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Abstract 

Brazil has become a major sponsor of infrastructure development in the western Amazon, 
to ensure access to energy resources needed to sustain economic growth, and establish 
direct transport links between the Amazonian interior and South America’s Pacific ports.  
These investments reflect and promote changes in land use, and have accelerated agrarian 
transformation. Social conflicts associated with proposals to build a highway through 
Bolivia’s Isiboro-Sécure Indigenous Territory and National Park (TIPNIS) illustrate the 
agrarian transformation process affecting the western Amazon. Initially designed a 
national park, TIPNIS was later also declared an indigenous territory, in response to 
indigenous demands for territorial rights. Designations as protected area and indigenous 
territory brought little effective management, and the area has been the object of illegal 
settlement and road-building for many years, with no political response. However, the 
Bolivian government proposal to build a major highway through TIPNIS, with financing 
from the Brazilian Development Bank, has prompted large-scale political mobilization. 
This paper explores the economic and political conflicts over land rights and land use that 
the highway issue has highlighted. 
 

 
As currently used, “land grabbing” refers to large-scale, cross-border land 

transactions that transnational corporations and foreign governments carry out for a 
variety of reasons, including securing sources of food and energy, which have negative 
effects on the food security of the host country. As Zoomers notes, such transactions are 
growing in frequency and their impacts are often quite dramatic.1 However, equally 
important are the changes in agrarian production relations associated with large-scale, 
cross border land transactions. In some cases, the changes associated with land grabbing 
reflect and reinforce long-standing trends in the conditions of land access and land use, 
while others may involve qualitative redirections, intensifications or accelerations in how 
land rights are defined and managed, and associated processes of rural capital 
accumulation.2  To grasp the complexity of these agrarian processes and transformations 

                                                 
1 Annelies, Zoomers, “Globalization and the foreignization of space: seven processes driving the current 
global land grab,” Journal of Peasant Studies 37, no.2 (2010) 429-30. 
2 Matilde Carabellese, “Land grabbing in Argentina: tendencies and consequences.” Seminar and Launch of 
a Special Issue of Development, Utrecht, 24 March 2011;  Ruth Hall, “The Many Faces of the Investor 
Rush in Southern Africa: Towards a Typology of Commercial Land Deals,” Published jointly by Initiatives 



 

 Page 2 of 15 Conflicting land use agendas  

associated with “land grabbing,” it is important to frame them in a broader geopolitical 
and economic context, and try to understand if, and how, different instances of land 
grabbing are being driven by processes operating at a global level. In the case of the 
Amazon, one phenomenon that has had an important impact on patterns of capital 
accumulation and land use has been the rise of Brazil, Russia, India, China and South 
Africa (BRICS) as global economic powers. Regionally, the influence of Brazil and 
China has been especially important, and Indian investment has been locally important. 
As Borras et al. argued, the rise of BRICS has resulted in the expansion of extractive 
industries that require the capture or control of lands.3 The emergence of BRICS certainly 
has intensified the competition or access to food and natural resources in developing 
countries.4  

 
Within this broader context, “land grabbing” becomes a contested interaction 

between state and civil society. The state engages in reordering or restructuring the 
country’s land tenure system through policies that justify the use of idle, under-utilized or 
sparsely populated territorial spaces. This facilitates the entrance of large-scale land-
based investment, which usually focuses on energy production, fuel crops, mineral 
deposits, and reservoirs of environmental services. However, what it is interesting to note 
is that, whatever the ideological orientation of the state in question (e.g. leftist, 
indigenous, multicultural, etc.), its policies and actions cannot be seen in isolation from 
the neoliberal policies that shape the international flow of capital and labor.. The actions 
promoted by the state reflect and reinforce the commoditization of land and natural 
resources, regardless its ideological conditions for ‘pro-poor’ or ‘beneficial’ economic 
growth. It is this background that provides the state with an internally consistent plan of 
action, to support re-ordering land tenure arrangements and attract large–scale land 
investments. On the other hand, the portions of civil society responding to state actions 
tend to become more heterogeneous. Class, gender, ethnicity and ideology, among others 
are what differentiate civil society and its social movements. On the one hand, this has 
meant that organized civil society has become more representative of the population that 
it attempts to represent. On the other, greater diversity means greater challenges in 
building a broadly shared position and strategy in the face of a phenomenon like land 
grabbing, this affects the interests of different social sectors in different ways. 
 

