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The research for the discussion papers of this series was conducted under challenging conditions created by 
the COVID-19 pandemic and the consequent lockdowns and travel restrictions. As such, ACB researchers 
were not able to travel to the case study countries for on-the-ground research. We are therefore deeply 
grateful to our local partners who provided the necessary support in the focus countries (but who were 
also limited by lockdowns and other restrictions in their own countries) and to other key informants who 
provided invaluable information. The discussion papers are therefore aimed at providing a broad scoping 
of the shocks being experienced by the people of the focus countries and an initial dive into the intercon-
nections between the processes driving these shocks. The ACB has a long track record of producing high 
quality and reliable research, but any potential errors or blind spots in this research series are those of the 
ACB. We welcome further input as we advance our collective knowledge and change project.

The African Centre for Biodiversity (ACB) is a research and advocacy organisation working towards 
food sovereignty and agroecology in Africa, with a focus on biosafety, seed systems and agricultural 
biodiversity. The organisation is committed to dismantling inequalities and resisting corporate industrial 
expansion in Africa’s food and agriculture systems. 
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levels. We are also involved in making visible the differential impacts issues have on women and implement 
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gender perspective.
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About this 
paper   

This scenario has played itself out over and 
over again in countries across the global south 
and including in Ecuador, where shock after 
shock saw the government implementing 
public policies in favour of agro-industrial 
capital. Peasant communities in various parts 
of the country have gone from agricultural 
practices that ensure family, local and regional 
food sovereignty to an industrial model of 
production, that serves the industrial maize-
poultry/-pork value chains.

Capitalist companies need to expand in order 
to survive. They do this either through direct 
mechanisms of usurpation, by dispossessing 
people (peasants) of their territories, or by 
expanding their markets. In Ecuador (as in 
many African countries), they have promoted 
and imposed technological changes that force 
peasants into adopting new forms of produc-
tion and align these with corporate interests; in 
this case, those of agribusiness. The expansion 

of industrial maize production in Ecuador has 
been achieved through, for example, the imposi-
tion onto producers and peasants of corporate 
hybrid seeds, pesticides and synthetic fertilisers 
within subsidised agricultural input packages 
or “farming kits”, in the hope that, eventually, 
transgenic seeds may be imposed as part of 
this package– despite a constitutional ban on, 
inter alia, the cultivation of genetically modified 
organisms (GMOs) in the country. Consequently, 
industrial maize monocultures have expanded 
into the most fertile lands of the country, 
including natural and agro-diverse ecosystems.  

The imposition of industrial maize involves 
winners and losers. The companies that control 
the maize-poultry/-pork value chains, along 
with seed and pesticide importers, are the 
main winners; while peasant families who must 
integrate themselves with capitalist modernisa-
tion sacrifice the biodiversity and fertility of their 
lands, their traditional or peasant seeds, and 

Powerful corporate entities, in line with the ‘shock doctrine’ exploit 
political and economic crises, extreme natural events such as droughts, 
floods, earthquakes, or the appearance of pests and diseases, to 
further consolidate industrial value chains.
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autonomy and financial capital. This precip-
itates an insidious form of dispossession of 
peasant life, depriving maize producers of their 
knowledge, wisdom and traditional agricultural 
practices and costing them their autonomy.

