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Abstract 
Does oil palm boost agricultural growth and reduce rural poverty, or is it a threat to rural 
livelihoods and tropical forest landscapes? This paper introduces a Special Issue on this 
question, focusing on Latin America. It reviews available literature and data for countries 
where oil palm either covers large areas (Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Honduras) or has 
recently expanded (Costa Rica, Guatemala, Mexico, Peru), and presents evidence from nine 
case studies (including Nicaragua). Combining political economy with a livelihood approach, 
this article discusses how dissimilar policies supporting oil palm combined with contrasting 
agrarian change dynamics, market structures, and institutional arrangements driving rural 
inclusion (and exclusion) in oil palm production have resulted in a variety of expansion 
trajectories (ranging from smallholder to plantation-based, plus mixed forms in between) and 
outcomes across the region. Main findings show that rural livelihoods and landscapes are 
most threatened where industrial plantations predominate, particularly in weakly governed 
forest frontiers, while oil palm is beneficial where policies guarantee land access and support 
smallholders. However, policies that are beneficial to smallholders do not preclude conflicts 
between oil palm smallholders (often migrant settlers) and forest-dependent (indigenous and 
Afro-descendant) communities opposing this industry.  

Introduction 
Palm oil is a key ingredient in profitable global value chains. Unlike any other 
vegetable oil, it is sourced from a crop (oil palm, Eleais guineensis) that grows best in 
humid tropical regions, where low-income populations often live in biodiversity-rich 
forests (Sunderlin et al., 2005). The question is if palm oil profitability benefits local 
populations and at what costs for rainforests. Numerous studies have debated this 

	
1 Published as: Castellanos-Navarrete, A., de Castro, F., and P. Pacheco, 2021. The impact of oil palm 
on rural livelihoods and tropical forest landscapes in Latin America. Journal of Rural Studies 81(2021): 



2 

	

question regarding Southeast Asia, where most production takes place (Pacheco et 
al., 2017), but fewer regarding Latin America. This region is now second to Asia in 
global palm oil provision (i.e., 7%) and, as it has nearly doubled its oil palm area in 
the last decade (FAOSTAT, 2020; Furumo and Aide, 2017), it is the fastest growing 
producing region in the world.  

The recent oil palm expansion has triggered heated debates over opportunities 
and threats for the national economy, rural livelihoods, and tropical forest landscapes 
(Meijaard and Sheil, 2019; Qaim et al., 2020). Several studies have found this crop 
provides higher income streams for smallholders, and creates jobs for landless rural 
families, while making them more competitive in global agricultural supply chains 
(Dib et al., 2018; Feintrenie et al., 2010; Gatto et al., 2017), although with 
differentiated results across rural populations (Cahyadi and Waibel, 2016; Jelsma et 
al., 2017). It is also argued that oil palm is an alternative to extensive cattle 
production in forest frontiers in Latin America, offering opportunities for 
intensifying land use (de Carvalho et al., 2015; Garcia-Ulloa et al., 2012). Given 
higher economic returns and recent market demands for environmental certification, 
research analyses suggest that sustainable production of palm oil may contribute to 
reduce rural poverty without adding further pressure on forests (Purnomo et al., 
2020; Sayer et al., 2012; Wilcove and Koh, 2010).  

Others studies point, however, to cases where this crop has fueled the corporate 
grabbing of community land (Alonso-Fradejas, 2012b; Yengoh and Armah, 2016) 
and served elites and criminal groups (drug cartels and paramilitary organizations) in 
their unlawful and violent quest for profits (Ballvé, 2012; Varkkey, 2013). Forest-
dependent communities in Southeast Asia have benefited less from oil palm, 
particularly when lacking infrastructure (Santika et al., 2019), or when compared to 
better-off migrant smallholders (Obidzinski et al., 2014). Some communities have 
even lost their land and forests to oil palm plantations with this leading conflict 
(Abram et al., 2017). Critical studies have also pointed to how this crop might lead to 
precarious livelihoods for rural workers (Li, 2018; Pye et al., 2012), intra-household 
gender inequalities (de Vos and Delabre, 2018; Toumbourou and Dressler, 2020), 
and cases of food insecurity (Balde et al., 2019; Oosterveer et al., 2014). While 
certification, particularly by the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), has 
become a key strategy for palm oil governance, recent evidence points to limited 
environmental gains and significant obstacles for smallholders (Brandi et al., 2015; 
Ruysschaert and Salles, 2014).  

This article introduces a Special Issue joining the debate with the focus set on 
Latin America. It comprises nine in-depth studies analyzing oil palm expansion 
dynamics and the livelihood implications for disparate social groups (oil palm 
smallholders, forest-dependent communities, and rural workers). The collection 
spans a range of theoretical frameworks used to address the diversity and 
multidimensionality of oil palm expansion trajectories in Latin America. From 
smallholder-based production to corporate plantations integrated into their own 
mills, including mixed forms of production in between, we observe different forms 
of inclusion (and exclusion) in oil palm production, leading to divergent outcomes 
for both livelihoods and landscapes.  

Five cases are analyzed through a critical agrarian studies lens, of which three 
studies rely on concepts of land and control grabbing (see León Araya, 2019; 
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Mingorría et al., 2020; Potter, 2020), and two combine it with political ecology (see 
Castellanos-Navarrete et al., 2019; Tittor, 2020). Two studies focus on the value 
chain arrangements linking companies, development actors, and smallholders driving 
oil palm production (see Brandão et al., 2019; Muzo and Pacheco, 2020). Johnson 
(2019) frames her analysis of oil palm certification in Ecuador through a Foucault-
inspired theoretical lens, while Watkins (2018) relies on the concept of assemblage in 
Science and Technology Studies to approach the complex socioecological dynamics 
involved in traditional oil palm production in coastal Brazil. In most cases, politics is 
central to the analysis of oil palm expansion dynamics. The large influence of 
national governments and international donors across the region in favoring oil palm 
production, the role of power in shaping inclusion and exclusion, as well as the 
complex political responses triggered amongst the rural population has turned oil 
palm expansion into a highly contentious process.  

In this introductory article to the Special Issue, we review oil palm expansion in 
Latin America for both countries where oil palm covers large areas (Brazil, 
Colombia, Ecuador, and Honduras) and those where it has recently expanded (Costa 
Rica, Guatemala, Mexico, and Peru), as well as the articles in this collection (which 
also include Nicaragua). Drawing on academic literature and secondary data (i.e., 
government and sectoral statistics, as well as data offered by corporations, 
smallholder cooperatives, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs)),2 we focus 
on three aspects: expansion trajectories (i.e., patterns of land distribution within oil 
palm production based on producer types), smallholder inclusion arrangements in 
palm oil value chains, and livelihood and forest implications of contemporary oil 
palm expansion. We categorize producers into three types: smallholders (<50 ha), 
middle- scale growers (50–200 ha), and large-scale growers (>200 ha).  

To analyze rural livelihoods, we take a ‘political economy informed livelihood 
perspective’ that centers on the implications oil palm has for rural households but set 
in the larger context of land and labor dynamics, as shaped by states and capital 
(Vicol, 2019). This perspective overcomes the “win-win” and “win-lose” narratives 
often driving the discussion on commercial agriculture impacts (German et al., 2020; 
Oya, 2012), and allows for a nuanced temporal and spatial analysis of value chains 
with attention to agrarian dynamics. In this case, this approach helps to illuminate the 
contextual-dependent outcomes of oil palm expansion, as shaped by a host of 
complex factors ranging from new sustainability demands shaping value distribution 
to land politics and changing rural development paradigms.  

