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ABSTRACT 

 
 

This thesis offers a counterargument to the claims that Bolivian peasant farmers are 
acting in contradiction with their political support of food sovereignty by participating in 
a global quinoa economy. This research gives agency to the farmers by reframing the 
Bolivian quinoa story to show how farmers succeeded in overcoming “development” 
projects. My research is inspired by two brief periods of time I spent living in Bolivia 
volunteering with campesinos. This research offers insights into the unintended 
consequences producers experience when export of a regionally consumed food becomes 
a major economic development strategy to alleviate poverty. I take a historical 
perspective to analyze how a little known indigenous food from South America, quinoa, 
became a global commodity. My research is grounded in historical data that explains the 
necessity for farmers to seek new buyers for their crops. I problematize agricultural 
development programs by drawing upon critical development theoretical framework, 
which allows me to recognize farmers for the role they played in finding a new market 
for their product. I use a Global Value Chain lens to expose positive and negative effects 
on farmers of entering a global market. This thesis on the Bolivian quinoa economy 
serves as a case study on how community members need to be participants in 
“development” projects, how an unintended consequence of neoliberalism is the ability 
for peasants to use neoliberalism as a tool to resist against it and, cautions against 
focusing poverty alleviation only on market access.  
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CHAPTER ONE  

 
INTRODUCTION AND HISTORY 

 
 

1.1 Introduction 
 

Quinoa is known around the world by professional chefs, household cooks, and fast 

food retailers. It is sold as a standalone product and is promoted as a base ingredient. 

Originally known only to those who had served as its protectorate, the Inca’s and their 

ancestors, quinoa has broadened its reach from select Andean countries to the world. In 2010 

I lived in Cochabamba, Bolivia with a middle-class family while volunteering at a locally run 

NGO working with the local farmers. One evening, I shared a quinoa dish with my host 

mother that she had prepared for the two of us. For the past several weeks I had been living 

with this family yet I had never eaten one of the country’s primary traditional foods. 

Although my host mother grew up in a farming community eating quinoa as a staple food, it 

had been years since she had prepared it. Over the course of the meal she reminisced about 

eating quinoa dishes throughout her childhood. She expressed sadness about how she no 

longer ate it because her husband and children did not like the taste; moreover they 

considered it low class—a “peasant food.” The stigma her family placed on quinoa was a 

reflection on the discrimination against indigenous peoples in Bolivia. European and U.S. 

imperialist projects, colonial rule and food aid programs all promoted non-indigenous food 

products. However, around the turn of the twenty-first century, Bolivia’s “peasant food” 

increasingly gained popularity in foreign markets as a healthy food.  

When I returned to Bolivia in 2014, I once again sat at the kitchen table with my host 

family who relayed new quinoa stories. Over the course of the four years, quinoa had become 



	2	

increasingly hard to find in the local markets as it transformed into a coveted global food 

commodity, a phenomena that lead to a significant shift in the perception of the crop in its 

native Bolivia. The family had recently attended an upper-class wedding and the first course 

was quinoa salad. Cold salad is atypical among the traditional Andean preparations. Cold 

quinoa was indicative of how the Bolivian upper class had caught on to quinoa’s external 

popularity with wealthy, health conscious Northern consumers; quinoa had become chic on 

both sides of the equator, yet I had read that it was disappearing from domestic marketplaces. 

While visiting the NGO where I once volunteered, I asked the founders if they noticed 

quinoa in the local markets. They commented that the local campesinos were complaining 

that quinoa was very expensive and hard to find. What struck me most during this visit was 

the increased presence of quinoa on “tourist menus” and a general difficulty in finding 

quinoa in its traditional setting. On one occasion, I walked through a local street market 

where I eventually found a vendor selling quinoa far in the back. Upon discovering the stand, 

I was surprised to find a man next me to paying for his purchase with a 100 Bolivian bill 

(although this amount is only about USD 7 it is a large amount for the average Bolivian). The 

day before I had walked into a supermarket and found quinoa in a matter of minutes. Indeed, 

it was easier to find quinoa on the grocery shelf than it was in its traditional home, the local 

market. No longer just a “peasant food,” Northern consumers had reshaped the popularity of 

quinoa for Bolivian society. Quinoa had come full circle, from the revered crop of indigenous 

people and the sacred food source of the Incan Empire, to surviving centuries of decline as a 

“peasant food,” under colonial rule to a symbol of modernity.  

