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This paper explores the unequal distribution of the environmental and social costs and benefits of
the genetically modified (GM) soy model in Argentina and its impact on grievance formation
and the emergence of contestation. In the 1990s, Argentina transitioned into a neoliberal
agro-industrial model based on producing GM soy for export. Though celebrated as a success,
the expansion of GM soy monocultures has brought widespread socio-ecological disruption.
Various social actors have started to mobilize against the resulting environmental injustice. I
focus on the peasant–indigenous movement in the north of the country, which is struggling
for land rights, and the movements against agrochemical spraying in the central Pampas region.
These groups, which are relatively powerless to control resources where they live, and that
experience little or no benefit from GM soy production, nevertheless bear most of its social
and ecological costs. These struggles link environmental and social well-being, becoming struggles
for ecological sustainability as well as social justice and equity.
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INTRODUCTION

The turn of the twenty-first century has seen increasing numbers of socio-environmental conflicts in
Latin America and across the global South, as people resist the many extractive projects promoted
under the logic of neoliberalism by corporations and states around the world (Martínez-Alier 2014).
Extractivism refers to the intensive extraction of natural resources, facilitated by scientific and techno-
logical developments, and the export of those goods with little or no value added. Latin American
governments have promoted these commodity-exporting projects, often run by transnational agribusiness
corporations, as models for socio-economic development (Gudynas 2014; Otero and Lapegna 2016).

Extractivism in Argentina takes the form of large-scale agro-industrial production of genetically
modified (GM) soy for export (Cáceres 2015). GM soybeans were adopted in 1996 as a key accumu-
lation strategy under the neoliberal restructuring of the 1990s and were furthered under the post-
neoliberal Kirchner administrations (Torrado 2016). Argentina is the world’s third-largest soy
producer and exporter, after the United States (US) and Brazil. Soy and soy-derived exports
represent close to a quarter of its foreign trade. One hundred per cent of the soy planted is GM,
and with record harvests and profits each year, the soy model is widely celebrated as a success
(Leguizamón 2014a).

Amalia Leguizamón, PhD, Assistant Professor, Sociology Department and Stone Center of Latin American Studies,
Tulane University, 1229 Broadway St, 220 Newcomb Hall, New Orleans, LA 70118, USA. E-mail:
aleguiza@tulane.edu.

I offer many and heartfelt thanks to Gerardo Otero and Pablo Lapegna for inviting me to be part of this conversation
and for their editorial help. I am also grateful to the JAC editor, and two anonymous reviewers for their most helpful
feedback. I thank Sam Cohn for critical insights on an earlier version of this paper, Kirsteen Anderson for copy-
editing help and Ken Gould for advice and support throughout. This work was supported by doctoral dissertation grants
from the Graduate Center of the City University of New York and a Lurcy Grant from Tulane University.

Journal of Agrarian Change, Vol. 16 No. 4, October 2016, pp. 684–692.

© 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd doi: 10.1111/joac.12163

bs_bs_banner



Yet the soybean boom has also brought widespread socio-ecological disruption. Since 1997, an
average of 726,000 hectares has been added to soy production yearly. By 2015, 20 million hectares
– 52 per cent of Argentine land under cultivation – was sown with GM soybeans (MAGyP 2015).
This dramatic production growth has expanded the agrarian frontier of the Pampas agro-export
region into the northern Chaco forest, driving deforestation and the violent displacement of many
peasant and indigenous families. It has also expanded agrochemical use, increasing environmental
and public health risks due to pesticide drift.

In this paper, I look at themovements that have organized to protest the negative consequences of
the GM soy model and to resist environmental injustice in Argentina. Environmental justice (EJ)
highlights power asymmetries in the distribution of and access to environmental and social ‘goods’
and ‘bads’ as these intersect with race, class and ethnicity (Mohai et al. 2009). In the US and Latin
America, grassroots EJ movements have emerged as the powerless, who directly experience environ-
mental hazards, have framed these as grievances and mobilized against them (Carruthers 2008).