It is important to note that oil palm is not new to this region. West African slaves 
brought oil palm to Latin America in the seventeenth century (Watkins, 2018, this 
issue). In the 1940s, the United Fruit Company established the first oil palm 
plantations across Central America as an alternative to Panama disease ridden banana 
plantations, as well as prompted by World War II supply needs (Clare Rhoades, 2011, 

	
2 We encountered some limitations when carrying out this review. Regarding published studies, few 
studies compare smallholder inclusion arrangements or link case studies of social impacts to larger 
national and regional dynamics in a robust manner. As for statistical data, we found data was limited 
for Colombia, Guatemala, Mexico, and especially Honduras. Statistical information aggregates 
different producer types in Guatemala and Mexico, it was outdated for Colombia and incomplete for 
Honduras. We used different sources to build estimates, which in the case of Mexico included the use 
of satellite images.  



4 

	

44–45). The company distributed oil palm seedlings to both governments and 
commercial producers across Latin America as early as 1936 (Richardson, 1995). As 
described in this article, state agencies and international organizations promoted oil 
palm as part of land resettlement programs in forest frontiers in the 1970s and 1980s, 
and as an alternative to coca cultivation starting in the 1990s in Colombia and 
particularly Peru (Bennett et al., 2019). More recently, oil palm expanded as part of 
governments’ push for biofuel production (German et al., 2011; Selfa et al., 2015). 
Except in Colombia, plans to use palm oil as biofuel feedstock have largely failed.  

This article and Special Issue explore how such oil palm expansion cycles – 
intersecting with colonial trade, twentieth century capitalism, land resettlement 
programs, drug eradication policies, or emerging green economy alternatives – which 
have receded in some regions due to sudden wilt and bud rot disease outbreaks, have 
shaped contemporary outcomes across Latin America’s geographies. Dissimilar 
policies supporting oil palm combined with contrasting agrarian change dynamics, 
market structures, and institutional arrangements driving rural inclusion (and 
exclusion) in oil palm production have resulted in a variety of expansion trajectories 
and outcomes across the region. In what follows, we first review oil palm expansion 
trajectories in Latin America, the different ways smallholders are incorporated into 
palm oil value chains, and the livelihood and landscapes consequences of oil palm 
production. We then introduce the articles of this Special Issue and their major 
findings.  

Oil palm expansion trajectories 
In Latin America, oil palm follows three distinct trajectories: (1) smallholder-based 
expansion in which smallholders own the largest proportion of the total area under 
oil palm; (2) mixed expansion trajectories in which smallholders and large-scale 
producers own a similar proportion of the total area under oil palm; and (3) large-
scale agribusiness-based expansion in which most oil palm is grown on large 
plantations. In this section we provide an overview of such expansion trajectories 
across study countries, and discuss driving factors. As Brandão et al. (2019, this issue) 
warn the “dichotomy between agribusiness and family farming conceals important 
distinctions between different types of private companies and smallholder families, 
and masks actors, such as rural workers and middle-scale farmers, who play 
important and differential roles in the [oil palm production] process.” Thus, for a 
better understanding of expansion trajectories, we also delve into internal differences 
within producer categories.  

Honduras and Mexico follow a smallholder-based expansion trajectory, as this 
type of producers owns a large proportion of the total area under oil palm (61 and 
53%, respectively) (Table 1). In Honduras, smallholders coexist with the very few 
firms that own large oil palm areas (León Araya, 2019, this issue), while in Mexico, 
the corporate landscape is more fragmented: there are more private sector producers 
and their plantations tend to be relatively small (1,000 hectares on average, with 
many below 500 hectares) when compared to those in Honduras. In Mexico, middle-
scale growers occupy about 7% of the oil palm area and they comprise both 
capitalized smallholders who have accumulated land within their communities and 
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cattle ranchers who shifted to oil palm production (Castellanos-Navarrete and 
Jansen, 2018).  

Ecuador, Peru, and Costa Rica are characterized by a mixed oil palm expansion 
trajectory. Smallholders own about one third of the oil palm area, with Peru holding 
the largest share (39%). Despite their mixed oil palm expansion trajectories, these 
countries show important differences among them. Costa Rica stands out, as 
smallholders have, on average, the largest oil palm area per capita: 22 hectares (ha), in 
contrast with Ecuador (14 ha) and Peru (7 ha). Regarding large-scale production, 
Ecuador has 152 industrial plantations averaging 746 ha (ANCUPA, 2017), while 
Costa Rica and Peru have just a handful of companies that own very large 
plantations.  

Guatemala, Colombia, and Brazil follow large-scale agribusiness- based expansion 
trajectories. In Guatemala, 95% of the oil palm area is located in large-scale 
plantations and smallholders play a negligible role (i.e., 3% of the oil palm area). In 
Brazil and Colombia, 73% and 72% of the national oil palm area is found as large-
scale plantations, respectively. Middle-scale producers – e.g., Japanese migrant 
settlers in the Brazilian Amazon or cattle ranchers in Colombia’s savannas – own a 
percentage of the national oil palm area similar to that of small-scale producers.  

Oil palm expansion across the region shares two characteristics. First, large 
corporate plantations play a significant role in oil palm production across all 
countries. And second, labor for oil palm production is provided by (near) landless 
rural inhabitants, which includes migrants from neighboring regions, as is in the case 
of Petén in Guatemala, Tabasco in Mexico, and Pará in Brazil (Abrams et al., 2019; 
Brandão et al., 2019, this issue; Hurtado Paz and Sánchez Monge, 2012), or from 
neighboring countries, as in the case of Guatemalan laborers in southern Mexico or 
Colombian workers in northern Ecuador (Castellanos-Navarrete et al., 2019, this 
issue; Mideros Zamora, 2010, 70).  

Contrasting oil palm trajectories across Latin America are related to wider political 
economies shaping agrarian change dynamics and development policies. The pre-
eminence of large-scale agribusiness-based trajectories in Guatemala, Colombia, and 
Brazil is the result, to a large extent, of pre-existing unequal agrarian structures, land 
tenure regimes posing few obstacles to land concentration, and, in some cases, oil 
palm policies biased towards large-scale producers. Both in Guatemala and in the 
eastern Brazilian Amazon, for instance, liberalized land tenure regimes combined 
with unequal land distribution offered large corporations (mostly domestic) the 
opportunity to access significant amounts of land (Córdoba et al., 2018). Contrary to 
popular notions of oil palm expansions, these companies mostly purchased or leased 
land from large- and particularly medium-sized landholders (cattle ranchers). But 
there was one notorious exception. In Petén (northern Guatemala), companies 
purchased land from indebted smallholders right after it was titled with funding from 
the World Bank (Grünberg et al., 2012). Positive market prospects for palm oil, as 
well as a favorable policy environment linked to biofuel production, led oil 
companies to invest in land acquisition. The outcome has been significant land 
concentration within the oil palm sector. In Brazil, five companies came to own 64% 
of the national oil palm area. A similar trend occurred in Guatemala, where three 
companies control 41% of the total area under oil palm.   
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Table 1. Oil palm area in hectares per producer type and country.1 

Country Total 
area 

(latest 
figure) 

Census Oil palm area 
owned by largest 

producer Year Smallholders 
(< 50 has) 

Medium 
producers 

(50-200 has) 

Large 
producers 
(> 200 has) 