The new quinoa economy had its positive and negatives. While Bolivian quinoa 

exporters expressed enthusiasm for selling their product abroad, the food was becoming 
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harder to find and harder to afford for the population that usually ate it. Meanwhile, multiple 

competing brands of quinoa were appearing in North American grocery stores. These three 

scenarios epitomized the challenge facing Bolivia as it increasingly exported an important 

local food source. Interestingly, finding external buyers was originally a grassroots project 

led by quinoa farmers as a means to generate a sustainable income following the failures of 

previous “development” projects. Their efforts caught the attention of development agencies 

such as USAID, World Bank, UNDP, and the European Economic Community (Healy 2001). 

With external funding for technology combined with the campesinos’ perseverance, the 

Bolivian quinoa economy entered global capitalism. Yet the success of the new Bolivian 

commodity was not without challenges. Power struggles among stakeholders within the 

commodity chain created new social problems and inequalities within Bolivian society.  

A project that was once meant to help one of the poorest sectors of Bolivian society, 

the expanded commodification of quinoa, instead produced negative effects on the 

environment, social problems and tensions in traditional farming communities, and its 

benefits were increasingly out of reach for the most marginalized population—the traditional 

small-scale producers. In the context of Bolivia’s tumultuous political history and the 

significant role indigenous campesinos played in that history, it seems contradictory to the 

interests of farmers that they would support export production of their age-old staple food. In 

contrast, this paper will illustrate how the project was quite characteristic of this agrarian 

community. In seeking to give agency to the quinoa farmers, I provide a historical outline of 

the Bolivian quinoa story; I show how what began as a community-led project born from the 

margins of society, morphed into peasant farmers as traders in a global commodity. This 

paper therefore offers a critique of employing export agriculture for economic development.  
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I seek to explain the consequences of such a strategy for a rural community whose livelihood 

becomes increasingly dependent on a buyer-driven value chain extending thousands of miles 

from the community. In sum, this thesis investigates the unanticipated positive and negative 

consequences of the Bolivian quinoa economy.  

 
1.2 The Significance of Quinoa 

At the time of writing this thesis in 2017, it has been three years since my last visit to 

Bolivia. The Bolivian quinoa boom ended due to an increase in global supply as other 

countries entered the marketplace. While exploring what this economic shift means for 

Bolivian farmers, the thesis illustrates how the quinoa economy is a microcosm of the 

growing trend of promoting cultivation and exports of indigenous foods as a development 

strategy to help subsistence farmers (Thrupp 1995, Brett 2010). As a case study in grassroots 

development, the thesis highlights how quinoa producers sought to expand exports to support 

grassroots economic growth projects, an effort resulting in unintended positive and negative 

consequences. Their efforts can be understood within the larger context of the food 

sovereignty movement with philosophical tenants (Desmarais 2008) codified in national 

legislation (Romero and Shahriari 2009) and of importance to local peasant movements 

(Cockburn 2013). The attention paid to quinoa in literature appears to have decreased post 

boom. Early literature focused on the feasibility of quinoa for the fair trade market (Laguna 

