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Acronyms and 
abbreviations 
Agrocalidad Agricultural Quality Control Agency 

ECUASEM Ecuador Seed Producers Association

FISP Farmer Input Subsidy Programme

GM Genetically modified

GMO Genetically modified organism

GMA Great Farming Minga

MAG Ministry of Agriculture

INIAP National Institute of Agricultural Research

NMP New Productive Matrix
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About this 
paper 

Given the necessity of internationalism 
and solidarity with all popular classes of 

the world, this paper adds a perspective from 
Ecuador in South America, and illustrates how 
multiple shocks are related here, too, to the 
advance of industrial agriculture, corporate 
predation, and attacks on the peasant web of 
life. The paper reminds us of the necessity of 
maintaining a broad view of the imperatives 
of confronting a global system of destruction 
with consonant global solidarity, systemic 
alternatives and concerted political action at 
multiple levels.

In this paper we analyse how the Ecuadorian 
state has taken advantage of multiple shocks 
to introduce the agro-industrial model in 
peasant areas, in particular through promoting 
maize monocropping with corporate seed and 
inputs. Maize is of particular concern because 
Ecuador is part of one of the largest centres of 
origin of crop plants in the world, and while 
the country is not the centre of origin for 
maize, it is a centre of diversity for the crop. At 
precisely a time when it is becoming clearer by 
the day how crucial biodiversity is to a healthy 
planet and to human survival (not least of all 
as demonstrated by the emergence of the 
COVID-19 pandemic), the Ecuadorian state is 
promoting the expansion of the homogenised 
monocropping of maize into intact ecosystems 
and peasant territories.

The paper shows how the state’s policies have 
supported the consolidation of interests around 
industrial agriculture, which are then ready 

to pounce when shocks hit the peasant sector. 
The shocks therefore reveal in sharp relief the 
interests that are organised around the state’s 
policy agenda. However, when the model and 
its subsidised inputs fail, it is peasants who 
shoulder the economic burden. Agribusiness 
laughs all the way to the bank as the state and 
peasants continue to pay them for their inputs, 
and when disaster strikes, they wash their hands 
of any responsibility to peasants. State policy 
is therefore facilitating nothing less than the 
corporate heist of people’s agriculture amidst 
multiple and compounding shocks.

We show, then, how state policy is helping to 
construct a situation of “agribusiness feudalism” 
and the monopolisation of peasant territory – 
land, seed, water and resources – and therefore 
of peasant life. However, the COVID-19 
pandemic has shown that the most resilient 
peasant communities are those that conserve 
their own seeds, implement agro-ecological 
methods, and manage their marketing 
chains. This therefore shows that in an era of 
compounding shocks, it is imperative for survival 
for food systems and state agricultural support 
to be re-grounded in the peasant web of life. 
But for this to happen requires deep political 
work from below, to continue to build the 
power to confront ecocidal forces of destruction 
such as those that are engendering the 
agribusiness feudalisation of the countryside.

This discussion paper is part of the ACB’s “Multiple Shocks in Africa 
Series” – a set of discussion papers that examine the shocks hitting 
the continent in the context of systemic crisis, the forces they reveal, 
and the political implications they foretell for movements, civil society 
organisations and policymakers. 



 • Multiple shocks have been hitting regions all 
over the world, but with particularly harsh 
effects in the Global South. Agribusiness and 
its industrial agricultural model are key drivers 
of the global ecological catastrophe that the 
shocks reflect. Yet the Ecuadorian state, in 
collaboration with agribusiness, continues to 
promote the expansion of industrial maize 
monocropping areas through a series of public 
policies that include farming input packages or 
“farming kits.” This is part of the state’s efforts 
to industrialise the peasant agricultural sector 
and integrate the sector further into corporate 
agribusiness chains, despite its commitment to 
food sovereignty in the National Constitution. 

 • Maize is of particular concern because 
Ecuador is one of the largest centres of 
origin of crop plants in the world (Tapia 
and Morillo, 2006), and while the country 
is not the centre of origin for maize, it is a 
centre of diversity for the crop. At precisely 
a time when it is becoming clearer by the 
day how crucial biodiversity is to a healthy 
planet and to human survival (not least of all 
as demonstrated by the emergence of the 
COVID-19 pandemic), the Ecuadorian state is 
promoting the expansion of the homogenised 
monocropping of maize into intact ecosystems 
and peasant territories.

 • The state’s policies have also supported the 
consolidation of interests around industrial 
agriculture, which are ready to pounce when 
shocks hit the peasant sector. The shocks 
reveal in sharp relief the interests that are 
organised around the state’s policy agenda. 

 • The state uses the shocks, including 
earthquakes, floods, pest infestations and 
COVID-19, to further implement policies 
that would not be possible under other 
circumstances, such as deepening its “farming 
kits” programme by allowing more private 
companies to get in on the bonanza of 
extracting value from the peasant sector. This 
also includes the entry of genetically modified 
(GM) maize seed into the country, due to 
relaxation of phytosanitary measures. 

 • The shocks are therefore used to consolidate 
this agenda of industrial agriculture, in 
which transformation of the countryside and 
redistribution in favour of popular classes is 
elided for a singular focus on productivity 
increases, through the promotion of a narrow 
number of crop commodities that are profitable 
to agribusiness upstream and downstream of 
farming; in this case, maize. 

 • Beneficiaries of this system include agribusiness 
players involved in the commercial maize value 
chain. Peasant communities and small-scale 
family farmers are expected to sacrifice the 
agrobiodiversity and fertility of their lands, 
their traditional or peasant seed varieties, their 
autonomy and their financial capital, as they 
integrate into capitalist modernisation in the 
countryside. 

 • However, when the model and its subsidised 
inputs fail, it is peasants who shoulder the 
economic burden. Agribusiness laughs all the 
way to the bank, as the state and peasants pay 
them for their inputs, and when disaster strikes, 
they wash their hands of any responsibility to 
peasants. The farming kits thus enable risk-
free economic extraction by agribusiness from 
peasants and facilitate a form of dispossession.

 • Through these processes, maize monocultures 
have expanded into the country’s most fertile 
lands, and in the past few years, towards 
intact ecosystems. Following various crises, the 
monocultures have consolidated public policy, 
subsidies and value chains. This is constructing 
what has been called agribusiness feudalism 
and the monopolisation of peasant territory – 
land, seed, water and resources.

 • However, the COVID-19 pandemic has shown 
that the most resilient peasant communities 
are those that conserve their own seeds, 
implement agro-ecological 
methods, and manage 
marketing chains. 
Pressure therefore 
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needs to be built to push the state to support 
peasant agriculture based on peasant 
cooperatives, farmers’ rights and seed systems, 
and appropriate, locally sourced inputs. 
The current model of “farming kits” and 
agribusiness is dispossessing rural communities 
of the very bases of survival they need amidst 
compounding shocks. Food systems and state 
agricultural support therefore need to be re-
grounded in the peasant web of life.

 • The big challenge for the peasant communities 
and other social movements in this regard 
is to keep the country free of genetically 

modified organisms (GMOs) and to promote 
food sovereignty, agricultural biodiversity and 
the rights of nature. However, the co-option 
of peasant organisations and the associated 
construction of a peasant subject that is 
homogenous, consumerist, indebted and 
narrowly productivist shows the need for deep 
political work from below to continue to build 
the power to confront ecocidal forces  
of destruction.



One such threat is industrial maize production, 
which has managed to take root in Ecuador 
through a series of strategies deployed by 
companies, with the support of the state during 
moments of shocks or crises. These tactics – 
termed the “shock doctrine” by Naomi Klein 
(2014) – are becoming increasingly common. 