Certainly, the issue is not black and white, and there are important nuances. First, not all commu-
nities that suffer from environmental hazards protest (Auyero and Swistun 2009; Lapegna 2016).
Second, neither the distribution of costs and benefits nor the distribution of power in society is a
zero-sum game. Interestingly, in Argentina the soy model is often depicted as a case of ‘winners’
and ‘losers’ (e.g. González Arzac 2009). This depiction highlights the significant cleavage created
by the reorganization of Argentine agriculture, between a corporate-state elite that has benefited
from soy production (Newell 2009) and those who are, in consequence, worse off, particularly small
farmers, rural workers, and indigenous and peasant populations (Lapegna 2014). There is, however, a
wide sector in between, particularly midsize farmers and landholders, who directly and indirectly
benefit from soy production by leasing their land (Gras 2009). Yet researchers also note that agricul-
tural production in Argentina is becoming more concentrated in the hands of large transnational ag-
ribusinesses, accelerating processes of accumulation by dispossession (Gras and Hernández 2014;
Cáceres 2015; Leguizamón 2016). Therefore, while the spectrum from power to powerlessness is
wide and varied, as the model intensifies, the grey areas darken, making this analysis more relevant.

In Argentina, struggles against extractivism are particularly visible relative to mining.While not as
widespread, resistance against the GM soy model is also growing. The aim of this paper is to
document these struggles against dispossession. Based on data that I collected between 2011 and
2015 through interviews,1 archival research and secondary data, I explore the unequal distribution
of the environmental and social costs and benefits of the GM soy model in Argentina and its impact
on grievance formation and the emergence of contestation. In particular, I examine: (1) the peasant–
indigenous movement, mostly in northern Argentina, which contests GM biotechnology as part of a
broader struggle against neoliberal globalization (‘anti-neoliberalism’); and (2) ‘citizen assemblies’ in
defence of health and life, mostly in the central Pampas region, triggered by the spread of
agrochemical-induced illnesses (‘anti-agrotoxics’). These groups are relatively powerless to control
resources where they live and reap little or no benefit from local GM soy production, while bearing
most of its socio-ecological costs. Table 1 summarizes the main characteristics of these two types of
movements.

The contexts of resistance for these movements are very different and thus it is important to
emphasize them. In agricultural production a primary distinction is made between the Pampas region
and the rest of Argentina. The central flatlands of the Pampas have historically relied on capitalized

1 Interviews took place between 2011–12 and 2015 with members of MOCASE-VC, Paren de Fumigar Córdoba,
Paren de Fumigarnos Santa Fe, Asamblea UAC Buenos Aires, Basta de Fumigarnos Las Palmas – La Leonesa, Madres
de Barrrio Ituzaingó, Asamblea Malvinas Lucha por la Vida, and researchers Norma Giarracca and Miguel Teubal
(Universidad de Buenos Aires), Cecilia Canevari (Universidad de Santiago del Estero) and Mauricio Berger and
Cecilia Carrizo (Universidad de Córdoba).
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family farming oriented to the export market; this ecosystem was razed for agro-industrial produc-
tion early on. Eighty-seven per cent of soy production takes place in the Pampas region, in Buenos
Aires, Entre Ríos, Santa Fe, Córdoba and La Pampa provinces (MAGyP 2015). In the rest of the
country, food is produced mostly for domestic consumption. The Chaco is a dry forest, rapidly being
deforested for soy production, inhabited mostly by peasants and indigenous peoples. Unlike the
Pampas, the soil in the Chaco is not suitable for large-scale industrial farming.

This work contributes to research on the emergence of anti-GMmovements in the global South
(Scoones 2008; Gutiérrez Escobar and Fitting 2016) as well as to efforts to link the literatures on
environmentalism in the North and South (Carruthers 2008; Martínez-Alier 2014). I argue that
bringing these literatures together is significant for rethinking issues of power, dynamics of techno-
logical and agrarian change, and ecological sustainability.