2003), the changing role of producer organizations (Ton & Bijman, 2006), the positive 

impact for farmers (Caceres, Carimentrand and Wilkinson 2007, Salcedo 2015), and the 

negative impact on farmers (Carimentrand and Ballet 2010). Yet little has been written since 

the quinoa boom ended. My goal is to contribute to the literature by looking back at how the 

quinoa economy developed through the actions of governments and policymakers, 
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international aid agencies, and the farmers themselves. The thesis questions development’s 

strategy of poverty alleviation for rural farmers by connecting them to global commodity 

markets. By framing the quinoa export economy within the food sovereignty paradigm, I 

explain how the entrance into the global economy is not a contradiction, but rather a new 

form of resistance. This argument emerges within four chapters that explore: 1) quinoa’s 

significance and the debates surrounding the growing quinoa economy, 2) the trajectory of 

quinoa as a development project including, an assessment of fair trade as development, 3) 

unintended consequences of the quinoa economy through the lens of Global Value Chains 

and 4) the rise of indigenous political power and seemingly contradictory actions of the 

farmers, including their connection to the food sovereignty movement.  

 

1.3 The Nutritional and Geographical Importance of Quinoa 

Situating the Bolivian quinoa economy within its geographical and economic contexts 

allows for a broader understanding of the explosive international interest in exporting this 

nutritious crop and the internal desire in Bolivia for new international buyers. Understanding 

these contexts is essential for understanding the debate between those advocating for 

production of quinoa for local consumption versus as a global commodity crop. 

In Bolivia 45 percent of the population lives below the poverty line (CIA World Fact 

Book 2016). According to the International Fund for Agricultural Development, in rural 

areas three out of four people live in poverty (IFAD) and on the United Nations Human 

Development Index Bolivia ranks 118th (UNHDI). Given the high indicators of poverty in 

Bolivia it is fascinating that this superfood is being produced for external consumption. 

Quinoa has become an important export crop for regional and the national economy. 
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According to a report released by the Bolivian Institute for Foreign Commerce quinoa 

exports from Bolivia reached USD 153 million in 2013 (IBCE 2013). Quinoa is a native crop 

to the Andes and it is very important to the region for its high nutritional and agronomic 

value that has allowed the survival of local populations located in geographically isolated and 

harsh regions to survive. It once held a prominent status in the Andean culture. Quinoa was 

so vital to the Incas that it was considered sacred. For example, in Quechua the word for 

quinoa means “Mother Grain” (National Research Council 1989, 149). The quinoa-growing 

regions include the northern and southern Altiplano of Bolivia and the highland valleys of 

Peru (Hellin and Higman 2001, 5). The region is characterized by little rainfall, very cold 

nights, and intense amount of sunlight. The main production area in the country is the 

Altiplano, especially the southern area, where ecological conditions make it impossible to 

grow other crops (Gandarillas et al. 2015, 352). Quinoa is tolerant to drought, freezing and 

salinity. It (Chenopodium quinoa) is not a grain rather it is a pseudo-cereal; it is the only 

plant food that contains all essential amino acids, is high in total dietary fiber, rich in 

vitamins, contains high levels of minerals (it stands out for its high content of, iron, calcium, 

magnesium and zinc) and is a complete source of high quality protein (PROIMPA 2011, 7-

12). Because of its nutritional value and ability to grow in harsh, nearly inhospitable 

climates, quinoa remains an important crop in three main regions of the Andes, all of which 

are located 3,200-4,200m above sea level.  

This paper focuses on the export of quinoa from the Southern Altiplano of Bolivia. This 

area is one of the driest in Bolivia – quinoa is the only commercially viable crop that can 

survive the harsh landscape (Gandarillas et al. 2015, 345). The Altiplano is where quinoa 

production has grown significantly and where “Quinoa Real” is grown for export. According 
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to Gandarillas et al., in this area alone there are more than twenty local varieties however, the 

most popular are “Real Blanca,” “Chaku,” “Pandela”, “Toledo” and “Phisanqalla.” When 

these varieties are grown outside the dry Altiplano in more humid areas they are prone to 

mildew attacks (2015, 356). Furthermore, the Altiplano is the region where the two oldest 

and largest peasant cooperatives are located, ANAPQUI and CECAOT, and from where the 

first quinoa crop outside of the Andes region was exported; as of 2013 it is where nearly 

100% of all Bolivia quinoa produced for export originates (IBCE 2013), and it is a political 

stronghold for anti-neoliberalism. All of these factors contribute to the complexities of the 

challenges faced in delivering quinoa to international buyers and expose the paradoxes with 

this group of farmers exporting a staple food.  

