 hectares of 

farmland himself and produces crops for export on the international market. As he put it: 



' JH'

“I am not against soy. I am against the way it is produced. This Roundup®...it kills 

everything.” His opinion, again, is not based on personal experience of having his crops 

killed, but rather from the fear of experiencing what his neighbors have. He went on to 

say that if the production was more “ecologically responsible” maybe things would be 

different. Of course the issue, in his case, is not just the ecological responsibility of using 

Glyphosate®, but the perception of it being a direct threat to his own viability as a farmer 

and livelihood. 

  
Juan Pablo: Distrito Lima, San Pedro 
 
 A second farmer, “Juan Pablo”, lives nearby in Distrito Lima. His experience with 

GM soy and Brazilian absentee landowners is decidedly more negative and dramatic than 

that of Don Rafael. Juan Pablo owns 11 hectares and has been farming his land for over 

thirty years, like Don Rafael. He grows, or better put grew, sesame, tobacco, and corn for 

export along with traditional subsistence crops like manioc, beans, tomatoes, squash, and 

citrus of many different varieties (Figure 11). 
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Figure 11: “Juan Pablo’s” home in Distrito Lima. 

Juan Pablo is, though, unlike Don Rafael, completely surrounded on all sides by absentee 

Brazilian-owned GM soy fields (Figure 12). His land, and more notably his house, is an 

island in a sea of soybeans. 
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Figure 12: Juan Pablo’s Home in Distrito Lima, now isolated and surrounded on all 

sides but the road by Brazilian soy fields. 

 When glyphosate is sprayed (usually by plane) he reported that he loses whatever 

crop he has in the ground at the time and with it, whatever money he may have hoped to 

earn from it. Juan Pablo also claims that, every time they spray, his animals, which 

include chickens, guineas, pigs, and a few cows, become ill and some even die. This 

assertion, in direct contrast to the studies supposedly proving that glyphosate is not 

harmful to animals, must mean that he is either lying, misunderstanding the cause of 

death of animals, or that the levels he is living with are far above the MCL. Whatever the 

case may be one thing is clear: Juan Pablo is not producing enough food to live on he 

says and, according to him, is close to having to abandon his farm.  
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 Brazilians began farming GM soy around his home five years ago, and each year 

he claims it becomes harder for him to resist and stay on his farm. Juan Pablo explained 

to me that the only crops capable of surviving in the area are those that can tolerate being 

sprayed with glyphosate: GMO’s. Unfortunately, GMO’s are far too expensive for small 

farmers in Distrito Lima to be able to afford, Juan Pablo claims, so after fighting for a 

few years, watching their income disappear year after year, he says many have no choice 

but to abandon their land (Figure 13), selling it to the only people willing to buy: 

Brazilian soy producers.  

 

Figure 13: Former Homestead with abandoned well, now surrounded by Brazilian-

owned corn and soy field. Ypybe, Distrito Lima. 

He claims that this is the hope of the Brazilian farmers surrounding his farm: that he will 

grow weary and flee to Asuncion, selling his land to them, like all of his neighbors 
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previously.  

 Juan Pablo is proving to be a good deal more stubborn, though. He has title to his 

land and has a long history of working his farm. He is not an adherent of any political 

party, but he refuses to let his livelihood be stripped from him. He took pains to explain 

to me that he is not inherently opposed to soy production, absentee landowners, or even 

huge extensive agribusiness operations. The issue for Juan Pablo, like Don Rafael, is the 

irresponsible use of glyphosate in GM soy production and the subsequent havoc wreaked 

by the ever-advancing GM soy fields in San Pedro. It is this objection that motivates him 

to continue his struggle and demonstrate his resolve. The Brasiguayos know this, too, by 

now. Running him off has not proven to be so easy. During the growing season at the end 

of 2008, Juan Pablo climbed his fence in the middle of the night and crossed into the 

neighboring soy fields. He wanted, he told me, to light a tractor and a supply of 

glyphosate on fire. But he was caught in the act and armed guards shot him five times, 

leaving him for dead. When I asked Juan Pablo if he would try a similar tactic again he 

just shook his head slightly, smiled a little and said, “Sure...what else can I do?”  

 As apparently clear-cut and dramatic as these examples are, though, it is 

important to realize that the production of GM soy is not as one-dimensional as either of 

its opponents or proponents make it out to be. There are clear winners and losers to be 

sure, but they are not so nicely categorized or separated into the political left and right or 

big and small farms. Instead, within each category there exists a level of fluidity and 

complexity that belies the simplistic narrative espoused by politicians, researchers, 

business leaders, and social organizers. Particularly in the rural sector, amongst small 
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farmers and landless workers, there is considerable difference in opinion towards the 

production of Roundup Ready® soy.   
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Chapter Five: Politicization of the Roundup® Ready Soy Conflict in 
San Pedro 

 
 Part of what makes deciphering the “truth” in the debate over GM soy production 

in San Pedro so difficult is the blatant and dramatic over-politicization of the issue from 

both sides. As evidenced by much of the urban opinion of rural San Pedranos, protest of 

Roundup! Ready Soy and the growth in production of GM soy is seen primarily as an 

uninformed, leftist claim. As such, rural unrest can be, and is often dismissed as the work 

of “comunistas” or social agitators without ever looking deeper into the problem. This is 

troubling because it means that, in the view of many Paraguayans, there is nothing to 

resolve, but even if there were these “comunistas” would not be worth talking to anyhow. 