Average oil 
palm area 
owned by 

smallholders 

Average area 
for large-scale 

plantations 

(has) (yr) (% total has) (% total has) (% total has) (has) (has) (has) 
Honduras 190,000* 2018 80 4 16 <10 Unknown 13,300 
Mexico 101,753* 2015 65 15 20 6 452 7,224 
Peru 95,286* 2014 39 17 44 7 8,375 25,704 
Ecuador 257,121 2017 31 25 44 14 746 25,314 
Costa Rica 76,910 2014 27 7** 67 22 237 24,857 
Brazil 236,252* 2016 16 11 73 Unknown 14,416 56,487 
Colombia 559,582 2011 13 15** 72 12 822 13,792 
Guatemala 171,452* 2019 3 2 95 10 Unknown 30,619 
* Estimation based on several official and sectoral sources, sometimes complemented with scientific literature.  
** Given official data limitations, we consider medium producers to be those having between 50 and 100 hectares.  
1 Sources: ANCUPA et al. (2017), Brandão et al (2018, this issue), FAOSTAT (2020), FEDEPALMA (2011, 2019), GREPALMA (2019), INEC (2014), 
JUNPALMA (2014), MAPA (2018), RSPO (2019), SHARP (n.d.), SIAP-SAGARPA (2018), and SISPA (2019). 
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In Colombia, oil palm has mostly expanded in Orinoquia’s floodplain savannas 
(known as Llanos Orientales) and in the Caribbean lowlands. As in Brazil and 
Guatemala, land tenure in Colombia has set few limits for the establishment of large-
scale plantations. This, combined with unequal land distribution, particularly at the 
Llanos Orientales (Castiblanco et al., 2015), which contribute 40% of the total oil 
palm area (FEDEPALMA, 2019), has resulted in oil palm production skewed to- 
wards large-scale landholders. In the Llanos Orientales, smallholders account for less 
than 1% of the oil palm area, while large landholders are particularly dominant (93%) 
(FEDEPALMA, 2011). The Caribbean lowlands follow a more balanced expansion 
trajectory in which both smallholders and medium-scale producers account for 21% 
of the total oil palm area, while industrial plantations cover the rest (57%).  

Oil palm development policies implemented in Colombia have, however, led to 
the emergence of a more diversified corporate landscape when compared to Brazil or 
Guatemala. Government policies in Colombia have been particularly supportive of 
domestic companies. Early efforts (1960s–1970s) included financial stimulus for the 
establishment of mid-sized large plantations (500 ha), policies supporting national 
consumption of palm oil (including trade barriers to imports), and early public-
private partnerships favoring the emergence of domestic companies (Rueda-Zárate 
and Pacheco, 2015, 7–8). The imprint of such policies is evident to this day, with this 
country characterized by a high number of mid- and large-sized domestic companies 
engaged in oil palm production and owning oil palm plantations of 822 ha on 
average (cf. Table 1). Support for these companies continues, the latest of which has 
been linked to biofuel production, possibly as the result of Colombia’s powerful 
growers’ association lobby in favor of national large-scale growers (Potter, 2020, this 
issue).  

In contrast with countries characterized by large-scale agribusiness- based oil palm 
expansion trajectories, smallholders in Honduras, Costa Rica, Mexico, and Peru own 
significant proportions of the national oil palm area. Governments and donors 
granted smallholders both large areas of land and very significant support to cultivate 
oil palm, although in different periods. In Honduras and Costa Rica, oil palm was 
promoted amongst smallholders in the 1970s and 1980s after they received state 
lands formerly leased to the United Fruit Company (Clare Rhoades, 2011, 97–148; 
León Araya, 2019, this issue). Once this company left the region, land was sold by 
the state to both former United Fruit Company workers and landless families, 
sometimes after land invasions. In Honduras, land redistribution involved a large 
national resettlement program for landless families. Support from the national state 
and international donors required smallholders to engage in cash crop production 
(including oil palm) as well as to work under the form of smallholder cooperatives 
(see next section).  

In Mexico, state projects incentivizing oil palm production targeted agrarian 
reform beneficiaries (ejidatarios) starting in the late 1980s in coastal Chiapas 
(Castellanos-Navarrete and Jansen, 2018). In the mid-1990s and up to very recently, 
the Peruvian government, along with international organizations, particularly the 
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime and the United States Agency for 
International Development, have promoted oil palm as an alternative to coca 
cultivation amongst migrant settlers in forest frontiers (Muzo and Pacheco, 2020, this 
issue).  
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Smallholders in the above-mentioned countries became important key palm oil 
value chain players as they were owners of land, were well organized and financially 
and technically supported, and there were none or few private sector companies 
engaged in oil palm production. The neoliberal turn in development policies started 
in the 1990s has, however, left smallholders with fewer opportunities for inclusion. 
Land reform and land distribution in forest frontiers were terminated across the 
region, which means smallholders have no opportunity to access land beyond 
inheritance or purchase. In addition to this, in countries such as Honduras, land 
tenure was fully liberalized and limits to land ownership removed (Edelman and 
León Araya, 2015). This proved particularly disastrous for smallholder cooperatives 
in Bajo Aguán where indebted smallholder cooperatives sold about 21 thousand 
hectares of land, including oil palm plots, to agribusinesses, leading to emergence of 
large-scale oil palm production (León Araya, 2019, this issue).  

Policy changes also resulted in state subsidies flowing to the private sector. In 
Mexico, state support has targeted smallholders since the 1980s. However, in the 
context of biofuel promotion in 2006, the state also provided free seedlings and 
offered subsidies to large-scale producers. A federal program supporting oil palm 
production between 2013 and 2017 handed 70% of its resources to companies, some 
owned by large corporate groups. Such policies have contributed to the emergence of 
large-scale oil palm production from Palenque (northern Chiapas) to southern 
Campeche, where the predominance of large, titled private farms favored land use 
consolidation. Similarly, in Peru, the government granted large tracts of state land in 
favor of several companies (EIA, 2015, 5–17), which established five plantations 
totaling more than 40 thousand hectares.  

Market-based development starting in 1980s and 1990s strengthened large-scale 
oil palm production in countries where smallholders were important players in the 
value chain. This led to the emergence of countries characterized by mixed oil palm 
expansion trajectories and, in some cases, to land concentration. In northern 
Ecuador, oil palm came relatively late (1998). In Esmeraldas, 88% of the oil palm 
expansion took the form of large-scale production, while only 6% of the planted area 
belongs to smallholders (ANCUPA, 2017). In Peru, large-scale plantations are in the 
hands of only two corporate groups (one Peruvian and other Malaysian) who 
together own about 44% of the national area under oil palm. In Costa Rica, one 
single company has ownership of about 32% of the national area under this crop (cf. 
Table 1).3  

This shift in oil palm related policies has not gone uncontested. In Honduras, 
former smallholder cooperative members and their families took over 20,000 ha of 
private sector oil palm plantations in 2009 (León Araya, 2019, this issue). This led to 
violent agrarian clashes in which 129 peasants were killed. Contrary to media 
explanations, this was not a clash between subsistence smallholders and oil palm 
companies, but between former oil palm smallholders and large companies favored 

	
3 Oil palm expansion trajectories in Peru and Costa Rica are both mixed, but come from opposite 
ends. In Peru, the growth of large companies is a recent phenomenon, mostly starting in the early 
2000s. By contrast, in Costa Rica, the oil palm company Palma Tica came first and smallholders later. 
Palma Tica, an offshoot of the United Fruit Company, is the first company to have planted oil palm in 
Latin America. 
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by liberalization policies. In Mexico, where the ejido land tenure is still dominant in 
some oil palm regions, such as in parts of Chiapas, smallholders are relatively 
protected from land dispossession as it excludes debt-related expropriation and 
provides communities assemblies with legal say in land transactions. As a 
consequence, oil palm companies have had to negotiate with smallholders, with 
several communities opposing land sales or leases to companies (Castellanos-
Navarrete and Jansen, 2015). Next we turn to the different ways smallholders are 
incorporated into oil palm production.  