The state has been consistently implementing 
policies to support industrial agriculture, and the 
multiple shocks that are hitting the country and 
the peasant sector not only knock the resilience 
of peasants, but they provide stepping stones 
on which to advance this policy agenda and 
the interests of the corporate predators that 
benefit from such policies. The shocks include 
extreme natural events (such as earthquakes 
and droughts) as well the emergence of pests 
or diseases that must be understood within the 
ecological imbalance created by monocropping 
agriculture. The shocks affect both plants and 
human populations, and are related to political 
and economic systems.

What Klein raises in her thesis on the shock 
doctrine, or the “rise of disaster capitalism”, 
is that conditions of crisis are used to make 
decisions and implement policies that are 
widely unpopular and in the interests only of 

Multiple shocks used to impose the agrigusiness model

Political / economic Natural Events

2008 food crisis Floods and 
droughts

Phytosanitary 
problems

Return to 
neoliberalism

Earthquake COVID-19

Pets and disease

Ecuador, in South America, is a small country 
but extremely diverse. It is home to 14 

nationalities and 18 different indigenous 
peoples, who live with Afro-descendant 
populations, including Montubios,1 and 
Mestizo peasants in rural areas. 

With an area of 256 370 km2, Ecuador is 
considered to have the highest ranges of 
biodiversity per unit area in the world. At least 
two centres of origin of crops are located 
here: the Andean and the Amazon, although, 
according to Piperno (2011), plant cultivation 
began in very early periods of human history 
across the Pacific coast of South America. 
According to Gortaire (2016) there are at least 
eight heritage agricultural systems in Ecuador.

Unfortunately, the advance of agribusiness, 
extractivism, hydroelectrical dams, and 
unplanned urbanisation are threatening the 
country’s extremely rich biodiversity, including 
agrobiodiversity and the heritage agricultural 
systems that sustain it.

1 Montubio means people of the mountain. They are peasants 
from the coastal region of Ecuador, who are dedicated to 
subsistence agriculture, selling surpluses locally, but who are 
increasingly influenced by industrial agriculture.

Introduction

Figure 1: Multiple shocks used to impose the agribusiness model
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a powerful few, and so allow for avoiding 
popular democratic participation, accountability 
or resistance. As discussed in this paper, 
shock conditions in Ecuador have been used 
to implement policies that promote industrial 
agriculture in the countryside.

Maize is of particular concern, since Ecuador 
is part of one of the largest centres of origin 
of crop plants in the world (Tapia and Morillo, 
2006), and although Ecuador is not the centre 
of origin for maize, it is a centre of diversity for 
the crop. In the site of Las Vegas, located in 
the southern coast of Ecuador, maize has been 
grown for around 7 000 years (Pipermo 2011). 
In 1966, an international scientific mission was 
astonished to learn of the immense biodiversity 
of maize in such a small country. They pointed 
out that this was due to the contrasting 
geography and the country’s history, with 
strong influences from north and south of the 
continent. In their study, they identified 29 
races of maize (Timothy et al., 1966). 

However, a small group of agribusiness2 
companies monopolise the maize-poultry 
value chain, exercising control over peasants 
and their territories. The Ecuadorian state, in 
collaboration with agribusiness, has promoted 
the expansion of maize production areas, 
through a series of public policies that include 
technological packages called farming kits. 
These essentially work in a similar way to 
the farmer input subsidy programmes (FISPs) 
that the ACB has extensively researched and 
critiqued in the southern African context. In this 
way, maize monoculture has expanded towards 
the country’s most fertile lands, and in the past 
few years, towards undisturbed ecosystems. 
Public policy, subsidies and value chains are 
also consolidating around this expansion in 
maize monocropping, which benefits most of 
the actors involved – except for the peasantry. 
Peasants relinquish their agrobiodiversity, the 
fertility of their land, their traditional or peasant 
seed varieties, their autonomy and their 
financial capital in order to integrate into this 
capitalist modernisation of the countryside. 

2 The term agribusiness is used in this paper to refer to a 
system that is based on industrial agriculture and encourages 
control by large national or transnational companies of all 
aspects of agricultural production, including the provision of 
seeds and inputs, the purchase of land in some regions, the 
control of industrial processing (the food industry) and the 
commercialisation of production, both for the domestic market 
and for export.

In this paper we will analyse how the state 
has taken advantage of different moments of 
shock to introduce the agro-industrial model in 
peasant areas, and in particular, industrial maize. 
This was carried out through the implementation 
of public policies, especially agricultural 
subsidies. We also offer an analysis of the public 
policies that have been implemented to bolster 
maize monoculture, using the different shocks 
that the country has experienced in the  
last decades.

To take advantage of a shock, powerful interests 
must be in a position of strength and there must 
be a material base from which to launch. We 
therefore turn now to reviewing how public 
policies have been promoting industrial maize 
production in the countryside and strengthening 
the business interests involved in the industrial 
maize value chain. This has facilitated a 
consolidation of powerful interests that are 
able to take advantage of the shocks to deepen 
the agribusiness model of maize production 
and position it as the only model purportedly 
available for improving peasant livelihoods. 
We review two periods: 2007–2017 (led by 
Rafael Correa and the Revolución Ciudadana 
– “Citizens’ Revolution”) and 2017–2020 (a 
return to neoliberalism, led by Lenin Moreno), 
emphasising the following shocks: the 2008 
food crisis and the passage from the “great 
neoliberal night” to the “Latin American 
progressivism” of the New Productive Matrix 
(NMP); the 2016 earthquake; the phytosanitary 
crises; and the COVID-19 crisis.

Industrial maize production in 
Ecuador

Maize is the leading short-cycle crop per unit 
area sown in Ecuador, which reflects its material 
and symbolic value for peasant populations. 
There are two, very distinct ways to grow maize. 
Within the first production model, maize is 
cultivated for on-farm consumption and for the 
internal national market throughout the Andean 
region, the Amazon region and progressively 
less for the Coastal region of Ecuador. It is also 
generally grown in chacras or peasant farms, 
using companion planting and crop rotation, 
with farmers utilising their own seeds, which 
they acquire in seed fairs, through barter or 
buying them in local markets. 



Additionally, only 42% of maize producers were 
associated in maize-producer organisations. 
While those associated receive production 
benefits and have access to training and the 
opportunity to negotiate prices with traders, 
58% of maize producers must individually 
sustain their production conditions in terms of 
access to credit (public or private banking), to 
farming inputs, harvest issues, trading and price 
speculation. 

Industrial maize production is not linked to 
food sovereignty, as it is not destined for local 
food security but towards feed for the country’s 
poultry and pork industries. The value chain is 
prioritised and promoted by the state in tandem 
with agribusiness associations. Nevertheless, 
there are a number of challenges for farmers in 
getting their harvested maize to feed production 
centres, especially with respect to price 
speculation.4 In 2019, the MAG reported that 
58% of maize producers deliver their product to 
middlemen5 and only 36% trade directly with 
grain collection centres. 

Maize production for the agro-industry makes 
use of the most fertile lands in the country and 
can be found in 22 out of 24 provinces. The 
main centres of maize production are located 
on the lower basin of Guayas River, various 
territories in Manabí and the Coastal zone 
of Loja, which represent 93,5% of all maize 
production. 

4 The conditions set in order to get the official price were: 13% 
humidity and 1% impurities. Before buying, middlemen/purchase 
centres carry out basic moisture/humidity and impurity checks. A 
fine is imposed when these specified requirements are not met 
(Agurto, 2017).