PEASANT–INDIGENOUS PEOPLES VERSUS NEOLIBERALISM

Most of the peasant and indigenous families in Argentina live in the north, in the provinces of Salta,
Jujuy, Tucumán, Chaco, Santiago del Estero, Formosa and Misiones. Many of these families have
organized to claim land rights, a claim that has grown louder and stronger with the expansion of
GM soy into their territory (Domínguez 2009). As the members of MOCASE-VC, the peasant
movement of Santiago del Estero, state:

We live this, the encroachment of the frontier of agribusiness, of soy, of GM crops … It’s a
permanent threat to [our] territory, to the lands of peasant–indigenous communities: the
environmental pollution from the products of the technological package that come with
transgenic crops, the threat to biodiversity, the loss of our seeds, the criminalization of our
struggles to defend the territory. (Interview with MOCASE-VC members, August 2011)

The protests of peasant and indigenous families against GM soy are inscribed within a broader claim
for access to and control over their territory and its natural wealth. The struggle for land parallels the
emergence of a peasant–indigenous identity and their organization as a movement (Teubal 2009).

The Movimiento Campesino de Santiago del Estero (MOCASE) is the largest and most important
peasant movement in Argentina (Lapegna 2013). Peasant organization in Santiago del Estero started
in the late 1970s in response to forced evictions by agribusinesses. In the 1990s, at the height of
Argentina’s neoliberal restructuring, the movement organized asMOCASE. In 2003, themovement
split into MOCASE/PSA, a faction closer to the government, and MOCASE-VC, allied with the

Table 1. Anti-GM soy social movements in Argentina

Anti-neoliberalism Anti-agrotoxics

Main actors Peasants and indigenous populations ‘Citizens’, ‘neighbours’: peri-urban and rural
inhabitants not living off rural production

Site of
struggle/
ecoregion

Chaco (north) Pampas (central)

Main
grievance

Forced and violent evictions; anti-GM as part
of a wider struggle against neoliberalism

Health effects of agrochemical spraying
(‘agrotoxics’)

Main goal Gain control over land and territory ‘Stop Spraying’: regulate agrochemical use
Scope Local, with transnational connections (La Vía

Campesina)
Local, with some regional and national alliances
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transnational peasant movement La Vía Campesina (Barbetta 2005). The core of MOCASE-VC’s
agenda is the struggle for land, a claim protected under the Ley Veinteañal, which grants property
rights to anyone who has lived and worked on a plot for more than 20years. Indigenous peoples also
claim property rights based on their ancestral rights as native peoples.

The expansion of GM soy into peasant–indigenous territories has meant desmontes, the toppling or
burning down of the forest to make room for large-scale industrial agriculture. Since the 1970s, the
agrarian frontier of soybean production has expanded beyond the Pampas region into el monte, the
northern Chaco dry forest. The Chaco is one of the largest forest ecosystems remaining in Latin
America and one of the most active deforestation frontiers in the world. Driven mainly by soybean
expansion, between 1972 and 2011, 2.7 million hectares of the Chaco were deforested, 64 per cent
of them since the introduction of GM biotechnology in 1997 (Gasparri et al. 2013, appendix).

Deforestation brings ecological losses, threating biodiversity (Pengue 2005). Deforestation is also a
major source of carbon emissions and thus contributes to climate change (Gasparri et al. 2008). Defor-
estation brings social losses as well. Peasants and indigenous peoples manage the forest as a commons; it
provides wood for home cooking and sale (as charcoal) and areas where domestic animals graze.Many
locals have also historically been employed as loggers. For indigenous peoples, the forest is a source of
livelihood but also a locus of culture and identity.Nos arrebatan la tierra y la identidad – ‘They take from
us our land and our identity’, interviewees toldme. Here, social and environmental grievances align, as
claims for environmental protection intertwine with claims to identity, dignity and sovereignty.