Smallholders in palm oil value chains 
There are three main types of oil palm smallholders in Latin America: (1) “contract 
smallholders” who engage in oil palm production through contract farming 
arrangements with corporate mills; similar to Indonesian nucleus estate-smallholder 
schemes (Cramb and Curry, 2012), this arrangement implies a company provides 
access to a mill as well as inputs and technical assistance on credit while smallholders 
manage their oil palm production and commit to sell their produce through mid- 
(10–15 years) or long-term (20–25 years) individual contracts; (2) “organized 
smallholders” who enter oil palm production as cooperatives members; they reach 
collective commercial agreements with mills and have often received sizeable state or 
donor support, including free oil palm seedlings and low-interest loans (some 
cooperatives own a mill, and small-scale producers earn revenue from selling oil palm 
fruit and from shares on palm oil processed sales); and, (3) “independent small- 
holders” who sell fruits to their preferred mill, from which they might receive some 
technical and economic support without contractual arrangements; they are self-
funded, some are well endowed, and their entry in oil palm production has often 
being eased by some state or donor support.  

Contract smallholders are prevalent in countries dominated by large-scale 
agribusiness-based production (Guatemala, Colombia, and Brazil). They are 
particularly numerous in Colombia, where about 6,000 contract smallholders are 
linked to 27 mills (Rueda-Zárate and Pacheco, 2015, 36–37), and less so in Brazil and 
particularly Guatemala (311 smallholders incorporated in only one region; Guereña 
and Zepeda, 2013, 39–40; Hervas, 2019). Independent and organized smallholders 
are mostly found in countries characterized by mixed (Peru, Ecuador, and Costa 
Rica) and smallholder-based (Mexico and Honduras) oil palm expansion trajectories. 
Independent smallholders are found in many countries in Latin America, and seem 
to be particularly significant in Ecuador (e.g., Rafflegeau et al., 2015). Organized 
smallholders are prevalent in Honduras and Mexico, and are also present in Peru and 
Costa Rica. Organized smallholders holding their own mill play a significant role in 
Honduras and Peru (25% of the national oil palm area) and, to a lesser extent, in 
Mexico and Costa Rica. Shifting development policy paradigms and pre-existing 
market structures have been particularly relevant in configuring how smallholders are 
incorporated in palm oil value chains. In Costa Rica and Honduras, this process 
started in the 1980s through state land redistribution. Land grantees along the central 
and southern Pacific coast in Costa Rica and the northern Atlantic region in 
Honduras were encouraged to form cooperatives, to which land was credited and 
titled. Development planners considered cooperatives as the best way to achieve 
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economies of scale, but also to modernize a rural population seen as too 
individualistic and backward (León Araya, 2019, this issue). Supported by the 
national state and international donors, smallholders were incentivized to engage in 
cash crop production (oil palm, banana, and cacao). They received inputs, technical 
assistance and, in the case of Honduras, also mills (Table 2). The goal was to move 
smallholders away from subsistence farming, particularly shifting maize cultivation, 
which was considered the cause of several economic, social, and environmental ills 
(Jansen, 1998), and turn them into suppliers for the national food oil market. 
Development programs encouraged smallholders to pool their land and labor for oil 
palm production, distributing tasks as in a company, and become in this way efficient 
and self-sustaining commercial agriculture operations.  

In Mexico, support for oil palm production was also handed to organized 
smallholders in coastal Chiapas starting in the late 1980s (Castellanos-Navarrete and 
Jansen, 2018). Government officials conceived market integration through 
“collective production” as the best way to achieve economies of scale within the 
smallholding sector. While support for smallholders extended to other regions and 
continued until very recently (the latest expansion was linked to biofuel production), 
the development rationale shifted to neoliberal policies. As a result, government 
spending on rural development was replaced by free trade policies, and support for 
community-based cooperatives shifted to smallholder organizations modeled after 
ideas of rural entrepreneurship.  

In Peru, smallholder inclusion in oil palm production has been mostly driven by 
coca replacement programs implemented by national and regional state agencies 
along with international donors and NGOs along the Huallaga Valley in the Peruvian 
Amazon starting in the mid 1990s. Such programs sought to discourage smallholders 
(mostly migrant settlers) from cultivating coca by easing their access to lucrative 
agribusiness supply chains, including palm oil. These programs followed the 
“alternative development” paradigm, which emphasized the need for development 
support for coca growers along with drug eradication policies (Manrique, 2017). The 
“war on drugs” justified the investment of large amounts of money into rural 
development in a period when some state budgets in Latin America were declining 
following the implementation of Structural Adjustment policies. These programs 
provided smallholders with infrastructure, eased land titling and free oil palm 
seedlings, low-interest credit, and mills (Bennett et al., 2018a, b; Bennett et al., 2019; 
Dammert-Bello, 2019). Similar to Mexico and Central America, support for 
organized smallholders (Borasino, 2016, 57) was a way to scale up development 
impacts.  

As development policies supporting smallholders have retreated, independent 
smallholders have gained in importance. This heterogeneous group encompasses 
self-capitalized, partially funded or previously organized smallholders who left their 
organization out of disappointment (Clare Rhoades, 2011, 156; Zegarra and Vargas, 
2016, 125–132). It also includes traditional oil palm producers located in Bahia 
(Brazil) (Watkins, 2018, this issue). Although independent smallholders have become 
one of the few entries, if not the only one, into oil palm for smallholders in some 
regions, research on their inclusion pathways is limited. In Honduras, for instance, 
smallholder mills have trained and partly funded independent smallholders to 
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become their suppliers. As in the contract farming arrangements explained next, 
these mills have required smallholders to form associations.  

In countries where large-scale production is dominant (Guatemala, Brazil, and 
Colombia) state agencies and donors have partnered with the private sector to 
incentivize smallholder inclusion. State or donors have in this case provided 
smallholders with (low- or zero interest rate) loans to cover labor costs, and the 
purchase of inputs and technical assistance from private sector mills, to which they 
commit to sell all their produce through contractual arrangements (cf. Table 2). Such 
programs have often encouraged smallholders to form associations, which are 
conceived as the best strategy to step up production as well as reach economies of 
scale. But, unlike organized smallholders who reach collective commercial 
agreements with mills, contract smallholders mostly link to mills through individual 
contracts.  

In this case, smallholder inclusion has been driven by ideas linked to the 
“inclusive business” development paradigm. This paradigm conceives big public 
spending on rural development as unsustainable (or unattainable), and sees public-
private partnerships fostering smallholder integration into agribusiness supply chains 
as a win-win solution, with gains to local livelihoods, the private sector, and rural 
economies (German et al., 2020). The ProRural Program in Guatemala, the 
Sustainable Palm Oil Production Program in Brazil and the Alianzas Productivas 
(Productive Alliances) framework in Colombia all fit the “inclusive business” 
blueprint. Contract farming has in most cases made smallholders highly dependent 
on single companies, as they had to commit to a single mill, sometimes through 
restrictive contract arrangements (Brandão and Schoneveld, 2015, 19–21; Guereña 
and Zepeda, 2013, 37–40; Rueda-Zárate and Pacheco, 2015, 38).  