5  Middlemen trade maize by going from farm to farm and using 
trucks to pick up the maize. This model applies exclusively to maize 
producers who don’t belong to organisations; producers who are 
associated in maize-producer organisations trade directly with 
grain collection centres.

The second maize production model is geared 
towards producing industrial maize, based on 
small and medium-scale producers who depend 
completely on industrial agribusiness to access 
credit, seeds, fertilizers and agro-chemicals. 
This kind of maize is a primary input in the 
agribusiness chain for feed: the maize-poultry/-
pork industrial chains. 

In Ecuador, industrial maize production is 
largely in the hands of small peasant farmers 
who depend mostly on family labour.3 The 
industrial maize production system started in 
the late 1970s and was fully adopted by the 
beginning of the 1990s during the upturn of 
neoliberal policies in Ecuador (Gaibor, 2018). 
According to the Ministry of Agriculture (MAG) 
(2019), 95% of producers cultivate areas of 
between one and 10 hectares (with an average 
of 4.57 hectares). They supply 89% of all maize 

production in the country. More than 74% are 
landowners, and 22% rent the land they sow. 
In 2018, 383 300 hectares of maize was sown, 
representing 40.7% of the total surface area of 
annual crops planted (ESPAC, 2018). 

In 2019, 80% of maize producers were, on 
average, 46 years old and had attended seven 
years of schooling (MAG, 2019). 

3  A survey conducted in Mocache during 2016 showed that 
29% of maize producers depend exclusively on family labor and 
48% employed both family labour and hired wage workers for 
specialised activities (Zambrano, 2016).
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Maize monoculture 
has expanded towards 
the country’s most 
fertile lands, and in 
the past few years, 
towards undisturbed 
ecosystems.
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In terms of technology, precision agriculture 
was advocated (but was never implemented) 

accompanied by the promotion of government 
credit schemes under an inclusive business 
model framework. Finally, contract farming 
was promoted, where peasants would receive 
farming inputs from agribusiness companies as 
loans, which would later be paid through their 
production. Within this production system, 
most economic and environmental risks are 
assumed by peasants (Acción Ecológica, 2013). 

Contract farming establishes unwaged relations 
of production with the peasantry, in order to 
ensure the supply of raw materials towards 
poultry and pork agribusiness companies, 
allowing monopoly groups throughout the 
country to consolidate as the maize-feed value 
chain, especially the company called Pronaca.1

This mechanism for value chain linkage in some 
cases resulted in the peasantry falling into debt.

Another component of the NMP was the 
intense promotion of the use of high-yield 
seeds, which caused producers to fall into what 

1 In 2017, Pronaca sold 50% of their shares to the “Corporación 
Multinversiones” (CMI), of Central American origin (Guatemala). 
https://www.revistalideres.ec/lideres/grupo-guatemala-acciones-
pronaca-empresa.html 

can be referred to as a technological dependence, 
as has been the case with African FISPs. This 
dependence was not only in terms of seeds, but 
on the whole input package or farming kit, which 
includes pesticides, fertilizers and mechanisation. 

With the NMP, public-private partnerships 
prospered, which incorporated agribusiness 
companies that control seed and agro-chemical 
sales in Ecuador. Therefore, large agribusiness 
capital, with support of the Ecuadorian state, 
prompted the modernisation and industrialisation of 
productive structures and the intensification of the 
exploitation of land in order to improve productivity 
levels, and compelled the intensive use of farming 
kits and thus the mechanisation of the countryside. 

A new productive 
matrix: The time 
for agribusiness 
subordination of 
agriculture to capital
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One of the main proposed strategies was import substitution. An 
increase of 495 000 metric tons in maize production was proposed, to 
supply to agribusiness.
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Farming kits do not offer the option of using 
peasant or native seeds, nor the possibility of 
organic production. The programme ignores 
farmer seed systems and, indeed, weakens 
them. However, it has even marginalised the 
hybrid seeds produced by the National Institute 
of Agricultural Research (INIAP) in favour of 
corporate interests (Gaibor, 2018). The INIAP 
is the only public institution that produces 
certified seeds in the country, and in the context 
of the Seeds Programme, it developed four 
hybrid seed varieties appropriate for different 
climatic conditions.4 Even though INIAP’s 
seeds produce lower yields per hectare than 
imported counterpart seeds, they are still better 
adapted to climate conditions and are more 
resistant to local pests and diseases, therefore 
requiring fewer agrochemicals. Despite these 
characteristics, the state has not promoted 
INIAP seeds to a great extent, choosing rather 
to subsidise private companies who supply 
imported seed. This paradox illustrates the 
pressure that agribusiness exerts upon state 
institutions like MAG.

This is, therefore, the context and structure of 
interests that came to define the promotion of 
maize production in Ecuador. As we will show 
in the next section, this structure is what partly 
allowed for the shocks, like the phytosanitary 
maize crisis, to happen in the first place. We 
now turn to describing the shocks that have 
been hitting the peasant sector, and how these 
structures of interests that state policy supported 
and which contributed to the experiences of 
the shocks, then also used the shocks to further 
their agenda.

4 The four hybrid seeds: INIAP H-6001 for dry areas in coastal 
provinces (Manabí); and INIAP H-551, INIAP H-553, and INIAP 
H-nuevo for humid areas in coastal provinces (Los Ríos, Guayas’s 
centre and lower basin).

The NMP did not question or modify the 
historic power structure in the Ecuadorian 
countryside, given that no clear policies for 
redistribution were defined. Instead, peasant 
economies were showcased as the cause for 
the backwardness in the agricultural production 
sector (Daza, 2014). Transformation and 
redistribution towards the peasantry was 
therefore elided in favour of a singular focus on 
productivity increases, through the promotion 
of a narrow number of crop commodities that 
are profitable to agribusiness upstream and 
downstream of farming; in this case, maize.

In this scenario, a public-private entity 
emerged, called Ecuador Seed Producers 
Association (ECUASEM), which includes seed 
producers and distributers from Ecuador, 
the Institute of Agricultural Research, and 
the Agricultural Quality Control Agency 
(Agrocalidad). ECUASEM thus constitutes a 
lobby group when seed related regulations  
are discussed. 

One of the first actions from this private-
public alliance had to do with the supply 
of farming kits for peasants through the 
national Plan Semillas or Seeds Programme 
for agri-food chains, geared towards the 
capitalist modernisation of the countryside and 
focused on the promotion of rice and maize 
seeds. Through the Seeds Programme, the 
state subsidises US$214 of each farming kit’s 
commercial price.2 It is calculated that a single 
farming kit can be used for one hectare, and 
the programme limits the sales to a maximum 
of 10 kits per producer.3 

For sales and distribution of these kits, the state 
made a deal with the five most important seed 
distributer companies in the country: Agripac, 
Pronaca, Ecuaquímica, Interoc and Del Monte, 
who are part of the Industry for Crop Protection 
and Animal Health Association (APCSA). 
The procurement of farming kits included a 
mandatory acquisition of Agricultural Insurance 
(which is part of the same programme), to 
protect producers from casualties. 

2 In maize production zones such as Mocache or Ventanas, 
this represented between 11% and 16% of the total cost of 
production (Zambrano, 2016).

3 The Seeds Programme promoted three types of kit: high, medium 
and low performance kits. The kits include four types of edaphic 
(soil) fertilizers: one herbicide, one insecticide, one fungicide and 
a spray adjuvant.

Farming kits do not 
offer the option of 
using peasant or native 
seeds, nor the possibility 
of organic production. 
The programme ignores 
farmer seed systems and, 
indeed, weakens them.