                                                                                                                                                 
in Critical Agrarian Studies (ICAS), Land Deal Politics Initiative (LDPI) and Transnational Institute (TNI), 
February 2011. 
3 Saturnino M. Borras et al.”Land grabbing in Latin America and the Caribbean viewed from broader 
international perspectives.” Paper prepared for and presented at the Latin America and Caribbean Seminar 
‘Dinámicas en el mercado de la tierra en América Latina y el Caribe.’ FAO Regional Office, Santiago, 
Chile, November14-15; Saturnino M. Borras et al., “Towards a better understanding of global land 
grabbing: an editorial introduction,” Journal of Peasant Studies, vol. 38, no. 2 (2011): 209-216; Nancy 
Chau et al. “Contested Global Landscapes: Property, Governance, Economy and Livelihoods on the 
Ground.” An ISS Theme Project Proposal, Feb. 15, 2012. 
4 For example, since 2000 China and Latin America trade relationships have grown dramatically. In 2000 
annual trade between China and the region was $ 12.6 billion; by 2006 it surpassed $ 70 billion. And 
countries such as Peru have become principal suppliers of minerals and timber. (See Jales Mario, Queiroz 
de Montero et al. Agriculture in Brazil and China: Challenges and Opportunities. Interamerican 
Development Bank, Integration and Regional Programs Department. Occasional  Paper 44, 2006). 
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 Therefore, as Hall has pointed out, analyses of “land grabbing,” need to highlight 
the factors that shape how actors –from local to international- define their interests and 
seek to shape, or react to, changing policies and changes in patterns of land use and 
capital accumulation on the ground. To do this, we need to consider the ideologies and 
discourses of validation that are employed in favor of, or against, land transactions and 
associated investments.5 Following this reasoning, the agrarian processes and 
transformations linked with “land grabbing,” are immersed in complex political and 
socio-economic dynamics associated with impacts on livelihoods, which are 
differentiated by issues of class, gender, ethnicity and so on.6 It is through broadening the 
“land grabbing” definition, beyond simplified large-scale acquisitions, involvement of 
foreign governments and the negative impact on food security, that we enable ourselves 
to understand the power and power relations that are intrinsic in “land grabbing”, and the 
agrarian processes and transformations associated with it.7  

 
Thus, analyzes land conflicts in Bolivia’s Isiboro-Sécure Indigenous Territory and 

National Park (TIPNIS) through such an expanded definition of “land grabbing,” 
highlighting the complexity of social relations shaping land tenure and processes of 
capital accumulation in which “land grabbing” is embedded. The first part of the paper 
provides the political and economic background of how the TIPNIS came to be a focus of 
current land struggles in Bolivia. The second part illustrates the recent struggles and their 
relation to large-scale land investment, which is contested between the state and civil 
society. Finally, it offers some reflections about agrarian processes and transformations 
related with “land grabbing.”  

 
From National Park to Indigenous Territory  

The Isiboro-Sécure National Park was created in 1965, and it is situated on the 
contested boundary between Cochabamba and Beni departments (see map 1). Since 1854, 
the two departments have been engaged in a legal battle to define the boundary. Both 
departments claim jurisdiction over the Park. At the time that the National Park was 
created, in 1965, the land rights of Indigenous People (Yuracaré, Moxeño and Tsimane) 
living within its designated boundaries were ignored by the government, and remained 
largely outside the awareness of the rest of Bolivian society. 8   

 
The National Park’s objective was to limit the expansion of highland and valley 

migrants who were arriving in Chapare province, located in northern region of 
Cochabamba department, bordering the disputed boundary with Beni department, on the 
south side of the Park. Migration was encouraged by a combination of land scarcity and 
fragmentation in the upland areas; government sponsored and supported colonization 
programs, and, the opening of secondary roads by the Shell Company, which had 
                                                 
5 R. Hall. “The Many Faces of the Investor Rush in Southern Africa: Towards a Typology of Commercial 
Land Deals. ICAS Working Paper Series No. 002, February 2011. 
6 See Henry Bernstein, Class Dynamics of Agrarian Change (Fernwood Publishing, 2012).2-9.  
7 Saturnino M. Borras et al.”Land grabbing in Latin America and the Caribbean viewed from broader 
international perspectives.” 
8 Servicio Nacional de Áreas Protegidas (SERNAP). Plan de Manejo: Territorio Indígena-Parque 
Nacional Isiboro-Sécure. Plan Estratégico y Programas de Gestión. La Paz: SERNAP, 2005. 
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concessions in the area, to prospect for oil.9  These factors among others compelled the 
rural population to seek opportunities for off-farm employment, usually mining or 
migration to areas where unoccupied land seemed to be available.10 Thus, for the 
government this “empty space” and its rich natural resources (e.g. watersheds and rivers, 
flora and fauna) needed to be protected from an influx of settlers. Despite the government 
efforts to protect the park, in 1967, two years after the park’s creation, it contained 54 
settlements in which 24,381 people resided. 

 

 
 

Map 1: Location of the TIPNIS 
Source: SERNAP, 2005:4 

 
 
Thus, the creation of the National Park did little to stop migrants, who were 

settling at its edges. Indeed, the flow of migrants increased as a result of the 
implementation of new government colonization programs. During the 1970s, the 
government, with the support of the U. S. Agency for International Development 
(USAID), provided economic resources and technical assistance to the National 
Colonization Institute (INC) for launching new colonization programs. Thus, the INC 
began to move upland families to designated colonization areas, and giving them parcels 
of land ranging from twenty to fifty hectares in size.11 Most new migrants arrived without 
credit, tools, or other organizational assistance, which led to a rural economy based on 
subsistence agriculture, coca leaf cultivation, and working as temporary laborers on 
commercial agricultural enterprises. As the yields from subsistence farming and coca leaf 

                                                 
9 Sarela Paz. “Impactos ambientales de la carretera.” Análisis y debate sobre el conflicto del Isiboro-Sécure. 
TIPNIS: Derechos Indígenas, Consulta, Coca y Petróleo. Cuadernos de Coyuntura. Plataforma Energética. 
Año II, La Paz, Marzo de 2012. 
10 M. Painter and E. Bedoya Garland. Socioeconomic issues in agricultural settlement and production in 
Bolivia’s Chapare region. IDA Working Paper no. 70, 1991. 
11 A. Castillo and R. Campen, Apuntes sobre colonización, primera parte agricultura y subsistencia en el 
norte de Santa Cruz. (La Paz-Bolivia, 1981). 
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became sufficient for migrants to support themselves, they stopped selling their labor, 
and remained permanently in the region. 