 

1.4 The Quinoa Debates 

The so-called “discovery” of quinoa by the Global North and its health and socially 

conscious consumers provokes controversy north and south of the equator over the effects 

that increased exportation is having on Bolivian quinoa farmers and local consumers. News 

outlets have primarily focused their research on the question of whether “to eat or not to eat 

quinoa” (Blythman 2013). This question boils the quinoa conundrum down to a simple “yes” 

or “no” answer thus, obscuring the complex dilemmas faced by quinoa farmers. There are 

inconclusive media reports about quinoa in Bolivia: some argue the economic benefits to 

farmers (Grover 2013); others recognize that the increased cost of quinoa is making 

procurement by local populations difficult (Friedman-Rudovsky 2012); still others argue that 

Bolivians are eating less quinoa because it is more prevalent in external markets (Romero 

and Shahriari 2011). Meanwhile, recently there has been backlash against the Bolivian 
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government for its unwillingness to share quinoa seeds. This criticism is based on the claims 

that quinoa has the potential to help meet one of the UN Millennium Development goals, to 

end world hunger, and therefore the Bolivian government and farmers should share 

knowledge of quinoa (Hamilton 2014).  

A number of scholars have been investigating the production of quinoa. Some have been 

warning of the environmental and social concerns that mechanization would bring to the 

region (Laguna 2003), while others have discussed the role fair trade is playing in quinoa 

producing communities (Carimentrand & Ballet 2010). Ofstehage (2010), for example, has 

focused on how local systems of agriculture, trade and reciprocity have remained intact 

despite this quinoa boom, pointing to the importance of the role of intermediaries in keeping 

these systems of domestic trade alive. Still, other scholars contend that in these times of 

transformation, traditional moral economies provide the means to navigate a hybrid quinoa 

economy (Walsh-Dilley 2013). Through their on the ground studies, these scholars offer 

significant contributions to the understanding of what is happening in specific communities 

in the southern Altiplano of Bolivia from the point of view of the farmer.  

The significant growth of the Bolivian quinoa economy, the quinoa boom, suffers from 

shallow interpretations of the outcomes of this boom on both large and small scale farmers, 

quinoa producing communities and migrant laborers. The literature pays little attention to the 

inequalities deepened when peasants enter a global commodity chain. As such it is not able to 

provide a critical analysis of the inequalities that result from rural communities’ participation 

in the global quinoa economy. Moreover, these arguments miss the historical context in 

which quinoa farmers themselves became the primary actors seeking funding to improve 

their crop for export. Scholars of the Latin American peasantry who have written 
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ethnographically on specific rural, quinoa-producing communities have contributed to 

understanding how these communities have avoided some of the negative consequences of 

the boom (Ofstehage 2010, Walsh-Dilley 2013). Previous writings, however, have failed to 

ask why the need to pursue export production existed in the first place. They do not 

recognize the consequences of the end goal of food as development—the commodification of 

a food source—observers fail to see how these kinds of “development” projects bring non-

Western economies more fully into the capitalist system and the complex consequences of 

this entrance. 

 

1.5 Research Methodology 

 The idea for this research project was born during the three months I spent living in 

Bolivia in 2011when I first learned of quinoa, its newfound popularity outside of the region 

and witnessed poverty levels that made me question why this valuable crop was grown for 

export. In pursing a deeper and more critical understanding of the Bolivian quinoa economy 

in this thesis, I rely heavily on secondary data collected over the course of five years through 

online periodicals, journal articles, books, as well as previous academic research papers. 