A phytosanitary maize crisis

In 2016 a maize crisis took place, due to a 
maize viral disease known as “Maize Lethal 
Necrosis”, which entered Ecuador due to 
the limited phytosanitary controls within 
state imports. It wiped out thousands of 
hectares of maize, which directly affected 
peasants, many of whom had borrowed 
from BanEcuador5 and other private 
financial institutions. 

More than fifty thousand families were 
affected by this disease, which meant a 
loss of 40% of national production (INEC, 
2016). This forced peasant organisations 
to request the state to issue an emergency 
declaration for the maize production sector 
in Ecuador. According to Luigin Barzola,6 

5  State bank that grants loans for agricultural development.

6 Peasant leader of the Agricultural Producer Association “San 
Jacinto”, personal communication, (San Jacinto, March 2020).

the viral disease mainly affected crops 
that used the farming kits containing the 
“Insignia 105” seed from the Interoc seed 
distributer. Ironically, this was the seed that 
had had the highest yields per hectare in 
prior years, and was therefore the most 
obvious choice of seed for the 2016 cycle. 

Mariela Aminda, from the peasant 
organisation called FECAOL, explains what 
happened during the 2016 and 2017 crises: 

Companies sell us seeds that are weakly 
and poor...the seeds are prepared 
using chemicals which then affect the 
ecosystem...humans, plants and bees...
within these four months during which 
maize is sown, we must increase our use 
of pesticides (Acción Ecológica, 2017).7

Furthermore, peasants were squeezed 
economically. Companies disregarded 
official maize prices, which were at the 
time US$15/cwt.8 Peasants from Mochache 
assert that buyers offered them between 
US$7 and US$8/cwt, because the companies 
said that the peasant’s maize was of bad 
quality and did not fulfil the conditions 
for humidity and impurities established by 
the state. As a result, peasant farmers fell 
into spiralling debt. Peasant organisations 
asked the state to re-negotiate their debt 
and to control commodity speculation. The 
Ministry of Agriculture at that time indicated 
that trading houses will be required to 
compromise during this crisis. Industries are 
obliged to pay the price to sustain maize 
production”.9

However, this did not occur, leaving the full 
cost of the economic and environmental 
risks charged to the peasantry. The shock 
was, therefore, not only that maize produce 
had been hit by the necrosis, but that 

7 Testimony taken from the Tribunal of Sprayed Peoples, Quito, 
Ecuador, 30 May 2017.

8 cwt = hundred pounds weight which is equivalent to about 45kg.

9 Two months prior to the maize crisis of 2016, the vice-president of 
Ecuador gave a speech to the nation, highlighting the achievement 
of “self-sufficiency” in maize production as a result of state 
intervention programmes and the NMP (Daza, 2016).
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(Mhytimna unipuncta), which are resistant 
to insecticides, were found in the farming 
kit. To tackle this crisis, the use of highly 
toxic insecticides like cypermethrine was 
promoted, which raised the price of the 
farming kits. The state carried out land 
spraying, increasing the toxicity level within 
the maize fields. Aerial spraying was also 
suggested; however, the proposal did not 
go through. 

The farming kits, and the state policy 
that they reflected, therefore increased 
peasants’ likelihood of experiencing shocks, 
and peasants were made to pay for those 
shocks as well. The maize crisis due to the 
pest infestations also created a justificatory 
scenario for more of the same, in the form 
of calls for the introduction of transgenic 
maize as a solution to the pests. This is 
similar to the case of fall army worm in 
Africa, which has strengthened the voices of 
GM promoters, who essentially call for more 
of the same system that created the crisis in 
the first place, rather than addressing the 
fundamental ecological imbalances.

The 2016 earthquake 
On 16 April 2016 a 7.8 magnitude 
earthquake hit the province of Manabí; a 
peasant agricultural area. This earthquake 
mainly affected urban populations, but 
there were also serious repercussions in the 
countryside. Based on the 2016 population 
census and preliminary assessments, it is 
estimated that 13% of the population in 
Esmeraldas and Manabí were affected by 
the earthquake (Bravo, 2018).

Disasters such as the earthquake create 
the potential to implement policies that 
otherwise would not be possible (Wisner 
et al., 2003) after such disasters, two 
different potential scenarios exist: industrial 
agriculture could prevail, as it had in the 
central and southern coastal regions, 
with the argument of reconstruction and 
the need to promote development in the 
region; or the opportunity could be used 
to reactivate and strengthen the peasant 
economy, based on a more sustainable 
form of production, where the basis of life 
and communities is recovered. Regrettably, 
in the case we are analysing, industrial 
agriculture was promoted; the natural 

peasants suffered a consequent economic 
shock as they had to shoulder the losses, 
while companies continued to profit.

Due to the total loss of most harvests, 
peasants sought to apply the insurance 
that was purchased with the farming 
kit, expecting to receive 60% worth of 
damages. This, also, did not happen. 
The insurance company argued that the 
damages were due to “poor technical” 
management by peasants of the farming 
kits, and that the company was therefore 
not responsible for paying.10 The peasants’ 
disappointment with insurance was so 
great, that in 2019 only 42% insured their 
crop (MAG, 2019).

The debt acquired by maize producers in 
2016 has not yet been cleared, especially 
given that in 2017 there was a new 
phytosanitary crisis. Some peasants have 
been forced to sell their land or acquire 
new credit, in some cases through informal 
loans, “covering a hole with another 
hole”.11 

The phytosanitary crisis of 2017 emerged 
because the fall army worm (Spodoptera 
frugiperda) and the common army worm 

10 Luigin Barzola, peasant leader of the Agricultural Producer 
Association “San Jacinto”, personal communication,  
(FIAN Ecuador, 2020).

11 Luigin Barzola, peasant leader of the Agricultural Producer 
Association “San Jacinto”, personal communication, 
(FIAN Ecuador, 2020).

The farming kits, 
and the state policy 
that they reflected, 
therefore increased 
peasants’ likelihood of 
experiencing shocks, 
and peasants were 
made to pay for those 
shocks as well.



phenomenon of the earthquake was used 
by the government to aggressively push for 
further expansion of maize destined for the 
poultry industry.

According to official information, the most 
affected sectors were agriculture, fishing 
and commerce. The earthquake impacted, 
amongst others, the infrastructure of 
public fishing ports; rice, coffee, cocoa, 
milk and grain collection centres; and 
poultry, pig farming and feed mills. It was 
estimated that more than 362 000 tons 
of agricultural products were lost and 542 
000 rural inhabitants were in a critically 
affected area. No information was offered 
on the effects of the earthquake on small 
farmers, but it was estimated that 692 000 
hectares of agricultural land was affected 
(El Telégrafo, 2016). Surveys carried 
out in some rural areas affected by the 
earthquake found that the peasants faced 
a series of problems after the earthquake, 
starting with the impossibility of reaching 
their farms after they were evacuated 
(Bravo, 2018).