 
The permanent migrants tended to settle in groups of approximately four hundred 

habitants, who usually came from the same highland or valley communities or province.12 
Their regional identification permitted them to maintain reciprocity relations, which were 
often kin-based and promoted continuity in the establishment of community government 
based on the union (sindicato) structure, characteristic of the highland and valley areas. 
The combination of poverty and distance from their home communities made it difficult 
for most migrants to maintain active ties with their places of origin. But, the maintenance 
of institutional continuity facilitated the rapid organization of community governments 
into a regional settlers union, which belonged to the national Federación Sindical de 
Colonizadores de Bolivia. Thus, by the end of 1970s the settlements increased to 247 
with an estimated settler population of 83,545. As the number of settlements and settlers 
increased they expanded their lands towards the National Park. The demographic 
pressure and rush for land appropriation reached its highest peak during the 1980s.13 
 

 In 1983, a severe drought hit central and southern Bolivia, dramatically affecting 
large numbers of smallholders. With support from USAID and other donors, the 
government enacted drought relief programs, such as the Agrarian Emergency Program 
(CAE). These programs were intended to speed up the recovery of rural families affected 
by the drought by easing access to seeds, inputs and improvements for their lands. 
Ironically, the programs often increased their indebtedness, and in an effort to repay, 
many families felt the pressure to migrate to the lowlands, to earn money as seasonal 
laborers and look for new land where they could make a fresh start. In 1985, a second 
financial disaster struck the poorest sectors of Bolivian society, as international tin prices 
collapsed when the London Metal Exchange terminated trading. The event brought ruin 
to Bolivia’s principal legal export industry. Between August 1985 and August 1986 
approximately 27,000 mine workers lost their jobs. To alleviate political turmoil the 
government activated the old colonization program and moved former miners’ families to 
the lowland areas of Pando, Beni and northern La Paz departments, and Cochabamba’s 
Chapare province. As in former colonization programs, the government provided settlers 
with land allotments ranging from twenty to fifty hectares in size, without economic 
assistance. By 1987, the population living in the Chapare had increased to approximately 
234,000.14This population growth led settlers to expand their holdings into the National 
Park.  

 
While the government probably had good intentions when it created the Isiboro-

Sécure National Park, it did not have any state agency, laws, policies or any other legal 

                                                 
12 Because of their ethnic, regional and community identification, the names that they assigned to their 
settlements were the same names of their place of origin. For example, the settlement Aroma is named for 
Aroma province in upland La Paz department, from where most of its original settlers had come. 
13 M. Painter and E. Bedoya Garland. Socioeconomic issues in agricultural settlement and production in 
Bolivia’s Chapare region. 
14 M. Painter. “Unequal Exchange: The Dynamics of Settler Impoverishments and Environmental 
Destruction in Lowland Bolivia,” in Land at risk in the Third World eds. Peter D. Little et al. (Boulder and 
London: Westview Press, 1987):164-192. 
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tools in place for managing national protected areas. Instead, the management of those 
areas where on the hands of the Forest Development Center (Centro de Desarrollo 
Forestal) which was in charge of supervising forestry concessions, and regulating 
hunting and fishing. Thus, there was no government agency in a position to address the 
threats posed by a settler expansion into the park.  
 
 

 
 
Map 2: Cattle Ranchers in the TIPNIS 
Source: SERNAP, 2005:31.  
 
   
 While the south part of the National Park was gradually affected by the expansion 
of smallholding settlers whose major cash crop was coca leaf, the northern part, which is 
situated in Beni department’s Moxos province, was affected by the expansion of cattle 
ranchers (see map 2). Cattle ranchers expanded their properties towards the Park, seizing 
areas that ranged in size from 100 to 5,000 hectares.15 Indigenous peoples living in the 
area were absorbed by the expansion of cattle ranchers through a system of “co-
management,” (“al partido”) of the property. The system consisted of the indigenous 
people providing the land and the cattle rancher the cattle. In the long run, the system 
resulted in the subjugation of the indigenous people to the “patrón.”16 The power of cattle 
ranchers in the region reached its peak during the military governments of the 1970s and 
1980s. 
 