The blame does not lie solely with the urban elite or proponents of GM soy production, 

though. The opposition is just as guilty of grossly oversimplifying the issue, especially in 

terms of whom it blames, both at the macro and micro scales. The result of such 

oversimplifications, from proponents and opponents, alike, is the overall dehumanization 

of the problem, to such an extent that both sides of the debate seem monolithic, 

unreasonable, and dangerous. Meanwhile, the voices of those that could otherwise be 

instructive for teasing out the complexity of the conflict are lost. 

 

Big Agriculture and the Monopolization of Soy Production 

 The controversy surrounding the production of GM soy in San Pedro, and in 

Paraguay as a whole for that matter, is focused on who does the producing, why they and 

nobody else can, and how. Why one group dominates production over another is 

important because, at least in theory, much of the social unrest and conflict would 
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disappear if there were equal opportunity in the soy and agricultural export economy. 

Before exploring how the issue is represented and misrepresented by different parties 

involved, it is worth exploring data on Paraguay’s agriculture sector to establish some 

understanding of the country’s agricultural economy. 

 So why do big farmers dominate the GM soy producing landscape? And, more 

specifically, why do foreign farmers like Brasiguayos, big multinational agribusiness 

firms like Cargill and Archer Daniels Midland (ADM), and Mennonite (German-descent 

Anabaptists) farm colonies have such a presence in San Pedro? Firms like Cargill and 

ADM operate primarily as buyers and transporters of soy in Paraguay. Cargill has the 

largest capacity for processing oilseed in the entire country and commercializes 1.3 

million tons of soy, wheat and corn every year, or over 30% of Paraguay’s total harvest 

(Cargill website).  Carter et al. (1996) say that when the information, commodities, 

and/or inputs required for production of a crop are “held or controlled asymmetrically” 

between groups of producers, an open and competitive market will favor the group with 

more control, and that is precisely what is happening in San Pedro. They identify seven 

characteristics of a crop that can potentially create such class biases: interactive labor 

intensity; work-capital intensity; human-capital intensity; measurement of price and 

quality; product perishability, continuous processing, and gains for vertical coordination; 

investment gestation period; and output and relative price risks. The production of GM 

soy is readily mechanized, so the value of the abundant labor (in terms of man-hours) 

offered by most small farmers is diminished. Instead, GM soy is a capital-intensive 

endeavor, requiring large monetary investments in equipment and inputs like the yearly 
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purchase of new seed and glyphosate. This requirement has largely excluded local small 

farmers from being able to participate in production. Furthermore, the ability to measure 

and monitor international prices and quality is of prime importance since soybeans are 

almost exclusively produced as a cash crop for export and are subject to the vicissitudes 

of the international market. The ability to maintain this kind of monitoring implies a 

connection to information that most small farmers simply do not enjoy. Vertical 

coordination is also extremely advantageous in GM soy production. Again, because 

Paraguay exports the vast majority of its soybeans, having some kind of vertical 

structure, whether it be connections to overland transporters or buyers, gives the producer 

a distinct advantage. Small farmers, because they cannot produce the quantity of 

soybeans that larger farmers do, cannot negotiate prices with these intermediaries as 

effectively. Because there are so many inputs (seed, fertilizers, glyphosate) and because 

they are seasonally purchased, year after year, the cost of production is unusually high. 

Combined with a volatile market for soybeans, this can mean that a producer’s return on 

investment is highly variable. Secure access to credit is required. Soybeans are, thus, 

exemplary of the kind of crop whose production characteristics may favor enormous farm 

size and class biases. In San Pedro, at least, these biases have proven to be entrenched 

and nearly impossible to overcome for small farmers. This is compounded by the fact that 

the policies of the IBR in the Eastern Border Region in the 1960’s impacted future and 

current patterns of land tenure in a way that that makes Paraguay, arguably, not 

representative of an open and competitive market at all, creating even more hardships for 

small farmers. 
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 Part of what makes these farm-size and class biases so daunting for small farmers 

is the dearth of mitigation strategies being employed or even suggested by the 

Agricultural Ministry that, at least in theory, exists to support all of the productive rural 

sector. There are also few producer cooperatives in San Pedro, and those that do exist 

make no attempt to facilitate small farm soy production. I spoke to one official, Evelio, at 

the Ministerio de Agricultura (MAG) office in San Pedro and he told me in no uncertain 

terms that it was not feasible for them to become involved in GM soy production at any 

scale. Their focus is, instead, primarily on diversifying the output of small farmers by 

encouraging the production of tobacco, sesame, and more recently, black beans for export 

to Brazil, leaving the soybean market entirely to large landowners. When I asked Evelio 

about the relative success with which small farmers have been able to incorporate 

themselves into the GM soy market in the Department of Itapúa, he expressed frustration. 

The conflict in San Pedro was, in his opinion, purely political. There is an ideological war 

going on in San Pedro and la soja, soy, has come to symbolize everything that is wrong 

with Paraguay’s development. The presence of large multinational agribusiness firms like 

ADM and Cargill, Monsanto’s dominance in the seed market, environmental degradation, 

and the ills of capitalism all result from the presence of GM soy. The Departmental 

Government of San Pedro has done a thorough job of spreading this message, he told me, 

convincing numbers of small farmers and landless workers that “la soja” is the enemy. 