The MOCASE-VC members I interviewed described the violent forced evictions that accom-
pany deforestations, with bulldozers flattening homes and paramilitary forces threatening and even
killing peasant leaders (see also Lapegna 2013). The affected smallholders are relatively powerless
to resist agribusiness. By 2013, the 224 documented land conflicts covering 2.8 million hectares in
the northern Chaco region had affected close to 18,000 peasant and indigenous families, almost half
of which hold 50 hectares or less (REDAF 2013, 42–3).

For MOCASE-VC, therefore, the primary and most urgent goal is que las familias se queden en su
tierra – ‘that families remain on their land’. To defend peasant territory, the movement engages in
various forms of collective action, from direct action resisting forced evictions to legal actions secur-
ing families’ land rights. MOCASE-VC also actively pursues an alternative agrarian model for local
development. This involves the use of agro-ecological methods and the creation of a fair trade
network for peasant production. These projects are important alternatives that reshape society–
ecosystem dynamics beyond the logic of extractivism.

In sum, for MOCASE-VC, as for other peasant–indigenous movements in Latin America,
resistance against GM biotechnology emerges out of a struggle to protect and defend livelihoods
in the face of dispossession caused by implementation of neoliberal programmes across the region.
GM biotechnology is described as merely the ‘gear of an economic model’ based on extractivism.
HenceMOCASE-VC denounces agro-industry as a whole, alongside other extractive activities such
as mining and forestry. Anti-GM contestation is part of a wider struggle for local – versus corporate
and extra-local – control over natural resource use and decision-making.2

NEIGHBOURS VERSUS AGROTOXICS

The most widely used agrochemical in Argentina and around the world is glyphosate, a broad-
spectrum herbicide, developed and commercialized by Monsanto under the ‘Roundup’ trademark

2 Note that this is the perspective that the movement’s leaders promulgate in public discourse. Research shows that
peasant and indigenous peoples across the global South have much more nuanced and complicated relationships to
GM biotechnology in their everyday life; for example, for Argentina, see Lapegna (2014); for Mexico, Fitting
(2011); and for India, Roy (2015).
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(GRR 2006; Cressey 2015). It is used as part of a ‘technological package’ alongside no-tillage
machinery and Monsanto’s Roundup Ready™ soybean seeds (engineered to tolerate Roundup
spraying).

A primary argument for introducing herbicide-resistant GM crops in Argentina was that they
would reduce the use of more toxic agrochemicals. In fact, GM soy did lessen agrochemical use when
it was first introduced in 1996 (Trigo 2011). Over time, however, as the area under GM soy produc-
tion increased andweeds began to develop glyphosate resistance, the total volume of agrochemical use,
especially of glyphosate, has increased (Catacora-Vargas et al. 2012). Glyphosate-resistant weeds force
farmers into a ‘pesticide treadmill’ of applying increasing volumes of glyphosate, spraying more often
and combining glyphosate with more toxic herbicides, such as 2,4-D, dicamba, paraquat, atrazine
and endosulfan (Binimelis et al. 2009). As a result, glyphosate use by Argentine farmers rose from
821,000 kilograms in 1996, when only 6 per cent of the soybeans planted were GM, to 88,000,000
kilograms in 2014, applied over an area of 20million hectares of GM soy (Benbrook 2016, appendix 1).

The dramatic expansion of glyphosate use worldwide has heightened risks of ecological and
health impacts (Benbrook 2016). Laboratory studies show that glyphosate and Roundup formula-
tions have endocrine-disrupting effects on rats and rat embryos, leading to chronic kidney and liver
deficiencies and severe malformations (Paganelli et al. 2010; Séralini et al. 2014). Argentine physi-
cians have documented increased rates of miscarriages and congenital birth defects among mothers
with a history of direct exposure to pesticides across the country (REDUAS 2010). In 2015, the
World Health Organization reclassified glyphosate as ‘probably carcinogenic’ (Cressey 2015).