                                                 
15 Enrique Ormachea S. Beni y Pando: latifundio y  minifundio en el norte Boliviano. Talleres CEDLA, 
no.3, 1987. 
16 Diego Pacheco Balanza and Hugo Alberto Miranda. “Dinámica socioeconómica y  uso del suelo en el 
departamento del Beni,” in Las tierras bajas de Bolivia a  fines del siglo XX ed. Pablo B. Pacheco,  B., 
Diego Pacheco B. and Miguel Urioste F. de C. (La Paz-Bolivia: Fundación Tierra, 2009).117-120. 
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 By the late 1980s, the twin pressures of settler expansion from the south, and the 
expansion of cattle ranches form the north encouraged the Yuracaré, Moxeño and 
Chiman Indigenous Peoples living in the National Park to organize the Sub-central de 
Cabildos Indigenales, as part of the department-level umbrella organization, the Central 
de Pueblos Indígenas del Beni (CPIB). By 1990, CPIB had mobilized approximately 
1,000 lowland indigenous people, and organized the “March for Territory and Dignity.” 
They marched from Trinidad, the capital of Beni department, to La Paz, to demand 
recognition of their territorial rights and control over the use of their natural resources.17 
Following the “March for Territory and Dignity,” the government enacted a Supreme 
Decree recognizing the Isiboro-Sécure National Park as an indigenous territory. Thus, the 
Isiboro-Sécure National Park became the Isiboro-Sécure Indigenous Territory and 
National Park (Territorio Indígena y Parque Nacional Isiboro-Sécure, or TIPNIS). By the 
time of the decree, the government also included indigenous communities settled along 
the river banks outside of the TIPNIS borders as part of the TIPNIS, with rights to use its 
land and participate in its governance. The land added was considered as the Park’s 
buffer zone, creating an area of approximately 1.2 million hectares at the time of the 
decree.18 
 
 The change of the status of the Isiboro-Sécure National Park to Isiboro-Sécure 
Indigenous Territory and National Park did little to halt the expansion of coca crops and 
cattle ranchers, in part because it was not clear what the granting of territorial rights 
entailed. This was established, in 1996, with a new agrarian reform law, (Ley 1715, Ley 
del Instituto Nacional de Reforma Agraria), which recognized indigenous territories, 
based on the rights defined in International Labor Organization Convention 169, as a 
legal form of land tenure. The new law, with its implementing regulations, which were 
approved in 1997, provided a basis for retitling indigenous lands as indigenous territories, 
which were designated Tierras Comunitarias de Orígen, or TCOs. This provided legal 
instruments for indigenous peoples to defend their land. With the titling of their TCOs the 
governance rights over the ancestral lands, including the right to decide how land and 
natural resources are to be used. The designation of the area as an indigenous territory 
gave indigenous people the theoretical power to stop land expansion, and in some cases 
even recover land that had been taken from them.19 
 

It is important to note that, following the 1992 UNCED Conference in Rio de 
Janeiro, the Bolivian government created the Sustainable Development and Environment 
Ministry. The new Ministry was in charge of managing biological reserves and parks, and 
oversight the titling and management of indigenous territories. The government also 
modified the national constitution, declaring that the country was multiethnic, 
multilingual and multicultural, and created the National Secretary of Ethnic affairs, 
Gender and Generations. These government administrative changes provided the 
                                                 
17 Zulema Lehm Ardaya. “Territorio indígena en el departamento del Beni: un balance general 1987-1996.” 
Artículo Primero: Revista Debate Social y Jurídico, 1(2), 1996:13-35. 
18 Sonia Arellano-López. “Bolivia: Soluciones a conflictos de tierra. Estudio de caso: La Capitanía del Alto 
y Bajo Izozog (CABI), Bolivia.” Working paper prepared for USAID/Washington Latin American Bureau. 
Chemonics International, Inc. Washington, DC, 2003. 
19 Raúl Prada Alcoreza. “La guerra de la madre tierra,” in La Victoria Indígena del TIPNIS ed. Rafael 
Bautista et al. (La Paz-BoliviaWA-GUI Tel/Fax: 2481743- 2012).   
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indigenous peoples with legal tools to continue their land rights struggle, but did not 
resolve the conflicts between sectors of society which promoted competing approaches to 
land use, based on competing visions of development. 

 
Behind the creation of the new Ministry was the theme of sustainable 

development that guided the policies of developing country governments and 
international cooperation agencies, following the 1992 UNCED Conference. As a result, 
environmental issues and sustainable development became part of the economic 
development aid agreements.20 NGOs had played a prominent role in promoting the idea 
of sustainable development and, as governments and donor agencies framed their 
programs in term of this concept, the NGOs receiving funds from them and providing 
them with technical support, followed suit. In countries like Bolivia, these NGOs played 
an important role in facilitating public policy debate on land and indigenous rights and, in 
some cases, they helped to secure and administer economic support for retitling.21  
 
 Nevertheless, the political conditions of the country changed dramatically, in 
2006, when the Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS) won the presidential elections, and Evo 
Morales, leader of the federation of Chapare coca producers, became the country’s 
president. The new government made numerous administrative reforms, two of which 
changed the country’s land tenure system. First, under the 1996 agrarian reform law that 
created Tierras Comunitarias de Origen (TCOs) as a form of land tenure, indigenous 
people were granted their right to govern areas that were determined to be spaces that 
they had historically occupied. Under the new constitution, the TCOs became Indigenous 
Aboriginal Peasant Territories (Territorios Indígenas Originarios Campesinos, or 
TIOCs).22 The change in name did change the right to self-government, but it did 
eliminate the idea that a territory could belong exclusively to a specific indigenous people 
(e.g., the Tsimane People or the Yuracaré People), and established that anyone of 
indigenous heritage (i.e., settlers and upland peasants) could establish residence there and 
claim land and natural resource rights, as well as a voice in the governance of the area. 
Second, the government modified the former agrarian reform law, and created the 
Superintendencia Agraria. The objective of the modification and the creation of a new 
government agency were to reclaim large and medium landholding (usually located in the 
lowland region), supervise mortgages and land transfers, and regulate land rents.23   
 