The government assigned 5.12% of the 
total budget to the productive sector, for 
responding to the disaster. As part of the 

emergency procedures, the government 
intensified the farming kit handouts for rice 
and maize to local peasants of the affected 
area (Bravo, 2018). According to a leader 
of a peasant organisation that collected 
farming kits, “Ministry of Agriculture 
officials were always present during farming 
kit handouts, accompanied by Agripac12

staff members. The 1 500 kits that my 
organisation received in order to deliver to 
groups of peasants consisted of maize or 
rice seeds (depending on the area), fertilizers 
(urea) and what they call liquid, which is a 
mixture of various agrochemicals”.13

In the case of rural inhabitants who were 
affected by the earthquake in Manabí, 
the state subsidised two-thirds of the 
total farming kit price. The remaining cost 
was assumed by peasants, which directly 
benefitted companies like Agripac. The policy 
for post-earthquake farming kit handouts 
raised concerns regarding the abandonment 
of diversified peasant production in Manabí 
province. As a peasant leader explained: 

12 The largest distributer of agricultural inputs in the country.

13 This testimony was given by a peasant leader whose organisation 
collected farming kits on March, 2017. She/she has asked not to 
be named. Cited in Bravo (2018).
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We now have a large subsidy for rice and 
maize, but it is not our peasant maize varie-
ties. A large variety of different seeds for 
other crops are disappearing too.14 

Many native forests (tropical dry forests) and 
traditional crops were turned into maize 
monoculture. Manabí, just like Santa Elena, 
is a centre of origin for various crops; this is 
the place where the oldest evidence for plant 
breeding has been registered in the American 
Continent (Piperno, 2011). 

The earthquake shock was, therefore, 
used to further the agricultural policies of 
industrialisation of monocrop production which, 
rather than serving as a temporary measure to 
assist peasants in producing after the shock, 
further hooks them into dependence on the 
agribusiness value chains, who then continue to 
extract economic value from the peasant sector.

The return to neoliberalism: 
The great farming Minga
The Gran Minga Agropecuaria, or Great 
Farming Minga15 (GMA in Spanish), is a 
government programme implemented since 
2017, the same year when the current 
president, Lenin Moreno, took office. His 
administration is known as a neoliberal 
regression with a strong corporate presence 
within the state, including in agrarian policy. 
Through the GMA the state furthered the 
presence of agribusiness within the country’s 
food regime, consolidating their participation 
in the decision-making process regarding 
consumption patterns, and in production, 
processing and agricultural marketing. They 
also made possible the inclusion of new 
technologies, including the constitutionally 
prohibited use of transgenes.

The GMA also proposes the integration of 
small- and medium-scale producers into 
corporate industrial agriculture, which 
purportedly guarantees small- and medium-
scale producers’ access to markets. In effect, 
however, they are surrendering their food 
sovereignty to local elites and transnational 
corporations, as only the most important value 
chains are prioritised such as the maize-poultry 
value chain (Recalde and León, 2020).

14 Ibid.

15 Minga or “minka” in Kichwa, is a word that comes from the 
indigenous tradition of shared labour or communal work.

The GMA’s objectives include handing over 
land titles to producers who obtain credit, 
irrigation, farming kits containing seeds and 
agrochemicals, agricultural and livestock 
insurance, technical assistance, agricultural 
mechanisation and access to markets. The 
GMA’s main objective is to hand out one million 
subsidised farming kits to producers who own 
10 hectares or less, focusing mainly on rice and 
hybrid maize production. High-yield farming 
kits contain the same materials that the Seeds 
Programme did: certified seeds, edaphic (soil) 
fertilizers and agrochemicals. 

The differences between the GMA and the 
Seeds Programme have to do with consolidating 
the presence and control of ECUASEM in 
maize producer territories. In the GMA, the 
number of companies that sell kits increased. 
So, in addition to the five big companies 
that were already involved (Agripac, Pronaca, 
Ecuaquímica, Del Monte and Interoc), others 
were incorporated, such as Crystal Chemical, 
El Agro, Fertisa, Farmagro, Solagro and the 
National Grain Storage Unit Company (UNA 
E.P.).16 The programme has therefore been 
intensified, bringing more private companies 
into the bonanza of economically feeding off 
the peasant sector. 

In the case of industrial maize, according 
to MAG (2019), only 40% of producers 
are beneficiaries, the rest must provide for 
themselves by either being contracted by 
companies or buying farming kits individually.

Where producers are qualified to access the 
farming kits, they must pay part of the total 
cost. The market value of the kit sums up to  
US$ 537 per hectare. The farmer pays US$ 357. 
This incentive is financed through State Bank 
BanEcuador credits or through private banking 
institutions, who transfers the money directly to 
the companies providing the kits.

16 UNA E.P. is a public company in charge of acquisition, storage, 
distribution and exports of agricultural and processed foods by 
small and medium-scale producers; as well as the import and 
distribution of fertilizers and inputs for producers throughout 
the country. It is the only state company that participates in the 
GMA in reference to farming kits. Currently, given new budget 
cuts which have been justified due to the COVID-19 crisis, this 
company is undergoing a clearance process.



Seed related policy during the 
COVID-19 pandemic
In response to the COVID-19 crisis and its 
projected effects, the state sought to undertake 
measures that themselves could create further 
shocks to the agricultural and peasant sector. 
On 18 May 2020, the executive director of 
Agrocalidad issued Resolution 0063 as a 
temporary measure during the COVID-19 
emergency. The objective was to “allow 
the importation of fruits and vegetables for 
consumption and/or processing that do not 
fulfil phytosanitary import requirements”. The 
National Agrarian Authority justified this in a 
petition to the Commercialisation Secretariat 
regarding the emergent necessity for importing 
fruits and vegetables due to shortages in 
the country. These measures would remain 
applicable until the World Health Organization 
declared that the world had passed through 
the pandemic emergency. 

Table 1: Content of a maize farming kit

Item Product Final price in US$

Seeds DAS 3383 Seeds 175.00

Edaphic (soil) fertilization Urea 99.50

Potassium Chloride 23.00

Fertimix 29.00

Magnesium Sulfate 17.30

DAP (Diammonium Phosphate) 30.00

Spray adjuvants Propulsor 2.33

Weed control Methsulfuron 5.55

Insect plague control Serafin (Imidacloprid) 9.00

Carbin (Thiodicarb) 8.30

Disease control Authority (Oxystrobin 125 + 
flutriafol 12)

27.22

Total price of farming kit without discount 439.02

Total price of farming kit with discount 426.20

Total discount 12.82

Subsidy/Hectare 180.00

A typical farming kit contains:

Source: MAG (2019)

Simultaneously, Agrocalidad and MAG 
communicated through social media, that 
this decision for “emergent imports, referred 
exclusively to seeds and genetic material, 
ensuring its availability for the new sowing cycle” 
(Colectivo Ecuador Libre de Transgénicos, 2020).1  

For peasant, consumer and environmental 
organisations, allowing seed or vegetable 
product imports that did not comply with the 
phytosanitary requisites established by law 
would expose Ecuadorian crops to pests and 
diseases. It would, therefore, constitute a threat 
to agricultural diversity and natural ecosystems 
in the medium and long term. 

In light of concerns expressed by social and 
peasant organisations, on 21 May 2020, 
Agrocalidad issued Resolution 0071, which 
abolished the earlier Resolution.

1  Citado en Fundación ALDEA (2020).
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An even greater danger would be the 
introduction of GM seeds, which have been 
prohibited by Ecuador’s Constitution. Loosening 
phytosanitary and food safety protocols for fruits 
and vegetables sheds doubt on the origin and 
quality of food. This threatens the human right 
to adequate and culturally appropriate food and 
nutrition, enshrined as a constitutional mandate 
in Article 281 as it relates to food sovereignty. 

Social organisations point out the following:

prioritizing imports of certain products and 
loosening their phytosanitary requisites 
under the supposed local shortage, without 
technical backup for this claim, is contradic-
tory to what MAG itself has stated. MAG 
has expressed their interest in implementing 
a strategy to strengthen the agricultural 
sector to reactivate the country’s economy. 
Importing food without a technical basis 
and the participation of social actors and 
producers, weakens local family peasant 
farming production and commercialization. 
This is why we oppose these measures 
which would only favour a small corporate 
sector linked with imports.  
(FIAN Ecuador, et al., 2020).