In sum, differences regarding smallholder inclusion arrangements need to be 
understood in relation to the larger policy and market contexts. In countries where 
large-scale production is dominant, smallholders came late and with limited funding. 
Smallholders entered a market already structured in favor of large companies. In 
countries where smallholders play a greater role, many small-scale landholders 
entered oil palm production when none, or few, private mills were available and in 
times of large public investment into rural development. This sector was 
strengthened before private companies played a significant role in oil palm 
production, which provided smallholders a favorable market position. Recent policy 
changes, however, have limited smallholder inclusion in oil palm production to 
contract farming, which, as we see next, might not fare as well as other models when 
it comes to livelihood improvement.  
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Table 2. Inclusion arrangements for different smallholder types found in Latin America1 

Smallholder 
type 

Country Production  Linkage to mill 

  Oil palm 
seedlings 

Other 
inputs 

Technical 
assistance 

Organized  Type Land as 
collateral 

Price  
 

  (Free 
/Credited) 

(Free 
/Credited) 

(Free 
/Credited) (Y/N)   (Y/N) (% CPO) 

Contract 
smallholders 

Costa Rica (CR) Free Credited Credited N  Mid-term 
individual contract Y 22% 

Brazil (BR) 
Colombia (COL) 
Guatemala (GT) 

Credited  Credited Credited  Y  Long-term 
individual contract 

Y 
Y 
N 

10-16% (BR) 
14-20% (COL) 

14% (GT) 

Organized  
smallholders
(with mill) 

Costa Rica (CR) 
Honduras (HN) 
Mexico (MX) 
Peru (PR) 

Credited 
Credited 

Free 
Free 

Credited  Free Y  

Collective 
commercial 
arrangement 
(CR, MX) 

N 
22% (CR) 

12.5% (MX) 
14.5% (HN) 

Independent 
smallholders 

Ecuador (EC) 
Honduras (HN) 
Peru (PR) 

Self-funded 
Credited 
Credited 

Self-funded 
Credited 
Credited 

None 
Credited 
Credited 

Y  
Collective 

commercial 
arrangement (HN) 

N 15-17% (HN) 

1 Sources: Bennett et al. (2018, 2019); Borasino (2016); Brandão and Schoneveld (2015), Castellanos-Navarrete and Jansen (2015); Clare Rhoades 
(2011); Guereña and Zepeda (2013); Muzo and Pacheco (2020, this issue); Rafflegeau et al. (2015); Rueda-Zárate and Pacheco (2015). Information 
was also derived from corporate and cooperatives’ official websites.   
2 Crude Palm Oil (CPO). 
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Livelihood and landscape outcomes 
The analysis of oil palm expansion trajectories across Latin America reveals some 
common patterns of inclusion and exclusion, which shape livelihood and landscape 
outcomes. In this section, we first discuss the implications oil palm has for the 
livelihood of smallholders engaged in this sector, and then for other rural inhabitants 
who are either adversely incorporated or negatively affected, as well as for forest 
landscapes. 

Oil palm smallholders 
Oil palm smallholders hold some common characteristics across Latin America. 
They are mostly migrant settlers in rainforest frontiers. These producers mostly 
reached oil palm producing regions through land colonization state programs and, in 
some cases, on their own (Bennett et al., 2019). These are producers who often 
manage land individually (Bennett et al., 2018a, b; Minda Batallas, 2002, 61–63), and 
have frequently been willing to convert forests into cash production (Finer and 
Olexy, 2016; Muzo and Pacheco, 2020, this issue). With the exception of some 
indigenous smallholders in southern Mexico and northern Guatemala (Castellanos-
Navarrete et al., 2019, this issue), or Afro-descendant oil palm producers in Bahia in 
Brazil and Tumaco in Colombia (Restrepo, 2004; Watkins, 2011), they are mostly 
mestizo men.  

As León Araya argues in this Special Issue, these subjects have been long in the 
making. Many of these migrants focused on subsistence crop production on their 
arrival to forest frontiers, but as they were targeted by development programs 
focused on cash crop production, and oil palm production in particular, they 
gradually turned into willing palmeros (oil palm producers). Others were former 
plantation workers or first enrolled in coca cultivation, becoming market-minded 
producers who easily turned to other types of cash crop production (Castellanos-Na- 
varrete and Jansen, 2018; Marin-Burgos, 2014, 87). Nowadays, oil palm can 
sometimes be a key element of their identities, and even a source of pride (see, in this 
issue, Brandão et al., 2019; León Araya, 2019).  

Several studies refer to the positive outlook smallholders have on oil palm across 
Latin America, based on surveyed producers’ interest in expanding their oil palm 
areas (Beggs and Moore, 2013, 14–17; Bennett et al., 2019). This trend has to do with 
higher prices of oil palm when compared to other land use options such as staple or 
other cash crops (e. g., banana or cacao) or extensive cattle ranching (Clare Rhoades, 
2011, 141–145). Smallholders often mention year-round harvests as particularly 
advantageous when compared to crops with once or twice a year bulky harvests that 
lead to declining prices through oversupply peaks (da Mota et al., 2019, p. 81). 
Smallholder perceptions are, however, of limited value to analyze livelihood 
outcomes, as they are rapidly transformed by temporal changes in palm oil prices 
(Brandão et al., 2019, this issue) or derived from experiences within a single inclusion 
arrangement. Next, we offer some findings that are tentative given that very few 
studies compare livelihood outcomes by oil palm across inclusive schemes.  

Based on a mid-sized survey (i.e., 304 producers), Zegarra and Vargas (2016, 136–
141) found contract smallholders in Peru achieved better yields and greater income 
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when compared to organized and particularly independent smallholders. For 
Colombia, Rueda-Zárate and Pacheco (2015, 47) have reported an average yield for 
contract smallholders of 18.9 metric tonnes per hectare and year (MT/ha/yr), well 
above values reported for non-contract smallholders in Mexico (15.6), Peru (11.6), 
and Ecuador (11.3) (Castellanos-Navarrete and Jansen, 2018; Muzo and Pacheco, 
2020, this issue; Rafflegeau et al., 2015). Plantation-smallholder contract 
arrangements often benefit smallholders through access to high quality oil palm 
varieties and specialized technical assistance, which might translate to better 
economic performance. Contract farming has, however, also been associated with 
higher debt levels when compared to other inclusion arrangements.  

In the Peruvian Amazon, Bennett et al. (2019) found contract farming led 
smallholders’ debt to triple when compared to state sponsored projects. While 
contract farming arrangements charged producers for oil palm seedlings and 
technical assistance through their credit schemes, these benefits were freely provided 
to organized smallholders supported by the state and other donors. The greater 
financial commitment in contract farming creates new vulnerabilities for small- 
holders. In Pará (Brazil), falling palm oil prices in 2015 resulted in smallholders 
defaulting on credit payments, with some even dropping out of oil palm production 
(Brandão et al., 2019, this issue; see, also, da Mota et al., 2019, 82). Debt might be 
particularly risky for contract smallholders when land is collateral for credit and may 
lead, in some cases, to land loss (Ojeda et al., 2015). Studies that explore the link 
between debt and the loss of land and other assets by oil palm contract smallholders 
in Latin America are, however, virtually non-existent.  

Organized smallholders, particularly those owning a mill, might be the ones who 
most benefit from oil palm. Despite possible low yields, they not only obtain income 
from selling fruit but also often receive low-interest loans, inputs, and technical 
assistance from their mill-funded cooperatives (benefits which might also extend to 
independent smallholders) as well as income from crude palm oil (CPO) sales and 
their own mill shares. Higher incomes for organized smallholders have often 
translated to land purchases, as observed in southern Mexico and the Peruvian 
Amazon’s forest frontiers (Castellanos-Navarrete and Jansen, 2015; Muzo and 
Pacheco, 2020, this issue).  