 The application of these land tenure reforms, created strong incentives for the 
coca-growing settlers in the Chapare province to legalize the land that was illegally 
occupied, which, in turn, led the government to reduce the size of the land allocated to 
the TIPNIS to approximately 1.0 million hectares. In addition, to lessen the land conflicts 

                                                 
20 Larry Lohmann. “Whose Common Future?”in Green Planet Blues: four decades of global environmental 
politics eds. Ken Conca and Geoffrey D. Dabelko (Westview Press 2010). 218-24. 
21 M. Painter and S. Arellano-López. “Lessons learned from CABI-WCS experience.” Technical Report 
#204. Kaa-Iya Project: CABI and WCS, 2005. 
22 Gaceta Oficial del Estado Plurinacional de Bolivia. Decreto Supremo No. 0727, 2010.  
23 Miguel Urioste. “La revolución agraria de Evo Morales.” Fundación Tierra, 17 de Agosto de 2006. 
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between TIPNIS indigenous people and settlers, the government modified borders 
between coca settlements and the TIOC.24  
 
 Contested Agendas: Integrationist development, ‘Mother Earth’ and ‘Ancestral 
land’ 
 
 As Brazil’s role as a global economic power grew, , it shifted its foreign policies 
towards Latin America, especially regarding its South American neighbors. Brazil’s 
previous indifference to the idea of greater economic integration with its neighbors was 
transformed into outspoken advocacy. Regional economic initiatives such as Common 
Market of the South (Mercado Común del Sur or Mercosur) were launched, and treaties 
between the Mercosur and the Andean Community (Comunidad Andina de Naciones, or 
CAN) were pursued.25  In 2000, the Initiative for the Integration of the Regional 
Infrastructure of South America (Iniciativa para la Integración de la Infrastructura 
Regional Suramericana, or IIRSA) and the South American Nations Union (Union 
Suramericana de Naciones, or UNASUR) were established. IIRSA and UNASUR 
involved the participation of all South American countries. IIRSA was created to promote 
development by investing in three strategic sectors: transportation, energy, and 
telecommunications. UNASUR’s goal is to facilitate the implementation of regional 
integrationist infrastructure development for establishing a single market and currency, a 
southern common market. In 2004 Mercosur and the CAN agreed to create a continent-
wide free-trade zone called the South American Community of Nations (Comunidad 
Sudamericana de Naciones, or CSN). Thus, the foreign policies goal pursued by Brazil 
towards its South American neighbors was directed to build regional institutions able to 
generate and sustain economies of scale, certainly supported by an integrationist 
infrastructure to reinforce Brazil’s international economic and political presence.26Thus, 
by 2010, IIRSA has had large impact on the western Amazon region; over 500 regional 
infrastructure projects, with a total value of some $ 96 billion were planned or being 
implemented.  
 
 

One of the infrastructure projects planned for regional integration was the 
construction of a highway to connect the northeast corner of Bolivia to the border with 
Chile and its northern most section, making it cheaper and easier for Brazil to ship goods 
to Chilean ports. This highway passes through the TIPNIS, affecting the indigenous 
territories and the protected area.27The planned highway began in 2008, by when the 

                                                 
24 María Teresa Vargas Ríos et al. Compensación por Servicios Ambientales de Carbono: una alternativa 
para reducir la deforestación en el TIPNIS. (La Paz-Bolivia: Plural Ediciones 2012). 19-24. 
25 Mercosur in Spanish, Mercosul in Portuguese. See Alfred P. Montero. Brazilian Politics (Cambridge: 
Polity Press 2005).117-25. 
26 Sonia Arellano-López. “Implications of Infrastructure Development in the western Amazon for Regional  
Development and Global Commerce.” paper presented in the section on Global and Transnational 
Sociology in the 106th Annual Meeting of the American Sociological Association, Las Vegas, Nevada, 
August 20-23, 2011. 
27 Iniciativa para la Integración de la Infraestructura Regional Suramericana (IIRSA). Análisis del Potencial 
de la Integración Productiva y desarrollo de Servicios Logísticos de Valor Agregado (IPrLG). Grupo 
Proyectos 5. Eje Interoceánico Central., Noviembre 2009. 
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Bolivian and Brazilian governments signed an agreement to build the highway, and the 
Brazilian company OAS Constructora was awarded the contract to build 307 kilometers 
of road between Cochabamba and Trinidad departments for a cost of $415 million. The 
funding came from the National Bank for Economic and Social Development of Brazil 
(BNDES). Construction of the highway, it was divided into three phases. The first and 
third phases, which do not affect the TIOC and park, were completed; but, the second 
phase, which crosses the center of the TIPNIS, affecting the TIOCS and the park, is 
currently paralyzed as consequence of TIPNIS indigenous people social protest.28 
 
 In 2011 the TIPNIS indigenous people and their organizations marched to the city 
of La Paz, to demand that the government stop the highway construction. They walked 
for approximately two months, covering 602 kilometers, from San Ignacio de Moxos in 
the Beni department to the city of La Paz. The government intercepted the march 
accusing the indigenous peoples of being conspirators, and lackeys of North American 
and European neo-liberal environmentalist NGOs. Even so, the indigenous march did not 
stop; instead it received the support of the general population (e.g. rural dwellers, 
university, church, national NGOs, etc.).29 Once they arrived to the city of La Paz, 
highland indigenous organizations also became part of the march. As a result of the 
indigenous mobilization and the political pressure exercised by them, the government 
signed Law No. 180, which guarantees the TIPNIS protection. But, it also enacted the 
Law 222 which backs up the launching a public inquiry to gauge the consensus on the 
construction of the highway. The inquiry would be done among the TIPNIS population, 
indigenous people, coca settlers and cattle ranchers.30 
 