According to Evelio, the “left” has converted the rural classes into their troops in the fight 

against GM soy and now use them for whatever other means they see fit.  

 One serious impact, in part due to the heavy politicization of the issue and its 



' KH'

transformation into a social conflict, is that there is almost no contract farming or 

sharecropping in San Pedro. This is indicative of a lack of cooperation and confidence 

between the large and small farm sectors, Evelio believes. Large farmers do not trust 

small farmers and landless workers to let them onto their land to work, and small farmers 

and landless rural workers often do not want to work for them even if invited. The result 

is an increased rate of mechanization in production, which only leads to the total 

dominance of the entire agricultural sector by the only group who can afford to produce: 

the large landowners. As Carter et al. (1996) explain, as one group becomes more 

competitive or profitable over another in the production of agricultural exports, that 

group will come to value land more highly. They will, as a result, usually be willing to 

pay a higher price to the less competitive producer for their land, inducing them to sell. 

The authors describe this process as “Induced Structural Change.” In San Pedro, though, 

according to the small farmer and landless resistance, it is more an issue of Forced 

Structural Change brought on not just by the relative competitive advantage enjoyed by 

larger landowners but by their growing geographic domination of the agricultural 

landscape, the economic superiority of the larger land owners to begin with, and the 

perception of environmental degradation resulting from the use of glyphosate, all of 

which culminate in an almost literal squeezing out of small farmers.    

   So what is it about how GM soy is produced in San Pedro that makes it so 

reprehensible and impossible to live with in the view of small farmers? As mentioned 

previously, there is a specific way to apply glyphosate to a crop and a specific warning as 

to the impacts glyphosate will have on non-genetically modified organisms. In interviews 
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with large landowners, NGO officials, and extension workers at MAG I was told that a 

barrier of Cameroon grass, 4 to 5 meters wide and 3 meters tall is recommended to 

effectively contain glyphosate and keep it from spreading to neighboring fields. In 

practice, though, this vegetative barrier often does not exist. If it does, according to 

Departmental government officials in San Pedro, it is almost always too small, both in its 

vertical and horizontal dimensions (Figure 14). 

 

Figure 14: Vegetation Barrier planted and maintained by Brazilian GM soy 

producers to protect small farm households on the other side of the road (Distrito 

Lima) 

 
This still might not be an issue if glyphosate was applied responsibly. The problem, 
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according to what small farmers and social organizers say, is that the large farms spray 

indiscriminately by plane, often directly spraying non-GMO food crops with the 

herbicide. The effect, they claim, is the killing off of all non-GMO crops in neighboring 

fields and the gradual expansion of GM soybean fields as small farmers flee the area, 

giving more room for large farms to produce. 

 
The Department of San Pedro and the Creation of Social Movement 

 The alleged irresponsible use of glyphosate and the steady expansion of GM 

soybean fields in San Pedro, to the exclusion of small farmers, is something that needs to 

be addressed by Paraguayan government officials, extension workers, researchers, and 

human rights activists. To date, there is no empirical study that exists to support the 

claims, only anecdotal evidence from the farmers themselves. This kind of evidenciary 

base is important, but ultimately fails to prove the claims. Because it has not been, the 

issue has become the subject of heavy politicization and opinion by proponents and 

opponents of GM soybeans, alike, creating very serious tensions among Departmental 

Government officials of San Pedro, small farmers, landless workers, and large 

landowners. While the claims of each party all may contain elements of the truth, to some 

degree, the gross over simplifications being made and attempts at vilifying the “other 

side” that are increasingly finding traction in each camp are moving the situation further 

and further away from dialogue. 

 The Departmental Government of San Pedro is a key actor in the conflict between 

GM soybean producers and the disenfranchised small farmers and landless workers. The 

governor of San Pedro is Jose Ledesma, referred to simply as Pakova (Figure 15). 
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Pakova means banana in Guarani. He was given this nickname because he was a banana 

farmer who cut his teeth in politics as a small farm organizer. Pakova is seen, depending 

on whom you ask, as a champion of the people, a communist, a progressive, a pragmatic 

realist, or simply a terrorist. He has staffed his office with people who care deeply about 

San Pedro and, above all else, the poor and forgotten. 

 

Figure 15: Jose “Pakova” Ledesma at a rally in San Pedro de Ycuamendyyu for the 

Tekojoja Party 

 One man who is particularly influential in terms of directing the vision of 

Pakova’s government is a Cuban doctor living in San Pedro, Dr. Juan Saba. His official 

title is simply advisor to the governor. Dr. Saba was exceedingly polite and 
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accommodating to my request for an interview and over the course of my research proved 

to be an important ally and friend. Hearing Dr. Saba speak for the first time, I was 

immediately struck by the authority with which he commanded a room. All attention was 

directed towards him, no matter what the topic was. Upon first meeting him he took 

special pains to make me feel comfortable, even going so far as to profess his admiration 

for the United States to me, explaining to me that Cuba owed a great deal of its culture, 

whether Cubans like it or not, to the U.S. during its presence from the late 19th Century 

until 1959. I tried to tell him that he did not need to make special accommodations for 

me, that I was comfortable talking with him no matter what his opinions were, but he 

seemed honest and insisted.   