This model has, however, not always worked well. Corruption and poor 
management have been major issues in smallholder cooperatives, with some 
members moving to other cooperatives or out completely (Bennett et al., 2019; Clare 
Rhoades, 2011, 156; Dammert-Bello, 2019, 49–50). Northern Honduras is a case in 
point, where the government built three palm oil mills through aid loans in the 
1970s. The loans were transferred to smallholder cooperatives, and were to be paid 
off through CPO sales. In Bajo Aguán, the profit from CPO sales was pocketed by 
leaders and the debt was paid for only some cooperatives. Once given the 
opportunity, many smallholders sold their land (partially covered in oil palm) below 
market prices in a desperate attempt to pocket some earnings, only to later realize 
how profitable this crop was (de Fontenay, 1999).  
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Forest-dependent communities and other rural inhabitants 
In contrast to oil palm smallholders, who are mainly migrant settlers, most 
indigenous and Afro-descendant communities, who have long inhabited forest 
frontiers, are excluded from oil palm production. These are usually forest-dependent 
communities, where land titles and sometimes decisions regarding land use are 
collective. Customary land tenure has often been illegible to state or private sector 
programs supporting smallholder inclusion, in which individual land titles are often a 
pre-requisite for credit provision and contract farming arrangements (Johnson, 2014; 
Ojeda et al., 2015). With the exception of Mexico, where a collective land tenure 
regime (ejido) has received state support for oil palm cultivation, very few cases of 
inclusion of smallholders within communal land tenure regimes have been reported 
(Clare Rhoades, 2011, 102–103; Rueda-Z ́arate and Pacheco, 2015, 44–45).  

In some cases, these communities have been subjected to land grabbing strategies. 
They received offers for land purchases along with wage labor opportunities, such as 
in San Lorenzo (Ecuador) and in the northern lowlands of Guatemala. In both cases, 
companies or middlemen, including community leaders, pressured local people to sell 
their land. In Petén, these sales involved both q’echi and mestizo settlers (Alonso-
Fradejas, 2012b). In San Lorenzo, oil palm companies illegally purchased communal 
land belonging to Afro-Ecuadorian communities (Antón Sánchez and García 
Serrano, 2015). According to a report cited by these authors, these communities have 
lost 29,910 ha (23% of their total land) in favor of mining operations, shrimp 
production, and oil palm. Neither land purchases, sometimes below market prices, 
nor wage labor has resulted in livelihood improvements (Mingorría et al., 2014). 
Work arrangements in private sector plantations are often based on piece-rate 
payments, short-term contracts, and employment outsourcing to third parties, which 
are attractive mostly to young men, often migrants, who are eager to work intensively 
for a few weeks to get some money (Castellanos-Navarrete et al., 2019, this issue).  

As oil palm expansions have provided limited benefits to indigenous and Afro-
descendant communities, many have opposed land purchases and oil palm 
cultivation, particularly by corporations. Conflicts have, for instance, emerged in 
northern Guatemala, in Sucumbíos in Ecuador, and in the Ucayali region in Peru 
(Alonso-Fradejas, 2012a; Dammert-Bello, 2017, 172–173; Potter, 2011). Less 
recognized in the literature is the emergence of internal conflicts in communities and 
rural areas as several local actors have found company offers for land or work 
attractive (Mingorría et al., 2020, this issue). In San Lorenzo, for example, conflicts 
have erupted as some have sold their land despite the communal land tenure status 
(Minda Batallas, 2002, 138–141). Tensions have also often emerged as market-
minded mestizo settlers support oil palm production while neighboring indigenous 
and Afro-descendant communities oppose its expansion (Brandão et al., 2019, this 
issue). Smallholder migrant settlers have supported the establishment of large-scale 
plantations, even when this has displaced other local inhabitants, as they prioritize 
infrastructure development and potential opportunities to enter this value chain 
(Bennett et al., 2018a, b).  

Conflicts are complicated by the violence dynamics present in many forest 
frontiers across Latin America. In Colombia drug barons have, in several regions, 
forcibly displaced peasants and sold their land to large oil palm companies (Gómez et 
al., 2015; Laverde and Guzmán, 2016). In northern Honduras, oil palm has been 



16 

	

associated with money laundering by drug traffickers (McSweeney et al., 2017). But 
drug trafficking interests and violence do not always work to the advantage of oil 
palm production. In Benemérito de las Américas (Mexico), both large and small oil 
producers risk extortion by criminal groups and at least two oil palm smallholders 
interviewed by the first author have been killed. While the presence of drug cartels 
along many forest frontiers where oil palm is cultivated is common, be it because 
these are drug-producing regions (e.g., Tumaco in Colombia) or because they are 
located in trafficking corridors (e.g., northern Honduras or southern Mexico), other 
armed groups have also shaped oil palm expansion.  

In Colombia, 5.7 million people have fled from their rural communities or have 
been violently displaced (IDMC, 2019, 127). Unsurprisingly, several cases link 
dispossession to oil palm cultivation (see map by Marin-Burgos, 2014, 82), 
particularly by paramilitary militias. In the Chocó region, paramilitary groups have 
dispossessed large numbers of Afro-Colombians from their communal land and 
engaged in oil palm production themselves or sold the land to agribusinesses 
(Oslender, 2007). For instance, García Reyes (2014) reports the loss of 14,801 ha of 
communal land to oil palm companies in the Bajo Atrato region. Similarly, oil palm 
expansion in parts of the Llanos Orientales was preceded by the violent 
dispossession of local populations, including indigenous communities (Rodríguez 
González, 2014). In this region, reports indicate paramilitaries planted at least 12 
thousand hectares with oil palm on former peasant lands (Osorio Pérez, 2015). 
Recent studies suggest the existence of a link between land control by paramilitaries 
and oil palm expansion in particular regions, often played with the consent of 
government actors (Ballvé, 2012; Maher, 2015; Potter, 2020, this issue).  

Gender issues deserve special attention. As men were the beneficiaries par 
excellence of land distribution in Latin America (Deere and León, 2003), women’s 
inclusion in oil palm production has mostly been limited to partners and spouses of 
oil palm smallholders. Many of these women have scant access or control over oil 
palm earnings, as men are the ones receiving payment when fruit is delivered (León 
Araya, 2017). The only women found in oil palm production are often the so-called 
semilleras or pepenadoras; that is, women paid to collect loose oil palm fruits from the 
ground. This is the lowest rank in the oil palm labor hierarchy, and often the worst 
paid job (Restrepo, 2004). Both employers and fellow workers consider women to be 
physically unfit to carry out other tasks (Castellanos-Navarrete et al., 2019, this issue).  

In other words, women are routinely excluded from oil palm production, they 
often have little control over oil palm earnings within the household, and when 
included they are incorporated in the lowest ranked positions within the palm oil 
value chain. However, as noted in some studies (Soley Ramos, 2016, p. 95), income 
improvements brought by oil palm might lead to increased autonomy for women 
when household earnings allow them to set up their own businesses. But in general, 
even when oil palm expansions improve rural livelihoods, benefits are unevenly 
distributed across rural populations.  

Forest landscapes 
In contrast with the pattern of extensive deforestation observed in Southeast Asia, in 
Latin America oil palm has mostly expanded over cattle pastures (56%) and cropland 
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(23%) (Furumo and Aide, 2017). This crop has expanded over banana plantations in 
coastal Central America and, more recently, over consolidated forest frontiers across 
the continent, where significant deforestation, often driven by cattle, has already 
taken place. In Latin America, oil palm has become an attractive alternative to cattle 
ranching, as this crop is more profitable per hectare than extensive cattle production, 
even with compacted and low-fertility soils (Corley and Tinker, 2003, 74–75). 
Furumo and Aide (2017) indicate, however, that 21% of the oil palm area they 
surveyed in Latin America involved deforestation. This is the case for both the 
Peruvian Amazon and Petén in Guatemala, where about 30 thousand and 10 
thousand hectares of forests have been lost to oil palm, respectively (Finer et al., 
2018; Vijay et al., 2018).  

