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A B S T R A C T

Supporting small farmer livelihoods in fragile, biodiverse regions, such as tropical forests, is a priority for many
development agencies and national governments. These regions tend to be characterized by recent human
settlements, increasing populations and infrastructure development, as well as competitive land use activities,
which exert pressure on fragile ecosystems. Improvement in livelihood strategies often focuses on increasing
yields by improving productivity, but without taking into account alternative methods, such as better agri-
cultural practices and their dependence on agrochemical inputs, changing land use through crop substitution, or
improving product commercialization. In this research, we use household types, defined according to different
land use patterns, in the Northern Amazon region of Ecuador to explore the limitations of, and identify future
options for, improving livelihood strategies based on small-scale coffee and cocoa production. The results of the
different types are discussed in order to highlight the methods' utility and identify benefits in terms of en-
vironmental and social objectives versus economic profitability. Lessons are drawn that could be useful in ap-
plications of public policy aimed at the betterment of small coffee grower and cocoa farmer livelihood strategies,
which involve thousands of families in the Amazon region of Ecuador, without compromising the environment.

1. Introduction

The modern use of the term livelihood is linked to the human and
sustainable development policy discussions of the 1980s (Solesbury,
2003; Morse and McNamara, 2013; Scoones, 2015). It was proposed by
researchers of the Institute of Development Studies at the University of
Sussex as a concept to operationalize development, especially in rural
and poor contexts, in which agricultural activities often prevailed. The
early definitions of livelihoods were focused on food and money to meet
basic needs, i.e., capabilities, assets and activities required for a means
of living (Chambers, 1989; Chambers and Conway, 1992; WCED,
1987), within the framework of intentional approaches to development,
which emerged out of the post-Second World War international poli-
tical scenario (Cowen and Shenton, 1996, 1998).

These approaches to development, on which different livelihood
strategies were originally based, have been largely criticized for dif-
ferent reasons, e.g., the ambiguity of the definition for development and
a sort of implicit colonialism (Morse and McNamara, 2013), leading to a
post-development movement focused on food sovereignty, among other
things (Escobar, 1995, 2010). Thus, food and money seemed to be

guaranteed by the increase in agricultural productivity experienced
through the use of cheap energy sources, industrial production of
chemical fertilizers and pesticides, and massive mechanization of
agriculture (Tilman, 1999; Smil, 2000; Tilman et al., 2002, 2011). But
the relationship between agricultural production, natural resources and
development was more complex than expected, and the increased
production by the “green revolution” could not cope with population
growth. Thus, food production remained below the necessary levels and
rural poverty did not disappear, while those productive activities that
did succeed generated a significant impact on nature with serious
health and environmental costs (Hartemink, 2005; Gomiero et al.,
2011; Turner et al., 2011; Karp et al., 2012; Koohafkan et al., 2012).

As a consequence, the text of the Agenda 21 Action Plan, approved
at the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development, held in Rio de Janeiro (Brazil), stated that everyone
should have the opportunity to earn a sustainable livelihood. This
widely popularized the Sustainable Livelihood Approach (SLA), i.e., the
capabilities, assets and activities required for a means of living in a
sustainable way, in other words, without compromising the productive
properties of land or the surrounding ecosystems (Chambers and
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Conway, 1992; Scoones, 1998; Ashley and Carney, 1999; Carney, 1998,
2003). A framework was proposed (Carney, 1998; Scoones, 1998,
2015), in which different assets (natural, social, human, physical and
economic) were assessed in terms of their vulnerability to perturbations
(environmental, social, economic) and within a certain institutional
context. Thus, livelihoods became a key topic of agricultural sustain-
ability debates in pursuit of agricultural systems and practices con-
tributing to sustainable livelihoods (Koohafkan et al., 2012; Velten
et al., 2015). The SLA has been roundly criticized in four main ways
(Scoones, 2009, 2015): first, its lack of engagement with global pro-
cesses; second, its lack of attention to power and politics; third, its
failure to deal with long-term environmental challenges, such as cli-
mate change; and lastly, its failure to cope with long-term shifts in rural
economies and agrarian change.

The Northern Amazon region of Ecuador has been a good example
of these phenomena. This region of Ecuador presents a complex fabric
due to interactions between the oil industry, biodiversity, agricultural
production and recent human settlements experiencing constant
growth. In this context, smallholders (here, farmers with less than 3 ha
of coffee and/or cocoa in production) needed to develop livelihood
strategies for coping with production in an area lacking basic infra-
structure, public services and access to international markets (Rosset
et al., 2011).

Despite the fact that this area is endowed with vast quantities of
natural resources (oil, biodiversity and water), the Ecuadorian Amazon
performs poorly in terms of socio-economic indicators. This circum-
stance, together with the recent increase in population, has made its
inhabitants strongly dependent on public subsidies and initiatives. The
constitution of Ecuador provides provinces with significant decision-
making autonomy, including the design and implementation of policies
for local economic development. Despite the absence of the necessary
technical expertise, while developing their political competences, pro-
vincial governments were engaged in policies that often lacked eva-
luation within their designs, which resulted in contradictory outcomes.

Furthermore, for many years, the slow expansion of formal in-
stitutions and the state has opened up the region to cooperation agen-
cies and NGOs, deploying different programmes and projects centred on
poverty alleviation, increasing revenues from farming and engaging in
conservation activities. These activities often replicated development
models from elsewhere without any contextualization, resulting in a
systemic lack of cooperation between farmers (Viteri Salazar and
Ramos-Martin, 2017).