 In my first official interview with him, he very methodically and thoroughly 

explained to me the geography of San Pedro, its administrative divisions, its economy, 

and its cultural make-up. His description of the land was J.B. Jackson-like in its 

description (Jackson 1997), evoking powerful mental imagery and betraying his obvious 

attachment to the region. Whatever his motivation, it was clear that he loved San Pedro. 

In his description of the economy of San Pedro, nothing led me to believe that he was 

particularly anti-market or even, interestingly enough, anti-large farm. Everything has its 

place, as he put it. He even cited the convenient potential relationship between some 

large farms and landless workers as they provided work opportunities in the form of 

contract work or sharecropping. His problem, he told me, was specifically with the total 

mechanization of soy farming that excluded small farmers and the landless from the 

workforce, and la invasion de la soja, both of which made that relationship impossible. (I 
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would come to hear that phrase repeated over and over again by government officials, 

medium-sized farmers, and landless rural workers all over San Pedro). The rapid and 

aggressive nature of “la invasion de la soja” precluded not just small farmer and landless 

participation, but any and all small farm resistance. It quite simply dominated the 

landscape. The chemicals used in its production, Dr. Saba, told me, made it absolutely 

devastating for San Pedranos. Because there is no recourse for the small farmer or the 

landless rural worker in San Pedro, the situation had quickly escalated into a lucha social, 

or social battle, another term I would hear repeated by different people throughout the 

countryside. 

 Dr. Saba was, as I mentioned previously, a powerful and captivating speaker. He 

was at once ideological and practical. He constantly tried to couch his lucha social 

against la invasion de la soja in human, not political terms. We were all “seres humanos” 

(human beings), as he put it, and part of the same struggle. As far as he was concerned 

there were only two kinds of people on the earth: those who loved and wanted to build 

and those who hated and wanted to destroy. The sentiment is both eloquent and appealing 

for its simplicity. He was, needless to say, a man imminently attuned to the power of 

discourse in influencing people’s opinions. However aware of his own speech and 

influence Dr. Saba may have been, though, this was not the hard-line communist or leftist 

guerilla, “like Evo and Hugo” that I was told I might meet in San Pedro by businessmen 

and friends in Asunción. There was, in fact, a degree of political openness to Dr. Saba 

that I did not encounter in anybody I interviewed in favor of GM soybeans. Political 

openness is not to be interpreted as apolitical, however. 
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 The second San Pedro government official I interviewed was the Minister of 

Social Action, Alonso. Alonso was a very serious and caring man, who showed no shame 

in wearing his emotion on his sleeve while speaking with me. He described to me the 

extreme poverty in which much of San Pedro lived and described his duties as being to 

help those people who have always “fallen through the cracks.” He expressed intense 

distrust of the Colorado Party and even the Liberal Party and Lugo. He affiliated most 

closely with the political party of Pakova, Tekojoja, which means justice or equality in 

Guarani. He mentioned twice during our initial interview that he is often accused of being 

a “communist” or a “guerilla.” His response was that if that was what people were going 

to call him for participating in the larger lucha social then it was fine with him. For him, 

Paraguay was at a crucial moment in its history and had before it a perfect opportunity to 

change. The rigidity of the national government had always impeded real change, he told 

me, but for the first time in 60 years, with the defeat of the Colorado Party, the lucha 

social might actually achieve something. 

 Again, as with my interview with Dr. Saba, I saw no validity in the fear so many 

urban Paraguayans expressed to me about coming to San Pedro. Alonso was not, as far as 

I could tell, actively fomenting revolution, but instead seemed very happy to work 

slowly, and with incredible dedication, for small victories. He is a leftist, to be sure, but is 

a democrat in every sense of the word. He does not, as he puts it, want to take anything 

away from anybody. He only wants to give something to those who have nothing. So, in 

terms of “la invasion de la soja”, Alonso wanted to stop the irresponsible use of 

glyphosate in the countryside. He expressed sadness and, to a degree, disgust at the 
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spraying of glyphosate on GM soy in his hometown. Tractors drove by, spraying their 

fields, and soaked the walls of the schoolhouse, he told me, that was only meters away 

without a barrier. But, from what he told me, he was not seeking active conflict with 

large landowners. He wanted, instead, a more ethical and inclusive agricultural sector that 

could make room for both large and small farmers. 

 My third, and most important, contact in the Departmental Government of San 

Pedro was the Environmental Minister, Manuel Alvaro. Manuel took me on numerous 

trips to the countryside around San Pedro, visiting communities of small farmers and 

landless workers who were squatting on large farms. It was through my travels with 

Manuel that I began to see the explicit political nature of the resistance to GM soybeans 

and the growing social movement emerging in San Pedro. Manuel took all the messages 

of people like Pakova, Dr. Saba, and Alonso to those people actually living with “la 

invasion de la soja.” He gave them the name for the struggle and helped them define it as 

a “lucha social.” 

 

Landless Rural-Workers: Alegria 

 Fundamental to the political and social resistance to GM soybeans in San Pedro is 

the landless rural-worker class. With no land of their own, they are extremely mobile. 