In both cases, large-scale plantations played a prominent role in forest loss. In the 
municipality of Sayaxché (Petén, northern Guatemala), a handful of oil palm 
companies purchased 17% of the municipality area from cattle ranchers and 
smallholders. Two companies alone own more than 25 thousand hectares of land 
where large portions of old-growth forests were replaced by oil palm plantations. In 
the Peruvian Amazon, the state granted large tracts of forested land to large 
corporate groups (Grupo Palmas and Melka), which have established five large-scale 
plantations amounting to more than 40 thousand hectares. Approximately half of 
this area was forested and converted to oil palm (EIA, 2015, 5–17; Finer et al., 
2018).  

Oil palm companies in these regions not only cleared large tracts of biodiverse-
rich forests but also displaced smallholders. In Petén, smallholders had few options 
but to sell their land to companies because of its low productivity or to pay their 
debts (Alonso-Fradejas, 2012b). In the Peruvian Amazon, a number of smallholders 
sold their land to oil palm companies, or lost it, along with forest access, as the state 
granted land to large-scale oil palm growers. When compared with industrial 
plantations, smallholders played a lesser role in deforestation rates related to oil palm 
production (Lee et al., 2014), as capital constraints and differentiated smallholder 
populations resulted in multiple land use trajectories. In Ucayali (in the Peruvian 
Amazon), for instance, smallholders converted old-growth forests into oil palm at 
lower rates than industrial plantations (26% vs. 70% of the oil palm area) (Glinskis 
and Gutiérrez-Vélez, 2019).4  

Industrial plantations have also expanded over forested regions in Esmeraldas in 
northern Ecuador, in parts of the Pacific coast of Colombia, as well as in the eastern 
Amazon in Brazil. In the first two regions, collective land titling seems to have 
limited oil palm expansion over forested landscapes, particularly in well-organized 
communities (Ortega-Pacheco et al., 2019; Vélez et al., 2020). In the eastern Amazon 
in Brazil, where oil palm expansion has been dominated by large-scale producers, 
deforestation rate remained low (~2%) until recently (Benami et al., 2018; de 
Almeida et al., 2020). Unlike Petén or the Peruvian Amazon, where legislation for 
forest protection is poorly designed and weakly enforced, the Brazilian government 
set up several environmental safeguards for forest conservation in the oil palm 
expansion program. These included land use zoning for oil palm production, support 

	
4 Smallholders, however, cleared large tracts of secondary forests, key to landscape connectivity and 
biodiversity conservation. 
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restrictions for incompliant oil palm producers, and protection for both primary and 
secondary forests in late successional stages. This case highlights the importance of 
strengthened forest governance mechanisms to prevent deforestation in regions of 
oil palm expansion. It is, however, important to note how the focus on oil palm 
governance has been more on forests and less on other landscapes, such as the 
floodplain savannas at the Llanos in Colombia (Vargas et al., 2015), where oil palm 
production might be leading to significant biodiversity losses.  

This special issue 
Based on rich empirical data, this issue provides a nuanced analysis of oil palm 
expansion dynamics across Latin America. The studies include countries where this 
crop covers large national areas (Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, and Honduras) and 
countries where it has rapidly expanded over the last decade (Guatemala, Mexico, 
and Peru). It also includes Nicaragua, where a socialist government first promoted 
this crop. Half the studies focus on those engaged in oil palm production, including 
different types of oil palm smallholders and rural workers. The rest analyze the 
implications this crop has for communities surrounding expanding areas of oil palm 
plantations (i.e., q’echi indigenous communities in Guatemala and Afro-descendant 
communities in Ecuador), as well as the linkage between oil palm expansion and the 
violent dispossession of rural inhabitants in Colombia. Next, we provide an overview 
of the articles included in this Special Issue.  

León Araya (2019) and Muzo and Pacheco (2020) analyze the case of frontier 
settlers turned oil palm producers through state and donor support in the Bajo 
Aguán region (northern Honduras), and in San Martín and Ucayali (Peruvian 
Amazon), respectively. They describe how smallholders became organized oil palm 
producers with their own mills, although the authors’ focus differs. Araya’s concern 
lies with the politics of oil palm expansion in the Bajo Aguán. His study shows how 
state and donor agencies first pushed smallholders to produce oil palm as 
cooperatives to pay for the land granted, and then, following neoliberal policies, left 
them to market forces while still indebted, leading several cooperatives to sell their 
land. He considers debt as the catalyst for land ownership change in the region and 
advances the suggestive hypothesis that debt should be understood not merely as an 
economic matter, but also as a political tool by which creditors lead the conduct of 
the indebted.  

Following a value chain approach, Muzo and Pacheco (2020) assess how 
organized smallholders perform vis-à-vis independent producers and identify which 
bottlenecks and opportunities exist for sustainable smallholder inclusion in palm oil 
value chains. Their study finds that organized smallholders tend to obtain greater 
profits than independent producers, and that smallholder mills benefit independent 
producers through low-interest credit and other services. In their article, they also 
refer to a state owned plantation established in 1973, to be later privatized in the 
wake of structural adjustment policies (see, also, Borasino, 2016, 37–39). Unlike in 
Southeast Asia, and despite isolated attempts in Brazil, Ecuador, and Peru, the state-
run plantation model never took hold on the continent.  

Brandão et al. (2019) and Watkins (2018) analyze landscape transformations 
brought by oil palm in Brazil, but offer a contrasting take on oil palm expansion 
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dynamics given the differences between study regions. The first study offers us a rich 
diachronic analysis of how policies promoting oil palm inclusion as biofuel feedstock 
in Brazil unfolded in the Eastern Amazon. It describes the rise and fall of the 
Sustainable Palm Oil Production Program in the Tomé-Açu microregion (where 
most oil palm is found) in Pará from an environmental governance perspective, 
including the consequences such policies had for contract smallholders and migrant 
workers. The second study offers an original analysis of oil palm production as a 
traditional Afro-Brazilian crop in southern Bahia. It studies oil palm as part of a 
complex assemblage in which shifting cultivators, mangrove forests, vultures, and 
Afro-descendant spirituality have all contributed to the making of a resilient oil palm 
landscape. While oil palm is a relatively new crop in the Eastern Amazon, first 
pioneered by Japanese migrants, in Bahia it is at least three centuries old.  

Both studies refer to resistance by rural inhabitants to development plans based 
on oil palm production. But given the very distinct historical trajectories between the 
Amazon and coastal Brazil, the resistance deployed by local communities to oil palm 
have very little in common. In the Amazon, indigenous and maroon (quilombola) 
riverine communities concerned about land encroachment by companies and 
rainforest settlers opposed oil palm cultivation. These communities sought to have 
their land legally recognized as traditional lands under collective management, posing 
in this way obstacles to land purchases. In Bahia, Watkins (2018) argues, resistance 
had to do with recurrent modernization efforts pushed by international development 
organizations and the Brazilian state, who ultimately failed to convert such traditional 
complex oil palm landscape into simplified high-input monocultures. This latter 
study complicates development narratives that conceive oil palm as synonymous with 
rural modernization.  