A myriad of public and private interventions has taken place, with
many institutions working at multiple levels (national, regional, pro-
vincial, local and community) with different approaches, leaving a
mosaic of different production activities, practices and therefore out-
comes, often without proper evaluation and clearly positive results.
Many examples of this issue can be found. Thus, the promotion of oil
palm in the province of Orellana led to a steady growth in the number
of plantations as an outcome of subsidies resulting from policy inter-
vention. The payment-for-ecosystem services (PES) scheme, known as
Socio Bosque,2 in which smallholders receive an amount of money per
hectare, which they allocate for nature conservation purposes, has
covered some of the opportunity costs for settlers, but lacked any
proper evaluation of its impact in terms of conservation. It makes it very
difficult to inform decision makers on future policies aimed at guar-
anteeing the attainment of development, basic services and conserva-
tion.

In the last decade, new approaches, based on complexity and system
theories, have been developed to deal with these challenges. Criteria

such as resilience, lifestyles, internal (socio-economic) and external
(environmental) constraints, purpose, agency and quality have been
used to develop a framework, which includes societal metabolism ap-
plied to farming systems (Fischer-Kowalski, 1998; Fischer-Kowalski and
Hüttler, 1998; Giampietro, 2003; Niehof, 2004; Morse and McNamara,
2013; Scheidel, 2013; Sorman and Giampietro, 2013; Ifejika Speranza
et al., 2014; Lisocka-Jaegermann, 2015; Scoones, 2015; Gomiero, 2017;
Sousa et al., 2017; Gerber and Scheidel, 2018).

This paper contributes to the SLA literature, as depicted above, by
studying livelihood strategies developed by farmers in the Northern
Amazon region of Ecuador as a case study and analysing the diversity of
producers by using a typology of household farming systems according
to their practices.

The main objective of this study is to contribute to the evaluation of
agricultural production systems. This is done here by using a typology
of four predominant production systems and comparing their perfor-
mance against a set of indicators. A second objective is to inform de-
cision makers about the differentiated outcomes these production sys-
tems have, so that tailored policy interventions can be designed based
on the evaluation of past initiatives. In particular, this work focuses on:
i) identifying the socio-economic and environmental restrictions im-
plicit in different land use patterns; ii) analysing how different land use
patterns improve livelihoods in terms of income; and iii) identifying
how certain public policies can lead to the establishment of particular
types or lifestyles, thereby generating an impact on the income of small-
scale producers.

For this purpose, this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 il-
lustrates the approach and theoretical basis on which the study is based.
Section 3 describes the case study and the methods used. Section 4
presents the main results, which are discussed in Section 5, leaving the
conclusions reached and the policy recommendations for the final
section.

2. Case study and methods

2.1. Case study

The field work took place in the provinces of Orellana and
Sucumbíos between 2011 and 2013. These two provinces represent a
large fraction of the Northern Amazon region of Ecuador (Fig. 1), oc-
cupying an area of 39,052 km2 and accommodating a population of
125,922 inhabitants in rural areas, corresponding to 41% of the total
population (GAPO, 2014; GADPS, 2015), and over 23,000 smallholder
families (Viteri Salazar, 2013).

This region was one of the last to be opened up for colonization in
the country. The 1964 Law of Agrarian Reform and Colonization
(Viteri, 2007), together with severe droughts in the south of the
country, and the beginning of oil exploration in the 1970s (Maldonado,
1979; Gondard and Mazurek, 2001), encouraged new settlements by
colonists from different parts of Ecuador.

These new settlers began cultivating coffee and cocoa. Due to high
prices on the markets,3 (Little, 1992; Eberhart, 1998) Robusta coffee
(Coffea canephora) and national4 cocoa (Theobroma cacao) became the
predominant crops in the region, replacing primary forests. For dec-
ades, coffee and cocoa have been a source of employment and foreign
currency, reaching almost 8% of non-petroleum exports of Ecuador
(Proecuador, 2016).

Paradoxically, these provinces perform rather poorly in terms of
socio-economic indicators: for example, the extreme poor comprised

2 The Socio Bosque project has been run since 2010 by the Ministry of the Environment
with several goals: conservation, CO2 emission reduction (by land use changes and de-
forestation avoidance), carbon sequestration and improving smallholders' livelihoods. It
establishes a maximum compensation of US$30/ha/year for untouched forest under a
PES scheme (MAE, 2010).

3 For example, in 1977, the price of Robusta coffee was US$3.10/lb, while, in 2014, it
was US$0.46/lb (ICO, 2016).

4 Ecuador grows a unique variety of cocoa known as “national”. This cocoa variety is
characterized by its post-harvest processing, during which there is a short fermentation
period, resulting in mild chocolate notes with rich flavour and aroma, which is known
internationally as “fine aroma cocoa” (Quingaísa and Riveros, 2007).

O. Viteri Salazar et al. Journal of Rural Studies 62 (2018) 1–9

2



Download English Version:

https://daneshyari.com/en/article/6545215

Download Persian Version:

https://daneshyari.com/article/6545215

Daneshyari.com

https://daneshyari.com/en/article/6545215
https://daneshyari.com/article/6545215
https://daneshyari.com