Perhaps better put, they are extremely “portable” from the perspective of organizers like 

Manuel. One day I drove with Manuel to a community outside of San Pedro de 

Ycuamendyyu called Alegria. There we met up with a group of 15 to 20 men, women, 

and children. They were all landless workers. At the time, they were squatting on plots of 
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15 by 30 meters on the outskirts of a large land holding. Most of these people maintained 

hidden “chacras” or small plots within the forest on this large landholding, either 

unbeknownst to or ignored by the landowner, which, interestingly, suggests a small 

degree of support by some large holders for the poor. There they are able to grow manioc, 

beans, and some citrus relatively unmolested. It is a way to get by, but it is by no means 

secure. They would rather have their own land to be able to work honestly and openly. 

Towards that end, they are currently seeking between 30 and 40 hectares each from the 

national government through comprehensive land reform.  

 After a brief meeting with this group on the side of the road in Alegria we loaded 

up everybody into our van and another truck that followed closely behind and drove 30 

kilometers down the highway to a large landholding owned by a Paraguayan 

agribusiness. This particular business produced crops only for export including sesame, 

corn, and soy. It is the hope of these people and Manuel that, by proving misuse of the 

land through both irresponsible application of glyphosate and non-compliance with 

Paraguayan forestry laws that stipulate a minimum 25% forest coverage on every 

landholding, they can expropriate the requisite land needed to give each person a small 

homestead. The basis of their argument was that they did not have confidence in the 

original forest survey done by the company that was meant to provide evidence for the 

requisite 25% forest cover. They demanded not only a new survey, but that it be 

monitored by Manuel and the Departmental Government of San Pedro to avoid any 

corruption. Furthermore, they cited illegal and irresponsible use of glyphosate in the 

production of GM soybeans that adversely affected neighboring small farmers. Curiously, 
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although not the case in other such instances, no small farmers were present to protest for 

themselves. Upon arrival at the property, the group was rebuffed at the gate and told to 

leave the premises (Figure 16). The manager could not speak to them, and if they wanted 

to speak to anybody at the company they had better return with the proper 

documentation. 

 

Figure 16: Entrance to agribusiness firm in Colonia Manitoba. Site of ‘Alegria’ 

landless worker protest. 

 What is interesting about the demands made by the landless workers is that they 

were demands that were defined by Manuel and the Government of San Pedro. Each 

person in the group was asking for 30 or 40 hectares. Assuming not everyone in the 
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group was present at our meeting, I asked Manuel how many people would actually 

receive land. He told me around 150. This particular company owned 13,000 hectares 

according to Manuel. If 150 people each received just 30 hectares then 4,500 hectares, or 

35% of the company’s land, would need to be expropriated. The people would go from 

being landless to being high end range for small farmers as defined by the 2008 

Paraguayan Agricultural Census.  

 This example, to me, represents the mobilization of a group of people by a 

political entity for a specific purpose: the expropriation of land. In this case, the specter 

of glyphosate misuse and noncompliance with forestry laws are raised as the threats and 

causes for the mobilization; whether or not the threats are real is, in a sense, immaterial. 

The problem is that this type of half-truth political and social protest is transparent, and 

its opponents are only too happy to point out the lack of evidence behind the claims being 

made. The result being, that the entire movement against GM soybeans and the 

irresponsible use of glyphosate might become discredited in the eyes of some. 

 
Smallholders and Landless Rural-Workers: Santo Domingo, Choré 
 
 Another trip to the community of Santo Domingo outside of Choré provided a 

different, more complicated example. Santo Domingo is a community of around a 

thousand families made up of small farms, most of which are anywhere from 5 to 15 

hectares. Crops vary, but staples like manioc, squash, beans, and citrus are all abundant. 

In terms of the crops produced for market there is a considerable variety. I visited 15 

farms in the area (Figure 17). One farm produced over 10 hectares of pineapple, showing 

a far greater tendency towards more extensive mono cropping than any other farm I saw 
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in the community. Of the farms I visited farms produced tobacco as their primary market 

crop, which they sold to a distributor in the town of Choré, 15-kilometers away. Others 

produced canola, sesame, or tártago (Ricinus communis), a plant whose seed is used in 

the production of machine oils. Nearly every family owned a variety of animals as well, 

including cows, pigs, chickens, helmeted guineafowl (Numida meleagris) and even sheep 

and turkey in some cases. Nearly all families with animals produced some or all of their 

own forage by planting Cameroon grass.

 

Figure 17: Typical Farmstead in Santo Domingo, Choré 

 These are not smallholders, in the strictest sense of the term (Netting 1993), but 

they, like small farmers in Distrito Lima, are experiencing similar pressures, perhaps akin 

to Boserupian population growth pressure, that could contribute to agricultural 
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intensification (Boserup 1965; Brookfield 1972). The difference is that here the level of 

pressure that causes farm-level declines in area under production can result in total farm 

elimination. However, according to local farmers, the spread of GM soy in Santo 

Domingo and resulting irresponsible herbicice use has in effect created a forced 

appropriation of agricultural land by Mennonite-owned agriculture, exacerbating the 

challenges of population growth (Figure 18).

 

Figure 18: Advancing Mennonite Canola field in Santo Domingo, Choré 
 
 I visited Santo Domingo with Manuel for a meeting with a group of small farmers 

and landless rural-workers. They had set up a tent at the edge of one of the Mennonite-

owned Roundup! Ready canola fields soon to be planted with Roundup! Ready soy. 
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They hoped to halt the expansion of that particular field, as it threatened to move into the 

community and with the irresponsible use of glyphosate displace small farm households 

as a result. The landless were present, having been notified and brought in by the 

Government of San Pedro and sympathetic small farmers. The landless in Santo 

Domingo are looking for 20 hectares or more each in some cases, but most seem happy 

with the idea of receiving 10 (Figure 19). They hope that, if these large landowners are 

proven to be irresponsible, the national government will expropriate part of their land and 

give it to them. 