In consequence, in Argentina and around the world, experts and laypeople alike are organizing to
contest the health and environmental hazards caused by pesticide drift (Arancibia 2013; see also
Ezquerro-Cañete 2016). In Argentina, a group of mothers living in the Ituzaingó Anexo
neighbourhood, on the outskirts of the provincial capital of Córdoba, were among the first to orga-
nize against glyphosate spraying. Since then, several groups across the country have joined in the
demands to ‘Stop Spraying’. In Malvinas Argentinas, a town near Barrio Ituzaingó, local inhabitants,
already affected by crop spraying on surrounding farms, have organized to stop Monsanto from
building a GM seed factory in their town. Their struggles are described next.

The Mothers of Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo

In our case, human rights have been violated sowhat we are demanding is for our right to health,
to life, and to a healthy environment, which is, if you think about it, a right everyone should
have, but we don’t have it right now. The right to life is non-transferable; thus, violating this
right, which is a human right, harms us all. They have trampled on what’s most sacred to people.
They’ve sprayed us from airplanes; they didn’t care about people. No one cared to say, ‘Don’t
[spray there], there’s a neighbourhood nearby’ … No, if people didn’t come out, if we didn’t
come out to fight, they would be still doing the same thing. They stopped because we fought.
We organised first because we had to defend ourselves from something that was harming us.
(Mother from Barrio Ituzaingó, quoted in Carrizo and Berger 2009, 13, my translation)

TheMothers of Ituzaingó Anexo was among the first organized opposition to glyphosate spraying in
Argentina. Ituzaingó Anexo, a working-class neighbourhood on the industrial margin of Córdoba
City, is surrounded by soy farms. The organization started in 2002, as mothers noticed that many
of their children and grandchildren in the neighbourhood were sick or dying. In a population of
5,000, the Mothers identified more than 200 cases of cancer, as well as respiratory and skin diseases,
miscarriages and birth defects.
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The Mothers have worked long and hard to prove links between agrochemical spraying and the
poisoning of their community (Carrizo and Berger 2009, 2012). They started by raising awareness
among their neighbours, explicitly denouncing the spraying of agrotóxicos (agrotoxics) as a health risk.
A main means of protest is rallies at the provincial courthouse downtown, where they march with
their sick children and family members, their mouths covered by surgical masks, in a performance
that recalls the struggles of the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo. A key demand is enforcement of local
ordinances that prohibit spraying within 2,500 metres (about 1.5 miles) of settled areas. In a historic
move, they filed suit against a soy producer and a crop duster for wilful environmental pollution.

In collaboration with experts, the Mothers have developed a ‘popular epidemiology’ to demon-
strate the links between illnesses and agrochemicals (Arancibia 2013). Laboratory tests have revealed
the presence of endosulfan in the water supply and agrochemical residue in local residents’ bodies.
Neighbourhood surveys show an unusually high prevalence of pathologies, including anaemia,
lymphoma, leukaemia and cancer, clustered within a few blocks (Carrizo and Berger 2009). The
mapping of patterns of human disease is a major epidemiological and toxicological method and
means of protest also employed by environmental health movements in the US (McCormick 2015).

Stop Spraying

In 2006, in solidarity with theMothers of Barrio Ituzaingó, a Buenos Aires-based group of academics
and activists named Grupo de Reflexión Rural (GRR) organized a campaign against agrochemical
spraying. This campaign, called Paren de Fumigar – ‘Stop Spraying’ – was summarized in the report
Pueblos Fumigados (GRR 2006), which gathered the experiences and demands of affected residents
in the Pampas.