Throughout this research period I conducted informal interviews with Bolivian researchers. I 

spoke with a former Peace Corp volunteer who, in 2006, was assigned to help farmers find 

new buyers. As well, I spoke with a researcher for Food First based in La Paz focusing her 

research on the effects of the quinoa boom on communities in the Southern Altiplano.  

Chapter one contains ethnographic data collected during a brief visit to Bolivia in 

2014. I conducted informal interviews with my former host family and NGO colleagues who 

helped me understand the present day implications of the increase of quinoa export. I 
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engaged in ethnographic research when visiting supermarkets, and markets where I collected 

information on the price of quinoa in different forms and in different locations. Artifacts 

from this trip include photographs of the quinoa-growing region, photographs from a tour of 

a cooperative processing plant, and academic books published in Bolivia. In chapter two I 

reply upon secondary literature to place the project to export quinoa into critical development 

studies. Chapter three analyzes the quinoa commodity chain through the Global Value Chain 

theory. The research method for chapter three includes the use of secondary data including 

global value chain literature, importers company websites, webinars, and fair trade academic 

studies. Ethnographic research was conducted through an informal interview with a manager 

at a quinoa cooperative, CECAOT and Fair Trade USA. Chapter four places the quinoa 

economy into a political context, specifically analyzing the farmers’ quest for new buyers 

through the lens of the food sovereignty movement. Again, the research method was the use 

of secondary research. 

 

1.6 Limitations 

 I was not able to return to Bolivia for another expended period of time to be able to 

conduct formal field research. This thesis is limited in its ability to provide a deeper dive into 

the conditions Bolivia quinoa farmers are experiencing, the prices they were and are 

currently being paid for quinoa or observe the social tensions in the region brought on by the 

quinoa boom. Because I was not able to spend a significant amount of time living in the 

Altiplano I was not able to conduct empirical research with farmers.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

THE UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES OF BOLIVIAN DEVELOPMENT 
 
 
2.1 Quinoa as Development 
 

A missing piece in the story of the Bolivian quinoa economy’s trajectory is the key role 

farmers played in bringing their product to a new international marketplace. This chapter 

provides historical background helping to explain why would Bolivia’s quinoa farmers 

sought buyers outside of the Andean region. This project formed as a bi-product of an 

existing internationally led development project. In his book, Multicultural Grassroots 

Development in the Andes, Kevin Healy (2001) tells the story of development in Bolivia 

through a series of grassroots development experiences, including quinoa. According to 

Healy quinoa as a development process is as an example of, “indigenization or revitalization 

of cultural traditions” (vii). For Andean development scholars, Andolina, Laurie, and 

Radcliffe, (2009) the region is a site of research on the confluence between development and 

culture. In this chapter I show how the creation of the international quinoa trade is an 

example of the influence of development policy on local economies and the influence of 

local culture on development. 

Based on the guidance of the US, Bolivia began to use food as a vehicle for economic 

development. The result was the decline in consumption and therefore production of quinoa 

was no longer a sustainable livelihood (Healy 2001). Framing quinoa as a development 

project illuminates how current societal and health problems stem from centuries of colonial 

policy, including agricultural policy designed by the U.S. Although framed as a recent 

concern (Romero and Shahriari 2011, Collyns 2013, Blythman 2013, Bertelli 2013), lack of 

access to quinoa and coinciding poor malnutrition rates is in fact a results of a decades long 
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economic policy, beginning in 1956, promoting import substitution (Healy 2001). 

Development projects, whether led by the state, NGOs or private organizations, such as fair 

trade certifiers, only focus on quinoa as a viable option for farmers to increase household 

income. In this chapter, I argue that quinoa production should be viewed as a development 

strategy for which it was not originally intended, that in the later years project aid agencies 

hoped it would become, and that eventually its success as an international commodity would 

produce. By viewing the trajectory of the quinoa economy under the lens of multiple 

development theories, we gain new perspective on the role and participation of the peasant 

farmers in the development of this economy and the resulting unintended consequences it 

that resulted. 