 

Figure 19: Mennonite Canola Field to be planted with GM Soy. Land sought for 

redistribution by smallholders and landless of Santo Domingo, Choré. 
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 When Manuel introduced me at the meeting (Figure 20) in Santo Domingo he 

made a point of telling everybody that I was not part of “the traditional oligarchy from 

the north.” I was not just some “capitalista.”  He even went so far as to tell them all that I 

was, myself, landless or “Sin Tierra.” Why was this necessary? Because this is a “lucha 

social” between two groups and two groups only. There is frightfully little room for 

complexity within the argument itself, and that is the most disappointing and harmful 

element. It speaks to the larger mission and view of this conflict. Any large farm, and 

certainly any place using glyphosate, is a target and an enemy according to the official 

message of the movement. What is interesting about the conversations I had with the 

small farmers and landless of Santo Domingo, though, is that they were not all 

universally or ideologically opposed to extensive farming, GM soy production, or foreign 

intervention in Paraguay’s agricultural sector. Rather, there were those who 

communicated a measured and moderate stance on agrarian reform and “la invasion de la 

soja”, one that is not, I believe, being promoted by the Government of San Pedro. There 

is not, after all, a grey area when it comes to a “lucha social.”
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Figure 20: Small Farmer and Landless Rural Worker Meeting in Santo Domingo, 

Choré. 

 During the course of our meeting, the complexities involved in this resistance and 

the diversity of opinions represented became more evident. One man told me that he 

really did not mind big farms at all, just so long as everybody had something to farm. He 

even went so far as to say, “I don’t care if these Mennonites have 10,000 hectares, but let 

it stop there.” Unchecked growth and aggressive expansion, unregulated by the 

government, was the problem. The kind of system that has no respect for small farm 

livelihoods needs to stop. Others, though, wanted the Mennonites removed entirely from 

the region (Figure 21 and Figure 22). One man asked, “Why couldn’t they just be 
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relocated to the [Northwest] border [with Brazil]? There’s plenty of wilderness for them 

to farm without ruining our lives.”

 

Figure 21: Manuel listens as local small farmers and landless workers express their 

concerns and anger with GM soy in Santo Domingo, Choré. 
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Figure 22: Small Farmer and Landless Rural Workers gathered at border of 

Mennonite canola fields and the community of Santo Domingo, Choré.  

 
 After the meeting Manuel took a group of small farmers and landless workers in 

our van to find the person—a Paraguayan--in charge of the Mennonite property. Parked 

outside that person’s home, we waited while Manuel talked to his wife. A farmer in the 

back seat pointed to the huge tractor parked to one side of the house. It had a massive, 50-

foot “wing-span” used for spraying glyphosate in the field (Figure 23). The farmer said 

the glyphosate falls out of the hoses “like rain” over everything; it covers everything. 

“When the wind blows it gets in your home, on your clothes, in your water, and all over 

your crops.” He then laughed a little bit and wondered out-loud, “Why do they want to 
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get rid of us? It’s not like I can buy one of those things and compete with them.” 

 

Figure 23: Mennonite tractors and assorted farm equipment in Santo Domingo, 

Choré used in GM soy and canola production. 

This same man then went on to tell me that he, too, was not against GM soy farming, 

necessarily. He just thought that it needed to be kept far away from people, so that it 

could not hurt anybody. He did not understand why Brazilians and Mennonites were 

allowed to expand their production seemingly without limits. Echoing the sentiments of 

one of the farmers at the meeting he said that there is still plenty of wilderness left far 

away from communities and small farmers. Why not let them do whatever they want out 

there? 



' MG'

 
Large Landowners and “Responsible” Production of GM Soy 
 
 One voice has not been given heard yet: the voice of the large GM soy-producing 

farmer who is using glyphosate responsibly. One such farm family, that of Pierro Alvaro, 

owns over 2,500 hectares located just 20 kilometers outside of San Pedro de 

Ycuamendyyu (Figure 24). He is, in a sense, an absentee landowner, spending the 

majority of his time in Asunción, but still two weeks out of every month in San Pedro. 

Traditionally his family has grown sunflower, corn, and raised cattle, but recently they 

rented out portions of their property to a large agribusiness firm from Argentina for GM 

soy production. All of the agricultural land on the property is located at the center and is 

surrounded on all sides by either pastureland used for grazing cattle or a block of over 

500 hectares of forest that runs along the road. 
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Figure 24: Pierro’s Estancia outside Colonia Barbero, San Pedro 

The only portion of their land that borders the neighboring community of Colonia 

Barbero or even a road is the gated entrance to the land. From there the property line 

extends in a “V” shape away from both the road and community and is bordered on both 

sides by another large cattle ranch. 