The GRR campaign sought to survey the crop-sprayed towns and to organize them under one
umbrella, coordinating efforts and resources. Their efforts revealed the extent of the problem, a key
to framing the issue as a social problem in other towns. At a pivotal 2008meeting in Colonia Caroya,
Córdoba, the GRR-coordinated campaign coalesced into a collective of different chapters. While
there are exchanges among groups and assemblies (by email, list-serves and meetings) there still is
no national network in place. There are, however, alliances with other groups organizing around
socio-environmental struggles under the Union of Citizen Assemblies (UAC) umbrella.

The majority of Argentinian rural towns remain quiescent, even when agrochemical drift is
perceived as a hazard (Leguizamón 2014b; Lapegna 2016). Yet ‘Sprayed Towns’ organizations are
emerging in rural towns across the provinces of Córdoba, Santa Fe, Entre Ríos and Buenos Aires,
where soy fields abound. Vocal protests have also occurred in the northern province of Chaco, in
particular in the towns of La Leonesa and Las Palmas.

In contrast to the peasant–indigenous movement leaders, members of ‘Stop Spraying’ are not
rural labourers or farmers, and although many live in rural areas near farms, they typically do not
profit directly from agriculture. During my fieldwork, I met teachers, students, lawyers, physicians,
housewives and service-sector employees. They self-identify as vecinos (neighbours), who are auto-
convocadxs (self-organized), a statement designed to distance them from political parties or affiliations
and from any agenda except the defence of their children’s health and lives. This grassroots pattern of
self-organized assemblies of residents concerned about health is also characteristic of symbolic EJ
struggles in the US, such as Love Canal (Levine 1982).

Malvinas Argentinas Says ‘No to Monsanto’

In June 2012, the year the Mothers of Ituzaingó started their historic lawsuit, President Cristina
Fernández de Kirchner announced a new Monsanto investment in Argentina: the construction of
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a GM seed corn factory, the second-largest in Latin America. The plant was to be located in the rural
town of Malvinas Argentinas, 20 miles away from Ituzaingó.

Residents of Malvinas Argentinas, the poorest city in Córdoba province, who were already
suffering the effects of nearby crop spraying, decided to organize and say ‘No to Monsanto’ and to
the installation of a toxic facility in their town. What started as a coalition of neighbours in
mid-2012 developed over a year into a blockade/occupation that is ongoing as of September
2015 and has halted Monsanto’s construction plans.

CONCLUSION

The expansion of GM soy in Argentina is celebrated as an agricultural boom. Yet the soy boom has
also brought negative social and ecological consequences. Bulldozers are razing the northern Chaco
forest to make room for soy, devastating ecosystems and violently displacing local populations, while
crop dusters spray toxic agrochemicals over towns bordering soy farms, endangering community
members’ health. This paper highlights how the costs and benefits of the GM soy model have been
very unequally distributed, with the poor and powerless bearing a disproportionally higher burden of
the costs of GM soy production.

I have focused on the movements that have emerged to contest environmental injustice resulting
from the GM soy model in Argentina. Specifically, I have looked at how peasants and indigenous
peoples in northern Argentina are mobilizing to defend their territorial rights against usurpation by
agribusiness. I have also looked at the ‘anti-agro-toxics’ movement of neighbours’ assemblies
mobilizing against agrochemical drift, fighting for their right to live in a healthy environment. While
these twomovements have different constituencies and demands, protecting lives and livelihoods is a
common cause that unites them. In this respect, because these two apparently different social
movements fuse environmental concerns with social justice struggles, one can analyse them as types
of EJ movements of the global South.

The struggle is highly unequal, with peasants confronting bulldozers, mothers and students
standing up to Monsanto. This does not make their struggle less urgent. On the contrary: large
extractive development projects only expand and accelerate socio-ecological disruption. EJ theory
highlights how local populations – those who bear the impact on the ground and in their lives –
are the most likely actors to organize for social and environmental justice. Relative to the issue of
sustainability, local communities are key to maintaining the society–ecosystem dialogue (Gould
2006). This is the promise in EJ movements. By joining environmental well-being with social
well-being, the struggles for social justice and equity also become struggles for ecological
sustainability.
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