 It is important to highlight, that the TIPNIS indigenous peoples’ demands to stop 
the construction of the highway were based on their understanding that the TIOCs had 
shielded them from illegal land occupation and expropriation. They sustained that the 
TIOCS have been recognized by the new constitution as self-governed territories; any 
decision on their land and natural resources use should be approved (or consulted) with 
the respective TIOCs indigenous people’s organization. The consultation process has 
being ignored by the government, violating the constitution. Highland, valley and other 
lowland TIOCs indigenous organizations supported the TIPNIS indigenous people’s 
demands, because they feared that government actions regarding the TIPNIS could set 
precedents that would frustrate their own aspirations for self-government.  
 

In contrast to the indigenous organizations, the solidarity displayed by the urban 
population grew out of frustration arising from the contradictions they perceive between 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
28 Raúl Prada Alcoreza. “La guerra de la madre tierra.” TIPNIS Parque Nacional y Territorio Indígena. 
Entro de Estudios y Archivo de Desarrollo Local-Observatorio Boliviano de los Recursos Naturales. 
Boletín No.7, Junio-Julio 2011.  
29 Fundación Tierra. Marcha indígena por el TIPNIS: La lucha en defensa de los territorios.   
(Impresión: Comunicación  El País., Febrero de 2012); Iván Paredes, “Policía interviene bloqueo de apoyo 
a indígenas; colonos se radicalizan,” La Razón, 22 de Septiembre de 2011. 
30 Fundación Tierra. Marcha indígena por el TIPNIS: La lucha en defensa de los territorios.  Iván Paredes,  
“Gobierno da por consensuada la consulta, que inicia el 29 de Julio,” La Razón, 5 de Julio de 2012; 
Alejandro Almaraz, “Una consulta cocalera para la carretera cocalera,” La Razón, 4 de Julio de 2012. 
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government discourse and action.  Since the MAS and Evo Morales assumed power their 
political discourse and actions were based on denouncing the neo-liberal extractivist 
policies imposed on Bolivia by developed countries. International meetings such as ‘The 
First Peoples World Conference on Climate Change and Mother Earth Rights,’ organized 
in 2010, in the city of Cochabamba, or the revival of land and natural resources use 
associated with ancestral cultural practices, and supported by the governmental programs 
as the so-called ‘Living Well’ (Vivir Bien), provided events for disseminating the official 
discourse. The urban population identifies the TIPNIS land struggle with efforts by 
people to hold onto ancestral lands and secure the resources they need to live well, and 
they link the quality of life with principles of conservation and sustainable use of 
renewable resources, rather than seeing environmental concerns being an imposition of 
foreign NGOs acting at the behest of developed countries.31   

 
While it is evident that the TIPNIS march has created a massive opposition to the 

construction of the highway, it is equally evident that the government had strong support 
from the coca-producing settlers of the Chapare province and the cattle ranchers located 
in the north of the TIPNIS. The coca-producing settlers have opposed the retitling and 
creation of the TCOs and later TIOCs since territorial rights became an object of 
indigenous political struggle. Recognizing the land rights of indigenous peoples was seen 
as creating obstacles for agricultural expansion. Their opposition to the TIOCs increased 
once the government introduced the coca production market regulations.  

 
Cattle ranchers are also strong supporters of highway construction. They see the 

highway construction as adding value to their land holdings, opening access to internal 
and external markets, and lowering transport costs. Moreover, they also oppose the 
retitling of indigenous territories. The TIOCs interfere with their ability to establish 
clientelistic relations with indigenous peoples, and make it difficult to expand their land 
holdings, because land use decisions must be approved by representative organizations, 
and rights of access depend on indigenous cultural identity.32  
 
 The proposal to build the highway has intensified the existing struggle among the 
TIPNIS indigenous people, coca settlers, and cattle ranchers to consolidate the rights to 
use the land and resources of the region.  To a limited degree, the struggle reflects 
different visions of development, which, in principle would translate into different 
patterns of land use. However, in reality none of the groups have coherent long term 
development visions, and the struggle over land is more about whose rights would prevail 
than about competing visions of development. Indeed, the only actor with a clear 
development vision is the government, and that vision is based on attracting large-scale 
investment for hydrocarbons and commercial timber concessions.33 
 
                                                 
31 Probably is important to highlight that one of the government accusations to the urban intellectuals, 
especially the leftists was to accuse them as leftist environmentalist anti-nationalists. Wilma Pérez, “En 
Río, Bolivia reivindica defensa de la Tierra y critica a países ricos,” La Razón, 20 de Junio de 2012; 
Williams Farfán, “Senado aprueba Ley de la Madre Tierra,” La Razón,  20 de Junio de 2012. 
32Currently, meat is transported by airplane to the highland market 
33 Walter Vásquez, “Petroleras piden que consulta indígena no arriesgue proyectos,” La Razón, 27 de Mayo 
de 2012. 
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 Ironically all the three groups currently struggling over land in the TIPNIS stand 
to be either excluded or displaced by the development model that the government seeks 
to impose. The beneficiaries of the government vision will be international investors 
interested in gaining access to energy and timber resources. While some within the 
settler, rancher and indigenous populations will benefit as a result of alliances they are 
able to forge with foreign investors, key decisions about the kind of development the area 
is to experience will be made elsewhere.  
 