Progressive movements are therefore having to 
defend the Ecuadorian food system against not 
only shocks like the COVID-19 pandemic, but 
also against the system that state policy would 
further create if not resisted.

Public policy as an access gate 
to genetically modified seeds
In addition to these shocks and the ongoing 
push to industrialise the peasant sector in the 
interests of agribusiness, there is mounting 
pressure to allow the entry and production 
of GM crops in the country. According to 
Article 401 of the Constitution, Ecuador is a 
GM seed- and crop-free country. Despite this, 
the possibility of introducing GM crops was 
unlocked when the ex-president proclaimed 
it to be a matter of national interest. This was 
later approved by the National Assembly in 
2008. Since then, there have been various 
attempts to introduce GM seeds into the 
country, for example, the NMP contemplated 
the possibility of introducing GM soy and 
canola seeds. 

After the Agrobiodiversity, Seeds and 
Sustainable Agriculture Law was approved in 
2017, (commonly known as the Seeds Law), 
the introduction of transgenes for experimental 
purposes was permitted. This opened a 
window for the commercialisation of transgenic 
organisms in Ecuador, a disposition that was 
challenged at the Constitutional Court, on the 
basis that it was unconstitutional on at least 
six grounds. The challenge was mounted by 
different social organizations in the country, such 
as the National Confederation of Indigenous 
Nationalities (CONAIE), the Confederation of 
Kichwa Nation of Ecuador (Ecuarrunari), Acción 
Ecológica, the Seed Guardian Network, the 
Federation of Agricola Centres of the Litoral 
(FECAOL), among others, which is still 
pending (La Hora, 2018).



Many concerns were also raised by peasant, 
ecologist and agroecological collectives in the 
country regarding the pressure that ECUASEM 
was exerting for GM crops to be adopted in 
Ecuador. This led civil society organisations 
to systematically monitor the presence of 
illegal GM crops in the country. In the case of 
maize, there has not yet been evidence of the 
introduction of illegal GM seeds. However, in 
2018, the presence of GM soy on some farms 
was confirmed, which is attributed to the 
lack of state control over seeds that enter the 
country and its lack of control in agricultural 
areas.

Two local peasant organisations, in 
coordination with the Ombudsman, presented 
an Action of Unconstitutionality citing the 
presence of these GMOs. The Court ruled in 
favour of the peasantry, setting an important 
precedent for the country. However, the 
Ministry of Agriculture has still to comply with 
the ruling and fulfil its function of control.2 

That said, through the farming kits, any 
company could easily introduce GM maize seed 

2   Unidad Judicial Penal Con Sede En El Cantón Quevedo (2019). 
Juicio No: 12283201802414, Primera Instancia.

into the country by simply including it within the 
package, without peasant producers’ awareness. 
Not only are the packages clearly about 
advancing industrial agriculture in the interests 
of agribusiness; they might also become 
Trojan horses for the entry of GMOs into the 
agricultural sector.

According to Article 
401 of the Constitution, 
Ecuador is a GM 
seed- and crop-free 
country. Despite this, 
the possibility of 
introducing GM crops 
was unlocked when the 
ex-president proclaimed 
it to be a matter of 
national interest. 
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Multiple shocks, 
policy and 
corporate interest 

The entire value chain is designed to meet 
the needs of the corporations that control 

and benefit from the maize-poultry value chain, 
as well as the large importers. Peasants are 
price takers, while the companies integrate 
the land-owning and landless peasants into 
the maize production chain, externalising costs 
onto peasants. Biodiversity is also a victim of 
this system.

Figure six summarises the various players in this 
system and how they benefit. Further details of 
the companies involved can be found in Annex 1.

Expansion of the agribusiness 
frontier over natural ecosystems
Policies geared towards the expansion of 
the agricultural frontier along the coast of 
Ecuador (especially for industrial maize to 

supply the poultry value chain) have prompted 
the replacement of crops destined for local 
food consumption, and the occupation of 
natural ecosystems. There have been several 
programmes to promote maize monocultures in 
specific sectors. 

The Comprehensive Project for Sustainable 
Agricultural, Environmental and Social 
Development of Ecuador (PIDAASE) programme 
is framed within this proposal. Its objective 
is to implement comprehensive agricultural 
production systems in 10 000 hectares in the 
next few years, using modern and sustainable 
technology in communal lands within the Santa 
Elena Peninsula.1 In this area, there are dry forest 
and semi-arid ecosystems that have not yet been 
aggressively threatened by industrial agriculture, 
due to the lack of water. However, during the last 

1  https://www.agricultura.gob.ec/pidaasse/

As we have illustrated in Figure 2, in the implementation of a model 
where the state and companies use shock scenarios to advance 
corporate interests, expand corporate profit and undermine the 
peasantry to their benefit, great winners and great losers are generated.

Figure 2: Beneficiaries and losers in the multiple shocks model

Who LosesWho Benefits

Peasant 
Communities

Nature

Multiple shocks 
used to impose 
the agribusiness 

model

Corn / Feed / 
Chicken chain 

companies

Companies 
importing 

pesticides and 
seeds



the community feel attracted to the possibility 
of maize production. While they are developing 
production projects to cut dependency ties to 
middlemen,2 they will still become vertically 
integrated to the poultry industry through such 
projects. 

Another tropical dry forest area where maize 
production has expanded through emergency 
measures implemented after the 2016 
earthquake is in Manabí. This is fundamentally 
a peasant province, where traditionally the 
cropping is centred on native corn, associated 
with beans, pumpkins and other vegetables, 
fruit tress (orange and lime), plantain, cassava 
and the raising of small animals.

Environmental impacts of maize production in 
Manabí are very serious, since the agribusiness 
model requires a large amount of agro-toxins 
and mechanisation, generating erosion and 
loss of soil fertility, impacting on biodiversity, 
degrading natural resources and contaminating 
water sources and the atmosphere (Gaibor, 
2018). Ulfredo Carriel highlights, “Many a time, 
what peasants earn is very little, even more so 

2 Homero de la Cruz, leader of the Valdivia Comuna, personal 
communication, January, 2020. Comuna de Valdivia. 

few years, a trans-basin water diversion system 
was built to benefit agribusiness. The Santa Elena 
Peninsula has important potential for achieving 
local food sovereignty, through agroecological 
production. But the trend is to opt for industrial 
production, instead. 

Dry ecosystems such as that of the Santa Elena 
Peninsula are adapted to climatic fluctuations 
characterised by dry summers and rainy 
winters. They are important from an ecological 
point of view since, unlike other dry forests 
present in Latin America, these are the only 
ones that develop around the equator. This 
zone, called the Tumbesian Region, is home 
to endemic species (plants and birds) many of 
which are under threat of extinction (Best and 
Kessler, 1995).