Similar to how the news articles frame the Bolivian quinoa economy as having 

positive or negative results (DePillis 2013, Verner 2013), outcomes of development projects 

have been framed as successful or unsuccessful. James Ferguson in, The Anti-Politics 

Machine (1990), introduces the notion that international aid projects do not have to be 

classified as “successful” or “failures” or “real development,” but rather as an intervention 

that alters the landscape. Ferguson describes international aid projects “as productive and 

having effects—they may not be the outcomes originally intended by the development 

planners but they most certainly made an impact and changed the landscape in ways that 

likely would not have been altered without this intervention.” In the history of Bolivia’s 

quinoa economy, Ferguson’s definition is applicable to the first phase that took place in the 

Altiplano, a project led by foreigners and that produced little value for the community. The 

unrelated project that sprang from the presence of aid workers, a tractor rental service, 

illustrates Ferguson’s view; aid workers made an impact but in ways that were not originally 
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intended. This chapter views the project to develop the Bolivian quinoa economy through 

Ferguson’s lens—an intervention that alters a landscape.  

The expansion of the quinoa economy spans the decades from the 1970s through 

present day. When looking at the progression of the export of quinoa parallels can be drawn 

to the various development theories: development projects as state-led projects primarily 

funded by outside donors working in collaboration with local government agencies (Healy 

2001, Escobar 2012, Ferguson 1990); efforts by the development community to provide more 

ownership (“participation”) by communities (Li 2007); and ethnically aware development 

(Andolina, Laurie, & Radcliffe 2009). The Bolivian State and NGO-led development projects 

largely ignored the inhabitants of the Altiplano in part because they viewed the region as 

unproductive and the terrain unsuitable for development. Although the Altiplano was 

overlooked, quinoa producers were victims of a larger agriculture development strategy and 

policy agenda that shaped projects throughout the country. This strategy would contribute to 

the eventual decline of the local quinoa economy. It was not until locals were handed control 

over failing NGO-run development projects that quinoa become the focus of a community 

improvement effort. What makes the quinoa case unique in this regard is that precisely 

because of the lack of attention to agrarian communities of quinoa producers, they became 

the main actors in promoting efforts to secure new international trade relations for their 

product. The following section provides background on how the process of finding new 

buyers began as grassroots efforts by a local community cooperative. I explain how once the 

project had proved successful, new actors entered into the quinoa business introducing large-

scale development projects and Bolivian government involvement. By looking back at how 

quinoa became a globally traded commodity, it becomes possible to understand why the 
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original intent of the quinoa producers was to find international buyers. It is then possible to 

see the parallel path quinoa followed to other agricultural development efforts that moved 

farming toward industrialized agriculture.  

 

2.2 International Aid Policy’s Influence on the Decline of Quinoa  

Once quinoa became popular outside of the Andes, several articles appeared claiming 

the increase in quinoa consumption by Northern consumers was negatively impacting 

producers. A frequently sited article published in The Guardian claimed, “the appetite of 

countries such as ours for this grain has pushed up prices to such an extent that poorer people 

in Peru and Bolivia, for whom it was once a nourishing staple food, can no longer afford to 

eat it” (Blythman 2013). What is missing from these articles is the fact that quinoa 

consumption had been in decline for decades; by the 1980s quinoa had significantly 

diminished. Centuries of intervention from outsiders, first the Spanish conquistadors and 

later international development agencies, deliberately implemented policies and practices to 

reduce the harvest of indigenous crops. The media articles fail to include the historical 

background on the policies that lead to the decline in the local demand for quinoa and as 

such, these articles fail to list how it came to be that the peasants led the movement to obtain 

new buyers.  