 Pierro described to me three classes of irresponsible large landholdings in San 

Pedro. The first he called “tierras malhabidas.” These landholdings were gifts from 

Alfredo Stroessner to his supporters and generals, like the kinds distributed by the IBR in 

the 1960’s. These landholdings were usually gifted with title, so proving that these were 

obtained illegally or never purchased at all is extremely difficult, especially now that one 

or two generations have passed. A second class of large landholding he defines as “tierras 
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colonizadas”, specifically those lands purchased, although he used the word “colonized” 

by Brazilians. The third class of large landholding that Pierro found issue with was what 

he termed “estancias no muy bien controladas.” This third class could be owned by 

anybody and is not policed properly. As a result, its owners view its borders as extremely 

fluid and often impinge on the property rights of neighboring farmers, especially small 

farmers. This type is the kind seen in Santo Domingo, for example, or Distrito Lima. In 

theory, Pierro agrees that these kinds of lands should be available for redistribution. The 

first class because their very legality is questionable, the second because, as Pierro puts it, 

Paraguayan agriculture should be for Paraguayans, and the third because they are actively 

breaking the law. 

 Based on his apparent empathy with the plight of small farmers, one might think 

that the mobilizing classes of landless workers and small farmers in San Pedro would 

view Pierro and his family favorably. Despite the adequate insulation of their GM soy 

endeavor, however, and their empathy for their cause, Pierro’s ranch is a constant target 

of the Departmental Government of San Pedro. The problem of “la invasion de la soja” is 

not the problem at all, Pierro told me. It has been transformed into an ideological battle 

for land reform. Landless rural workers picket the entrance to his property and sometimes 

they sit in on the outskirts of his property, hoping to take over small portions of his land 

piece by piece. All of these activities are, according to Pierro, aided by Pakova and his 

officials.     

 I visited a farm in Colonia Barbero owned by a woman named Cecilia to verify 

that position taken towards Pierro’s family’s estancia. Cecilia owned about 20 hectares 
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and produced corn, manioc, citrus, and a mix of other vegetables for home consumption. 

She was, at the time, also preparing to plant bananas and pineapple as part of a larger 

project being implemented by an agricultural NGO working in the region. There were 

massive GM soyfields bordering the community, but they were at least 5 kilometers from 

Cecilia’s farm and none of them belonged to Pierro’s family. Cecilia showed me around 

her farm, pointing out apparent damage to her orange trees from glyphosate. For years the 

surrounding large farms had fumigated by plane their GM soy fields. It is reasonable to 

think, then, that some of that glyphosate could have fallen over Colonia Barbero, killing 

crops. But the last two seasons, Cecilia told me, the large farms have sprayed with large 

tractors, the kind seen in Santo Domingo with the “wings.” While farms immediately 

bordering the areas being sprayed with these tractors might expect to feel the negative 

impacts of glyphosate on their crops, there is almost no way the spraying could be 

affecting Cecilia’s farm 5 kilometers or more away. Cecilia did not invent a story about 

GM soy impacting her life. There was no maliciousness in her fervor against its 

production. But it was clear to me that the threat of GM soy had been co-opted, ever so 

slightly, by those who would use this threat for other reasons. 

 Seeing this only confirmed, in my mind, the suspicions of Pierro. Roundup® 

Ready Soy is not harming every small farmer or landless rural worker, but it has become 

the rallying cry around which they all come together. Part of this is likely due to a sense 

of solidarity with those who are being affected. Another part has to do with a feeling of 

impending disaster as GM soy production continues to grow in importance for 

Paraguay’s rural economy. But whatever the reason, the idea has been promoted and the 



' MK'

message spread as a crude political tool, with lack of attention to varying circumstances 

in varying places. 
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Chapter Six: Conclusions and Future Research 
   
 My principle objectives in writing this thesis came from a desire to explore the 

claims of smallholder farmers in Paraguay that the production of GM soy in San Pedro 

was an exclusionary and harmful model of production directly threatening to their health 

and livelihoods. News of these claims reached me primarily through popular news outlets 

like the New York Times and from online news and activist websites (Maeyens 2006; 

Barrionuevo 2008). So, I set out to explore this conflict that seemed to be bubbling over 

and manifesting itself ever more violently as it escalated. Part of this exploration, in 

addition to examining smallholder claims, involved a closer examination of the positions 

and responses of large holders who had become so heavily scrutinized for their apparent 

abuses. I hoped to show that the overall escalation of the conflict by all parties involved 

is the result of and is resulting in a larger misunderstanding of the problem and ever-

increasing levels of misinformation. The facile assumption being broadcast in the 

mainstream that there are only two principle voices in the struggle—those in favor of GM 

soybeans and those against it—is misleading and dangerous. Through my interviews and 

in San Pedro and through my interactions with a wide range of actors, I have discredited 

the bi-polar view of the conflict and uncovered a far more nuanced perspective of the 

struggle. Furthermore, I have directly identified the over-politicization of the issue by 

both sides as a problem, not a solution. That problem, I contend, is that the widespread 

misunderstanding and misinformation surrounding the conflict is preventing any side 

from finding lasting solutions that adequately reflect the many needs of Paraguay’s rural 

sector.  
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 I do admit that politics is a part of our shared human experience and that the 

politicization of any issue is unavoidable. If, however, the over-politicization of an issue 

becomes an obstacle to consensus building and dialogue we run the risk of losing sight of 

the real human costs of the problem to be addressed, in this case those smallholders who 

are at risk of being displaced and those large farmers who are perhaps being unfairly 

targeted. In the end any attempt at reconciliation must overcome this impasse in order to 

create solutions that reflect the needs of all actors participating in the debate. 