The traditional territory of the Santa 
Elena Ancestral Commons belongs to 
indigenous peoples who are in the process 
of reconstructing their identity, lost during 
the many years of colonisation and looting 
of their territories, although they belong to 
the oldest continuous human settlements in 
Ecuador. They are mainly fisherfolk and during 
the rainy season they practise traditional 
agriculture (Álvarez, 2001). Many members of 

Figure 3: Actors in the agro-food chain

Agro Food Chain Characteristics Actors

Inputs Subsidised farmers kits (seeds, 
agrotoxics and fertilizers)

ECUASEM  | Companies

Production
Landlords, small farmers and 

landless peasant produce 
maize for the industry

Pronaca | AFABA | Agripac

Animal Feed
Increase in maize production 
due to increase of demand 

for poultry
Pronaca | Avitalsa

Avicola Oro | Proavicea

Poultry and meat 
industry

The meat industry demands 
maize feed

Pronaca | Avitalsa
Avicola Oro | Proavicea

Supermarkets Chicken day and egg day to 
promote consumption

La Favorita | Santa Maria
Grupo El Rosada

Consumers Per capita consumption 
increase in the society The Society
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if we take into account what is lost in terms 
of soil and water quality, the environmental 
consequences and in the long-run our own 
health and our family’s health.” 

Furthermore, there is a loss of species 
associated with the diversified agricultural 
model. Among them are plants and animals 
that are not destined for food but have 
medicinal or ritualistic uses, or plants that 
are food for other species. This challenges 
the responsibility of the state to ensure 
“the preservation and recuperation of 
agrobiodiversity and ancestral knowledge 
linked to agrobiodiversity; such as the use, 
conservation and free exchange of seeds” 
(Constitution of Ecuador, Article 281, 
numeral 6). The progressive elements of the 
Constitution, and the Rights of Nature that it 
also enshrines, are thus being violated by the 
state’s determination to see the interests of 
agribusiness prevail in Ecuador.

Peasants pay the price while 
agribusiness laughs all the way 
to the bank
The promotion of agricultural kits generates a 
series of impacts on peasant agriculture and 
small producers, including their socio-economic 
reality, health and productive systems as well as 
on agrobiodiversity and the environment. Some 
of these aspects are analysed below.

Socio-economic impacts

• Options for crop diversification are reduced.

• Dependency develops on the technology 
packages, company technical assistance and 
contract markets. 

• High debts practically turn peasants into 
outsourced labourers, without social security 
benefits whatsoever.3

• Farmers are price-takers, selling their harvest at 
uncompetitive prices, sometimes below break-
even point.4

• Farmers bear all the risks, including potentially 
necessary labour expenses. If the farmer cannot 
afford to hire labour, productivity may go down, 
making it impossible to service debts.

• Peasants bear costs of risks such as pests or 
diseases, droughts or floods (which are common 
in the corn-producing areas of Ecuador).

• Loss of agrobiodiversity and related skills.

Due to all these factors, some years the 
peasants cannot even cover production costs, 
and therefore, cannot repay debts, leading to a 
vicious cycle of debt (León and Yumbla, 2010).
Regarding kit handouts, peasant leader Luigin 
Barzola says:5

People would become indebted because they 
wanted that seed. It was easy to get credit from 
BanEcuador or private banks, where an army of 

3  Carmen Cevallos, peasant woman from Manabí, part of the 
organisation Association of Community Women of Canton 
Tosagua (AMUCOMT), personal communication, 24th April 2020, 
Tosagua – Manabí.

4 By 2020, the price per hundred pounds weight (cwt) had been 
reduced to US$14.60 compared to the price established for 2019, 
which edged on US$15.25. The industry had in fact requested a 
greater reduction, towards a price of US$13.21.

5 Luigin Barzola, peasant leader of the Agricultural Producer 
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There was just about everything, some 
sprayed right on time, but the toxicity 
became dangerous. People were getting 
sick with the pesticides, they argued that 
they preferred to save their lives and if the 
production was lost...they would have to 
accept it...they trusted that the insurance 
companies would attend to the crisis...
there were others who sprayed even in the 
affected fields which were already ruined 
and nothing could be done about it.

In 2017, around 10 community members from 
Balzar, another important maize producing area, 
suffered toxic effects due to the aggressive use 
of pesticides to control pests and diseases (Reys 
and Paucar, 2017). The same year, in Paján, 
healthcare centres received 60 people who had 
been poisoned or who had issues related to 
pesticide inhalation within a span of 30 days  
(El Universo, 2017). 

The only health preventive action for producers 
under contract with Pronaca was the provision 
of protective face masks to small producers 
for the handling of agrochemicals (Gaibor, 
2018). Small producers claim to know the 
risks to the health of families due to the use 
of agrochemicals but they are under pressure 
to continue using them. As they express 
themselves:

Of course, health itself affects you. Random8 
is quite affecting, we are taught to walk 
with those liquids that hurt. The soil itself 
is hurt by so much glyphosate but never-
theless you have to use it because there is 
nothing else. Two years ago PROLOCAL gave 
us a mask but you know how that can be 
damaged, but there is nothing left but to 
keep working. (cited in Gaibor, 2018: 205).

Although the health impacts of the industrial 
model of food production have for years been 
documented in a wider context, more health 
studies are needed on the effects of this toxic, 
technological model on the health of farmers in 
Ecuador in particular.

of the District’s Agricultural Centre in Quevedo, interview, 
Quevedo 16 April 2020

8  Random is the commercial name of a herbicide.

corporate engineers would help substantiate 
the approval of credits. Sometimes credits 
would be approved simply by showing a 
rent contract, because the credit bureau for 
producers during that time was amicable. 

This testimony was corroborated by Carmen 
Cevallos, for whom, “Farming kits are a means 
to enslave us to agribusiness and we are always 
exploited”.6 

Peasants from Cuenca de Rocafuerte in Manabí 
province feel that the farming kit ties them to 

the companies that distribute them; the state 
pays for a percentage of the kit and they must 
pay for the rest. Thus, the state and peasants 
pay to enrich the companies. 

Health impacts

Peasants also pay for the kits with their health. 
With the use of pesticides, farmers run the 
risk of getting sick or making their family and 
neighbours sick. According to the testimony of 
Ufredo Carriel:7

Association “San Jacinto”, personal communication, cited in 
FIAN Ecuador (2020).

6 Carmen Cevallos, peasant woman from Manabí, part of the 
organisation Association of Community Women of Canton 
Tosagua (AMUCOMT), interview, Tosagua - Manabí,  
24 April 2020.

7  Ufredo Carriel, peasant leader from Mocache and ex-president 

The promotion of 
agricultural kits 
generates a series of 
impacts on peasant 
agriculture and 
small producers, 
including their socio-
economic reality, 
health and productive 
systems as well as on 
agrobiodiversity and 
the environment.

24  M U LT I P L E  S H O C K S,  A G R I B U S I N E S S  F E U D A L I S M  A N D  T H E  M O N O P O L I S AT I O N  O F  P E A S A N T  T E R R I TO R I E S



25  M A R C H  2 0 2 1  

Co-option, agribusiness 
feudalism and the 
monopolisation of peasant 
territories
Several social organisations were created by 
the onset of the Revolución Ciudadana regime, 
with the purpose of supporting this regime’s 
interests and agenda, such as promoting 
agrarian modernisation. In other cases, already 
existing social organisations were co-opted. 
In any case, those organisations that were 
strengthened during this time were those who 
brokered between the state and the grassroots 
level for various kinds of subsidy handouts, like 
farming kits. Companies hand out subsidised 
farming kits feature in this context, which 
was intensified and consolidated through 
post-earthquake reconstruction programmes. 

This is the testimony of a female leader from 
the area:9  

In Tosagua10 there is a grain collection 
centre for maize, where only a specific 
type of maize is accepted. The kit is distrib-
uted by the MAG. Us women, we declare 
ourselves in rebellion to the MAG’s policy, 
because we do not want to integrate with 
Agripac or Ecuaquímica, as they impose 
a farming kit that doesn’t favour us. This 
caused a lot of discontent amongst the 
MAG’s agricultural technicians  
(Bravo, 2018). 