Conclusions: rethinking “land grabbing” definition 
 

The TIPNIs case study shows that, if we limit the scope of analysis of ‘land 
grabbing’ to a large-scale, cross-border land transactions that transnational corporation 
and foreign governments carry out,  ‘land grabbing’ is probably not yet occurring in the 
TIPNIS. However, the struggle of the different actors for control of the area, in the 
absence of a clear development vision, is setting the stage for land grabbing to occur. 
Transnational corporations and foreign governments are rarely associated with the day-
to-day conflicts, which are seen as revolving around conflicts between coca producing 
settlers, ranchers and indigenous people, and these conflicts obscure how the scene is 
being set for land grabbing to occur.  
 

The TIPNIS case study demonstrates that “land grabbing” should not be 
understood as something new, but as arising from historical conflicts. In trying to grab 
land from one another, the conflicts over the TIPNIS lay the groundwork for land to be 
grabbed by outside actors representing the interests of regional integration. Thus, while 
land grabbing is associated with the growing importance of countries like Brazil in 
international financial markets, the conditions for it are created by social relations 
grounded in competition and conflict over land and resources by local actors.  
 

Finally, this case study suggests that “land grabbing” does not necessarily imply a 
direct effect on food security, but that it sets social and economic conditions that in the 
long run could affect food security issues. Rather, the case study suggests that emerging 
global powers, such as the BRIC countries, play a key role in shaping the dynamic of 
land grabbing and that the phenomenon cannot be adequately understood in the 
framework of relations between North and South, or between rich and poor countries..  
 
  
 
 
  



 

 Page 13 of 15 Conflicting land use agendas  

 
References 
 
Arellano-López, Sonia. “Bolivia: Soluciones a conflictos de tierra. Estudio de caso: La 

Capitanía del Alto y Bajo Izozog (CABI), Bolivia.” Working paper prepared for 
USAID/Washington Latin American Bureau. Chemonics International, Inc. 
Washington, DC, 2003. 
 

Arellano-López, Sonia. “Implications of Infrastructure Development in the western  
Amazon for Regional Development and Global Commerce.” Paper presented in 
the section on Global and Transnational Sociology in the 106th Annual Meeting 
of the American Sociological Association, Las Vegas, Nevada, August 20-23, 
2011. 
 

Almaraz, Alejandro “Una consulta cocalera para la carretera cocalera,” La Razón, 4 de  
 Julio de 2012. 
 
Bernstein, Henry. Class Dynamics of Agrarian Change. (Sterling VA: Fernwood  

Publishing, 2012). 
 

Borras, Saturnino M., Jennifer C. Franco, Cristobal Kay and Max Spoor. “Land grabbing  
in Latin America and the Caribbean viewed from broader international 
perspectives.” Paper prepared for and presented at the Latin America and 
Caribbean Seminar ‘Dinámicas en el mercado de la tierra en América Latina y el 
Caribe.’ FAO Regional Office, Santiago, Chile, November14-15. Accessed April 
16, 2012 (www.tni.org/sites/www.tni.org/files) 
 

Borras, Saturnino M., Ruth Hall, Ian Scoones, Ben White and Wendy Wolford. “Towards  
a better understanding of global land grabbing: an editorial introduction,” Journal 
of Peasant Studies, vol. 38, no. 2 (2011): 209-216. 
 

Centro de Estudios y Archivo de Desarrollo Local-Observatorio Boliviano de los  
Recursos Naturales. TIPNIS Parque Nacional y Territorio Indígena. Boletín 
No.7, Junio-Julio 2011. 

 
Chau, Nancy, Charles Geisler, Paul Nadasdy and Wendy Wolford.  “Contested Global  

Landscapes: Property, Governance, Economy and Livelihoods on the Ground.” 
An ISS Theme Project Proposal, Feb. 15, 2012. Accessed April 16, 2012 
(www.socialsciences.cornell.edu/1215/) 
 

Carabellese, Matilde. “Land grabbing in Argentina: tendencies and consequences.”  
Seminar and Launch of a Special Issue of Development, Utrecht, 24 March 2011. 
Accessed April 15, 2012 (www.landgovernance.org) 
 

Castillo A. and R. Campen. Apuntes sobre colonización, primera parte agricultura y  
subsistencia en el norte de Santa Cruz. (La Paz-Bolivia, 1981). 



 

 Page 14 of 15 Conflicting land use agendas  

 
Farfán, Williams “Senado aprueba Ley de la Madre Tierra,” La Razón,  20 de Junio de  

2012. 
 

Fundación Tierra. Marcha indígena por el TIPNIS: La lucha en defensa de los  
territorios.  (Impresión: Comunicación  El País., Febrero de 2012). 
 