 Reed noted 16 years ago that “Today, Industrial Paraguaya remains a powerful—

if phantom—force in rural Paraguay” (1995: 67). If this is true and the country was and is 

haunted by a legacy of inequality caused by foreign domination in the rural sector, then 

the real test for Paraguay will be to engage this legacy and move towards a more 

egalitarian, cooperative, and participatory form of national development. Finding the 

space for this kind of development is difficult, though, because it means finding a 

mediating voice, or voices, between opposing sides. It can also mean finding a way to 

criticize or compromise a political movement of oppressed and marginalized people, 

which is not easy; it is much easier and to only criticize the oppressor. But it is necessary 

sometimes to do both; after all, the over-politicization of any issue can be a distraction, 

preventing the arrival at any real solution. Worse still, it can be divisive and discrediting, 

which in the end can mean that it fails to meet the needs of those people who believe in a 

particular social movement or cause. I did not and do not intend to discount what I 

believe to be a very important social mobilization in San Pedro against GM soy 

production, but I do openly question some of its tactics and, what I think of as, its 
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selective truth-telling. 

 The Departmental Government of San Pedro has no agronomists or ecologists in 

their offices. As a result, they do not work on actually safeguarding small farmers against 

the adverse effects of Roundup® Ready Soy production. They cannot, for example, 

adequately instruct small farmers on the construction of proper vegetative barriers and 

they cannot offer extension services that might provide other productive opportunities for 

small farms; they are not qualified to do so. Social mobilization is their priority and it is 

by making it their sole priority that the issue has become muddled and perspective has 

been lost. This is seen nowhere more clearly than in the generalization of all estancias 

and latifundios into one “enemy” category. 

 Again, though, this is not to say that social organization and mobilization are 

misguided in general or as a rule. This could not be further from the truth. There is, after 

all, a fallacy that scientific recommendations will always yield the proper results or that 

they are based on absolute “truths.” But relying solely on rural sociology or solely on 

“hard science” to define or resolve an environmental or social issue is an incomplete 

methodology. The result of employing this incomplete methodology in seeking a 

solution, at least in San Pedro, is that the social-environmental conflict has become 

distorted. Just as much blame, if not more, can be assigned to the Paraguayan 

agribusiness elite for perpetuating the myth of an uneducated, lying, restless and 

“comunista” rural class in San Pedro. Neither “side” communicates the problem 

completely or honestly. This would be somewhat comic or absurd if the price for such 

intense misunderstanding were not so high—an escalation of tensions, further 
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polarization of rural and urban society, widespread misunderstanding, and violence. Of 

course, for partisans of largeholdings or smallholdings, such oversimplified ideologies 

are justified in terms of the desirable ends to be achieved. 

 As noted throughout this thesis, I often found another ideology espoused in the 

countryside: the possibility for the coexistence of large and small farms. As Felix, the 

president of a farmer cooperative in Choré, said, there needs to be a space in which 

people can meet and work together, small and larger producers alike. According to him, 

there has to be a space for dialogue so that people will realize that working together is 

possible and mutually beneficial. Unfortunately, at least for now in San Pedro, such a 

space does not exist, and tensions continue to escalate. Furthermore, this ideology of 

coexistence, this “middle way,” could easily be critiqued as either naïve or a “Trojan 

horse” for the continued expansion of the traditional latifundia system, but it may offer 

the best hope for achieving a peaceful, prosperous, and environmentally and culturally 

sustainable rural society in Paraguay. 

   Future research in the fields of agricultural development, rural social 

movements, and environmental resource management needs to refocus attention on the 

household farm to further inject human voices and nuance into contentious political 

ecological issues. Paraguay offers unique opportunities to do so. I have developed a 

number of research questions worth exploring that stem from my work in San Pedro and 

general understanding of Paraguayan agricultural development trends. First, with the 

increasing focus of Paraguayan agriculture turning towards the production of non-food 

crops or crops for export, how can small farms compete with large, mechanized farms? A 
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interesting case study worth exploring would be the Department of Itapúa where the 

majority of GM soy producers are small farmers, with holdings of 50 hectares or less. 

Second, with labor-reducing technologies removing more agricultural jobs from the 

countryside, as in the case with San Pedro GM soy production, can Paraguayan cities or 

other regions meet the demand for new non-agricultural jobs? In other words, what does 

the ratio of job creation to agricultural job removal look like? Third, and complicating 

the previous question, is the fact that the mechanized agriculture driving agricultural job 

elimination is, again, producing non-food or export crops. How can Paraguay’s 

production of export crops like GM soy be reconciled with the population’s demand for 

food? Growing production of GM soy means removing more area from the pool of 

available food-producing land. At what point does Paraguay have to import more food 

than it produces simply because so much of its land is dedicated to export-oriented 

agriculture? Is it cheaper for the state to follow this model for national economic 

development? Answering these questions through macro and micro-level research 

methodologies will help to uncover the many and diverse actors and opinions operating at 

all levels in Paraguayan society. It will help to steer current political ecological and 

development research away from the often bi-polar and recycled discourse of recent years 

and move towards a more human-driven, experientially-based theoretical framework for 

analyzing the efficacy and appropriateness of development, environmentalism, and 

natural resource management.  
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