With the presence of middlemen, the situation 
becomes even more biased against peasants. 
The companies, on the other hand, secure 
access to raw materials, and by controlling 
large volumes of production, they can also 
control the commodity price.

9  Cited in Bravo (2018).

10  Tosagua is the area in Manabí province with the largest maize 
production.

As Kay (2001) 
asserts, 
agribusiness 
pretends 
to control 
the agricultural 
sector, in order to 
transform peasants 
into producers who are 
very dependent through 
farming contracts, which is 
equivalent to heightening a process 
of proletarianisation of the peasantry. According 
to Teubal (1995), this would produce a process 
of indirect land-grabbing, or “agribusiness 
feudalism”. From a critical geography point 
of view, this means the creation of peasant 
territories that are monopolised by agribusiness. 

The system, therefore, includes not just 
corporate control of parts of the value chain, 
but control of the territories, seeds, prices 
of farming inputs and the commodity, even 
market control and consumption patterns. It is 
evident from these testimonies that: the state 
uses peasant organisations as brokers between 
companies and peasants; companies are the 
primary beneficiary; and the companies have 
the authority to impose which seed varieties are 
offered in the market. 



self-sufficiency. For this they need to diversify 
their crops. In other words, food systems need 
to be re-grounded within a peasant web of life.

But none of these utopias are possible if 
there are no structural changes in the 
country’s agricultural and livestock 
production systems. It is crucial 
to build power from below to 
confront these structures and 
the ecocidal logics that they  
represent.

A transition agenda should be conceived in 
stages, starting with a transition through 

which the state makes a gradual change in 
the content of agricultural kits, favouring 
inputs produced by small- and medium-sized 
producing cooperatives, abandoning the most 
dangerous pesticides and ultimately reaching a 
migration based first on organic products and 
then on agro-ecological ones. It is essential that 
the state also supports peasant seed production 
to supply its peers, preferring native seeds. 
Supporting farmers’ rights and seed systems is 
thus a crucial element of the necessary transition. 

Through public policies, chicken farming 
controlled by small producers should be 
promoted. Animal feed should be produced by 
peasant peers, and the commercial exchange 
should be done under fair and solidary terms. 
Controlling the production of feed corn and 
other processed products will improve farmers’ 
income. Animal feed sources should also be 
diversified, as a complementary part of food 
production for the population.

To end dependence on supermarkets, peasants 
must place their products in peasant markets, 
in which there are better exchange conditions, 
both for producers and consumers. This 
should be complemented with an awareness 
campaign to consumers so that they prefer to 
consume peasant production. Ideally, these 
peasant farms will be able to regain family 
and local food sovereignty, and they will be 
able to sell their surpluses, without sacrificing 

Our vision for 
the future
The reality faced by industrial maize farmers is so harsh and complex 
that it is very difficult to make proposals for the future. Producers are 
locked into the current system in a number of ways, including reliance 
on the maize-poultry value chain, the power of the dominating 
companies and their subsidised system, indebtedness, and weakness in 
farmer organisation and solidarity.
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possible entry of GM seeds. This intention 
denotes little respect to Article 401 of the 
Constitution and reveals the way in which the 
crisis in the maize sector is being built by the 
state and agro-industrial companies.

In this paper we have shown how the shock 
doctrine has been applied when we have 
experienced food and phytosanitary crises, 
earthquakes and pandemics, to adopt 
policies in favour of powerful groups, causing 
insecurity, indebtedness and dependency in 
peasant economies; and destruction of nature 
and erosion of agrobiodiversity. To face this 
situation, the peasant organisations and civil 
society that participated in the construction 
of the 2008 declaration of a GMO-free 
country and the fundamental precepts of 
food sovereignty that include access to land, 

water and agrobiodiversity, or that 
participated in the 2018 United 

Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Peasants and Other 
People Working in Rural 
Areas, continue to work 

for autonomous peasant 
agriculture and the rights 
of nature.

In the case of agriculture (specifically, industrial 
maize in Ecuador) capitalist companies have 

created new frontiers through imposing hybrid 
seeds, high-yield varieties and pesticides on 
producers and peasants, with the hope that 
one day they will be able to impose GM seeds. 
This subtle dispossession of peasant life has 
deprived maize farmers of their knowledge, 
wisdom and traditional agricultural practices, 
and cost them their economic, productive 
and labour autonomy. Peasant communities 
have passed from a farming model designed 
to ensure family, local and regional food 
sovereignty, to an industrial model. The state 
has used successive shocks to deepen this 
shift through public policies in benefit of the 
industry.

The COVID-19 pandemic has shown that 
the most resilient peasant communities have 
been those that conserved their own seeds, 
implemented agro-ecological methods, and 
managed marketing chains. From crisis 
to crisis, from shock to shock, 
the construction of a 
new peasant subject was 
strengthened: homogeneous, 
consumer, indebted, chained. 
Productivity levels are low, 
more high-yield seeds or 
hybrids are used, and more 
dangerous pesticides are 
applied to the crops. In the 
middle of the COVID-19 
crisis, a new threat has been 
revealed, which is expressed 
at the regional level: the 

Conclusions
A requirement that capitalist companies have developed to survive, 
is to grow and expand, and to achieve that, they need to open new 
frontiers to be able to produce more intensively and cheaply. These 
frontiers do not expand only through the physical occupation of the 
territories, but through technological changes that benefit them 
(Moore, 2013).



Appendix 1: 
Companies 
benefitting from 
the industrial maize 
value chain
Table 1: Content of a maize farming kit

Trading company Certified seed Transnational 
companies who own 
the Seed Registry

AGRIPAC Copa, Batalla Semillas Valle

Trueno*, Triunfo* Cruiser-Syngenta

PAC 105, Dow 2b604 Dow-DuPont

Dekalb 7088* Monsanto

Ecuaquímica Somma* Syngenta

Dekalb 7088* Monsanto

DAS3385 Dow-DuPont

Farmagro Advanta 9313 Syngenta

Pioneer P40039, DAS3383 Dow-DuPont

Unidad Nacional de 
Almacenamiento EP

DAS3383 Dow-DuPont

Dekalb 7088* Monsanto

Triunfo Cruiser-Syngenta

H551, H 553, H 824 INIAP

Pronaca-INDIA BM-905, S-505, BM-207 Biomatrix

Fertisa Centella Interoc custer

Interoc Centella, Emblema 777*, Insignia 
105

Interoc custer

Source: ECUASEM. Elaboration: Alex Naranjo
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Company National 
Ranking

Input sales percentage Total Income in million 
USD

Pronaca 5 53.7 967.2

Agripac 43 17.3 311.8

Ecuaquímica 76 10.9 196.2

Fertisa 164 6.0 108.6

Interoc 224 4.6 82.9

Farmagro 300 3.5 63.1

Del Monte 
(INMONTE)

438 2.3 42.1

Crystal Chemical 743 1.3 23.5

Solagro 2 259 0.4 6.9

State support through promotion and subsidy programmes has granted these companies full control of 
the maize seeds market, placing them amongst the most important companies in the country.

Table 3: Ranking of agribusiness inputs companies in 2018

Source: ECUASEM. Elaboration: Alex Naranjo

Source: Compiled by the authors, using data from EKOS (2019)

*Leading sales

Trading company Certified seed Transnational 
companies who own 
the Seed Registry

Crystal Chemical Pioneer P3862 Dow-DuPont

Agri 350 Agricomseeds

Del Monte Advanta 9735 Syngenta

El Agro NS 82 BASF

Solagro TR 493W Solagro

ARG-107 ARG 109 Argenetics
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