Due to the characteristics of commercial 
varieties of seeds, intensification of modern 
agricultural practices is inevitable, thus drasti-
cally reducing options for seed and crop 
diversification. Contract farming and the subsi-
dised farming kit delivery systems create farmer 
dependency on the technological package, 
which (in addition to seeds, inorganic fertilisers 
and pesticides) sometimes include technical 
assistance from a particular seed/pesticide 
company. The peasants must repay their debt 
from the proceeds of their production, turning 
them into almost non-salaried day labourers 
without social security benefits. It is a type of 
neo-agribusiness-feudalism. Farmers who are 
part of this value chain model face extremely 
unfavourable and inequitable trade relations. 
They sell their harvest at prices that are not 
competitive, sometimes below the breakeven 
mark. Furthermore, small farmers bear all the 
risks if they need to hire extra workers or if the 
harvest is poor or fails. If their employees get 
sick, peasant farmers have to assume responsi-
bility for labour costs as well as social security 
costs. If the farmer cannot afford to hire labour, 
productivity may decline, and they may not be 
able to pay their debts. It is the peasants who 
bear the brunt of losses that occur due to the 
emergence of pests or diseases, droughts or 
floods (common in the industrial maize-pro-
ducing areas of Ecuador). During some years 
the peasant are not even able to cover produc-
tion costs, and therefore cannot pay debts, 
leading to a vicious cycle of indebtedness.

It was in the upturn of neoliberal policies in 
Ecuador in the 1990s when pressure was 
exerted on peasant economies, especially on 
those peasants who occupied the most fertile 
lands in the country. Subsuming peasant family 
farming into the capitalist market economy was 
done in the name of “solving poverty” through 
“inclusive business”. Around 2010, the first 
crisis in the sector arose with the emergence 
of pests and diseases. This was due, in part, to 
state policies that promoted the monoculture 
of maize, instead of generating 
productive agrobiodiver-
sity and ensuring 

that ecological balance was conserved by the 
communities, especially peasant women. The 
state response was to take advantage of this 
new shock scenario to propose the entry of 
genetically modified maize seeds, although 
this was strongly resisted also because of the 
constitutional prohibition. This was a watershed 
moment for many peasant families, because 
it served to deepen their dependence on seed 
and pesticide companies. Instead of receiving 
support from the government, the peasants 
were blamed for being unproductive, while 
the companies were permitted to incorporate 
into the subsidised kits much more dangerous 
pesticides, with greater toxicity than those used 
in previous years.

Then, in 2016, a large earthquake caused 
serious damage to the Manabí region, and in 
the wake of this, the government increased 
the distribution of agricultural maize kits. Well 
organised and strongly constituted peasant 
organisations were exploited as important 
entry points to penetrate deep into the rural 
world. From crisis to crisis, shock to shock, 
the construction of a new peasant class was 
strengthened – homogeneous, consumerist, 
indebted, enchained – with low levels of produc-
tivity and totally dependent on hybrid seeds and 
toxic agro chemicals.

During the COVID-19 crisis, an old threat 
has raised its ugly head again: the push for 
genetically modified seeds. In July 2020, the 
“Collective for Transgenic-Free Ecuador” 
denounced the intention of the Inter-Amer-
ican Institute for Cooperation on Agriculture 
(IICA), in collaboration with the United Nations. 
Environment Programme (UNEP) and the 
Ecuador Ministry of Agriculture and Water, to 
develop harmonised technical standards for the 
integrated management of genetically modified 
organisms in Ecuador. This move displays little to 
no respect for Article 401 of the Constitution, 
which prohibits GMOs from being cultivated in 
Ecuador, and reveals impunity of agro-indus-
trial companies operating in  
the country. 
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In this paper we highlight how powerful 
industry groups are using various crises, 
including earthquakes and a global pandemic, 
to promote policies that favour and enrich 
them. This is causing major food insecurity, 
indebtedness and dependence on the part of 
peasant economies, as well as the destruction 
of nature and erosion of nature and agrobiodi-
versity in particular. Nevertheless, we continue 
to struggle for autonomous peasant agriculture 
and resistance to GMOs built upon the funda-
mental precepts of food sovereignty, which 
includes access to land, water and 
agrobiodiversity. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has shown that the 
most resilient peasant communities are those 
who conserve their own seeds, maintain agroe-
cology as their production model and participate 
in short marketing chains, based on bonds of 
trust with consumers. The great challenge for 
the peasantry and other social movements is to 
keep the country GMO free, and to promote 
food sovereignty, agricultural biodiversity and 
the rights of nature.
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