Gaceta Oficial del Estado Plurinacional de Bolivia. Decreto Supremo No. 0727, 2010.  
Accessed April 10, 2012 (www.gacetaoficialdebolivia.gob.bo) 
 

Hall, Ruth. “The Many Faces of the Investor Rush in Southern Africa: Towards a  
Typology of Commercial Land Deals. ICAS Working Paper Series No. 002, 
February 2011. Accessed April 10, 2012 
(www.iss.nl/fileadmin/ASSETS/iss/Documents/Academic_publications/) 

 
Iniciativa para la Integración de la Infraestructura Regional Suramericana (IIRSA). 

Análisis del Potencial de la Integración Productiva y desarrollo de Servicios 
Logísticos de Valor Agregado (IPrLG). Grupo Proyectos 5. Eje Interoceánico 
Central., Noviembre 2009. Accessed August 18, 2011 (www.iirsa.org) 
 

Lehm Ardaya, Zulema, “Territorio indígena en el departamento del Beni: un balance  
general 1987-1996.” Artículo Primero: Revista Debate Social y Jurídico, 1(2), 
1996:13-35. 
 

Lohmann, Larry. “Whose Common Future?” in Green Planet Blues: four decades of  
global environmental politics eds. Ken Conca and Geoffrey D. Dabelko 
(Westview Press 2010). 
 

Montero, Alfred P. Brazilian Politics (Cambridge: Polity Press 2005). 
Ormachea, Enrique S. Beni y Pando: latifundio y  minifundio en el norte Boliviano.  

Talleres CEDLA, no.3, 1987. 
 

Pacheco Balanza, Diego and Hugo Alberto Miranda. “Dinámica socioeconómica y  uso  
del suelo en el departamento del Beni,” in Las tierras bajas de Bolivia a  fines del 
siglo XX ed. Pablo B. Pacheco,  B., Diego Pacheco B. and Miguel Urioste F. de 
C.,117-136. (La Paz-Bolivia: Fundación Tierra, 2009). 
 

Painter, M. “Unequal Exchange: The Dynamics of Settler Impoverishments and  
Environmental Destruction in Lowland Bolivia,” in Land at risk in the Third 
World ed. Peter Little, Michael Horowitz and A. Endre Nyerges, 164-192. 
(Boulder and London: Westview Press, 1987). 
 

Painter M. and E. Bedoya Garland. Socioeconomic issues in agricultural settlement and  
 production in Bolivia’s Chapare Region. IDA Working Paper no. 70, 1991. 
 
 



 

 Page 15 of 15 Conflicting land use agendas  

Painter, M. and Sonia Arellano-López. “Lessons learned from CABI-WCS experience.”  
Technical Report #204. Kaa-Iya Project: CABI and WCS, 2005. 
 

Paredes, Iván. “Policía interviene bloqueo de apoyo a indígenas; colonos se radicalizan,”  
La Razón, 22 de Septiembre de 2011. 
 

Paredes, Iván  “Gobierno da por consensuada la consulta, que inicia el 29 de Julio,” La  
Razón, 5 de Julio de 2012. 
 

Paz, Sarela. “Impactos ambientales de la carretera,” Análisis y debate sobre el conflicto  
del Isiboro-Sécure. TIPNIS: Derechos Indígenas, Consulta, Coca y Petróleo. 
Cuadernos de Coyuntura. Plataforma Energética. Año II, La Paz, Marzo de 2012. 
Accessed July 10, 2012 (www.plataformaenergetica.org) 

 
Pérez, Wilma. “En Río, Bolivia reivindica defensa de la Tierra y critica a países ricos,”  

La Razón, 20 de Junio de 2012. 
 
Prada Alcoreza, Raúl. “La guerra de la madre tierra,” in La Victoria Indígena del TIPNIS  

ed. Rafael Bautista , Marxa Chávez, Patricia Chavéz, Sarela Paz, Raúl Prada and 
Luis Tapia, 69-168. (La Paz-BoliviaWA-GUI Tel/Fax: 2481743- 2012).   

 
Queiroz de Montero, Jales Mario., Marcos Sawaya Jank, Shunli Yao and Colin A. Carter.  

Agriculture in Brazil and China: Challenges and Opportunities. Interamerican 
Development Bank, Integration and Regional Programs Department. Occasional 
Paper 44, 2006. 

 
Servicio Nacional de Áreas Protegidas (SERNAP). Plan de Manejo: Territorio Indígena- 

Parque Nacional Isiboro-Sécure. Plan Estratégico y Programas de Gestión. La 
Paz: SERNAP, 2005. 
 

Urioste, Miguel. “La revolución agraria de Evo Morales.” Fundación Tierra, 17 de  
Agosto de 2006. Accessed April 16 2012 (http://www.ftierra.org) 
 

Vargas Ríos, María Teresa,  Noelia Garzón Rivero, Edil Osinaga Rico and Robert  
Müller. Compensación por Servicios Ambientales de Carbono: una alternativa 
para reducir la deforestación en el TIPNIS. (La Paz-Bolivia: Plural Ediciones 
2012).  
 

Vásquez, Walter. “Petroleras piden que consulta indígena no arriesgue proyectos,” La  
Razón, 27 de Mayo de 2012. 
 

Zoomers, Annelies. “Globalization and the foreignization of space: seven processes  
driving the current global land grab,” Journal of Peasant Studies 37, no.2 (2010) 
429-30.

 


	arellanocover
	Arellanopaper