Only one article in this Special Issue focuses on rural workers. This reflects a 
wider gap in the literature, in which few studies have analyzed livelihood dynamics 
for oil palm laborers in Latin America (but see, for instance, Mingorría et al., 2014). 
Castellanos-Navarrete et al. (2019) analyze labor dynamics in two regions of Mexico 
and one in Guatemala. In line with Brandão et al. (2019), these authors find that oil 
palm provides less labor than often claimed (one job, or less, for every 10 ha of oil 
palm), but constitutes an important income source in cattle-dominated frontier 
regions. This article does, however, question optimistic narratives, often voiced by 
government officials and agribusinesses, which portray labor in oil palm as 
“permanent employment.” It shows how labor in oil palm is often paid on a per-
piece rate, with some considerable bodily risks given herbicide usage, and in which 
mid- and long-term contracts are rare. Findings also indicate smallholders provide 
less labor than plantations but tend to pay better wages, driven by a sense of class 
solidarity. Companies offer more jobs than smallholders but advance a neoliberal 
moral economy (based on individuality and self-discipline), which rewards laborers 
who work longer and harder with few health and employment guarantees.  

Both Johnson (2019) and Mingorría et al. (2020) offer fresh perspectives on the 
intersection between oil palm expansion and forest-dependent communities. The 
first study presents the process by which the global RSPO standards for sustainable 
palm oil production are translated to the Ecuadorian context. Johnson’s work 
provides a detailed study on the national interpretation procedures investigated from 
an ethnographic perspective and approached through Foucault’s concept of 
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governmentality. This study reveals how the process of fitting global standards to the 
case of Ecuador reinforces existing patterns of exclusion by failing to take into 
account indigenous and Afro-Ecuadorian communities negatively affected by oil 
palm production. Her study contributes to a larger stream of literature focused on 
how global standards become legitimate and for whom in particular geographies.  

Sara Mingorría and colleagues study how q’eqchi’ indigenous communities react 
to the expansion of oil palm plantations in eastern Guatemala. They focus on two 
different types of indigenous communities: communities that accessed land through a 
form of peonage (known in Guatemala as “colonato”) in the Polochic Valley and lost 
it as hacienda owners sold their land to oil palm outgrowers; and communities 
located along the Sierra de las Minas that had their land titled collectively. This study 
delves into how these communities govern their resource commons in the context of 
oil palm expansion, and how they succeed or fail to adapt to such circumstances. The 
authors go beyond the analysis of institutional management of common-pool 
resources and offer a broader perspective on collective action, addressing how 
governing the commons can also be understood as a form of everyday resistance in a 
context of expanding industrial plantations.  

The last two articles in this collection offer wider analyses of the politics of oil 
palm production. Tittor (2020) shows how oil palm was promoted as a vehicle for 
rural development despite major political changes in Nicaragua (from socialist to 
liberal governments, to socialist again), and how such political shifts modified the 
narratives supporting this crop as well as the expansion trajectories set in place. She 
particularly focuses on how the Sandinista government, back in power in 2007, 
promoted oil palm as a biodiesel feedstock in alliance with international donors. She 
shows how, as in Mexico or Brazil, such attempts to convert palm oil into a biodiesel 
source ultimately failed but nevertheless served the oil palm expansion. She adds to 
the body of literature addressing how this crop’s expansion has been pushed in Latin 
America by both left- and right-wing governments, as well as by all major 
international organizations and national cooperation agencies.  

Finally, Potter (2020) advances a bold argument regarding the case of Colombia. 
She argues oil palm has become a vehicle for land control by elites, which in some 
regions are related to violent grabbing of land by paramilitary forces. To prove her 
point, she provides us with a detailed review of cases where oil palm is associated 
with dispossession of local people and human right abuses. Along with several 
Colombian scholars (Marin-Burgos, 2014; Ojeda et al., 2015), she is highly critical of 
arguments that conceive oil palm as leading to rural modernization and poverty 
alleviation, and contributes to an on-going debate on the complex relations between 
oil palm, development, and violent dispossession in contexts of armed conflict 
(Ballvé, 2012; Gómez et al., 2015; Rey Sabogal, 2013).  

Conclusions 
In Latin America, oil palm expansion is the result of a range of development policies 
implemented by state agencies and international donors. This crop has been 
promoted in forest frontiers as way to modernize rural producers and provide 
national markets with vegetable oil, to provide smallholders with lucrative 
alternatives to coca cultivation, or, more recently, to supply feedstock to biodiesel 
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value chains. These policies have been coupled with particular institutional 
arrangements driving rural inclusion in oil palm production, which range from 
fostering the inclusion of organized smallholders in palm oil value chains to inclusive 
business approaches based on private-public partnerships pushing for contract 
farming. The intersection of such policies and institutional arrangements with 
contextual factors (i.e., market structures and agrarian dynamics) have led to diverse 
oil palm expansion trajectories with differentiated outcomes.  

Smallholders play a significant role in palm oil value chains in countries such as 
Costa Rica, Honduras, Mexico, and Peru, where development policies have provided 
them with significant support (in the form of seedlings, low-interest credit, and even 
mills), fostered their organization and ensured their access to land. Smallholder 
integration was particularly advantageous where there were few or no competitors, 
and in regions where agrarian reform or land resettlement programs led to more 
equitable agrarian structures. Smallholder-based oil palm expansion trajectories 
shifted, however, as market-based development policies took hold, reducing public 
investment for rural development, transforming land tenure regimes, and favoring 
the entry of capital across several regions. Large-scale production became dominant 
in this way in northern Ecuador and parts of the Peruvian Amazon, resulting in 
mixed oil palm expansion trajectories for these countries.  

In some countries (Guatemala, Colombia) and regions (the eastern Amazon in 
Brazil), smallholder opportunities for inclusion have been reduced from the start. 
Early policies favoring industrial plantations combined with unequal agrarian 
structures led to markets dominated by large-scale producers, sometimes tightly 
controlled by very few companies. In such cases, rural inclusion has been mostly 
limited to wage labor, as in, for instance, the Llanos Orientales in Colombia. Support 
for smallholders arrived late and, in some cases, in a period of limited public 
spending on rural development. These smallholders have had few opportunities for 
inclusion and, unlike organized smallholders, have become highly dependent on a 
single company through individual contract farming arrangements. In this case, 
livelihood improvement through oil palm depends to a high degree on becoming 
technically proficient and achieving high yields.  

Across Latin America, state and corporate institutional arrangements driving rural 
inclusion in oil palm have required land to be titled, often individually. This has 
limited the opportunity for inclusion in regions with high levels of tenure insecurity, 
for forest-dependent communities under customary land arrangements, and for rural 
women, as land distribution in the region has been strongly biased in favor of men 
(Bennett et al., 2018a, b; Cárdenas, 2012; Deere and León, 2003). For such people, 
oil palm inclusion has been limited to offers for land purchases and/or wage labor, 
and has often meant the loss of access to forest re- sources, leading to conflicts, 
particularly with companies setting up industrial plantations within or surrounding 
rural communities (Antón Sánchez and García Serrano, 2015; Mingorría, 2017).  

Contextual factors have, in some regions, contributed to oil palm expansion’s 
negative social and environmental outcomes. Rural violence in Colombia has, for 
instance, fostered land concentration and unequal agrarian structures, limiting the 
opportunities for smallholder inclusion in oil palm production and even leading to 
very serious negative impacts on rural livelihoods. Weak governance across particular 
forest frontiers (i.e., Petén in Guatemala and parts of the Peruvian Amazon) led not 
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only to the displacement of rural families by industrial plantations but also to 
significant deforestation. Public and private standards have emerged as key 
governance mechanisms in palm oil value chains. Their implementation is in its early 
stages in Latin America and their role in counteracting negative and livelihood and 
landscape outcomes still uncertain. In sum, this brief review and Special Issue shed 
some light on the configuration of oil palm expansion in Latin America. We argue 
that such analysis must go beyond a polarized, normative perspective, and move 
towards a more nuanced understanding of this multi-faceted process based on 
refined information on contextual factors, the multiple actors involved, and cross-
scale dynamics.  
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