Framing the quinoa economy as “development” allows us to appreciate the struggles 

peasants overcame to bring their product to a new market. Arturo Escobar in, Encountering 

Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third World (reprinted in 2012) looks at 

development as a historical construct. Describing it as something unnatural—it enables 

development to be seen as a space where poor countries are specified and intervened upon 
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(2012). Bolivia frequently has been “intervened upon.” The flow of US economic aid to 

Bolivia from 1940 for four decades resulted in led to one of the highest levels of aid per 

capita in Latin America (Healy 2001, 19). Consequently, as Escobar suggests, 

“development” is productive in the sense that people learn they are “not-developed” and can 

be further dominated by the “First World” (2012). Bolivians have been victims of this 

mentality since the time of colonialism and up through to United States imperialism, both of 

which had severe impacts to the indigenous food system.  

As a means to force the indigenous people to assimilate, the Spanish not only 

conquered the people of the Andes but also altered their food system during the colonial 

period, which lasted until the early 19th century; indigenous crops were deliberately repressed 

and replaced with European foods (Hellman and Higman 2001, 6). In the subsequent century, 

foreigners created policies and projects with similar goals. By the mid-twentieth century, the 

United States was exerting its power throughout Latin America and in the 1940s, Western 

development aid began to shape an anti-indigenous national development policy. Influenced 

by the US, Bolivia’s approach to economic development was based on two models, state 

capitalism and neoliberalism. Both of them limited indigenous development and further 

created an economic divide between the highland indigenous people and the rest of the 

country. Based on perceived progress of the U.S. agriculture model observed by Bolivian 

agricultural administrators during the 1930s, the Bolivian government began to believe the 

U.S. approach was the answer to their underdevelopment problems (Healy 2001, 16-17). 

American Merwin Bohan was the main architect of the Servicio Agrícola Interaméricano 

(SAI). He was influenced by neo-colonial attitudes from his elite Bolivian friends and found 

“both the native ‘world view’ and Aymara language to be detrimental to the country’s 
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immediate development prospects” (Healy 2001, 20). As such, SAI’s policies focused on 

introducing non-native plant species into Bolivia, a practice leading to devastating impacts 

on the landscape. 

The model of state capitalism began after the 1952 revolution. The emphasis of the 

economy policy was economic diversification and import substitution. One such program 

was initiated in the Atiplano. The United States Agency for International Development 

(USAID) financed a program in the town of Potosí teaching farmers how to improve 

production of wheat. When it was time to sell the locally grown crop, farmers could not 

compete with the low cost wheat imported through U.S. food aid programs (Healy 2001, 

161). In the same highlands region, non-indigenous animals, such as sheep, were introduced 

leading to overgrazing and a severe degradation of topsoil and vegetation. Traditional 

grazing of llamas or production of crops was discouraged; the sale of llama meat was 

prohibited. As Healy notes, “an emergency relief program from the United States gradually 

evolved into a national structural dependency which complicated various aspects of nutrition, 

native resource, food preferences, and agricultural biodiversity over the next four decades” 

(2001, 29). By the mid-1970s, Bolivia had become the per capita world leader in food aid 

shipment from the U.S. By 1984 wheat-based products had grown to represent 75 percent of 

the calories consumed as a result of the U.S. food aid program that began in 1956 (Healy 

2001, 30). The importation of U.S. subsidized wheat severely altered the food system; 

imported crops substituted traditional crops such as quinoa. Between 1960 and 1984 

consumption of wheat-based products grew from 18 percent of the calories in the diet of 

urban consumers to 75 percent and 70 percent of the protein (Healy 2001, 30).  
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Escobar defines “development” as the, “growing will to transform drastically two-

thirds of the world in pursuit of the goal of material prosperity and economic progress” 

(2012, 4). To bring peasants “economic progress” Bolivian economic policy included import 

substitution aimed at eliminating agricultural imports such as sugar, meat and rice, with a 

goal to import machinery to produce these products at home. These policies concentrated on 

the eastern lowlands and left the indigenous majority—the producers of the majority of the 

country’s food supply—absent from conversations. This was particularly devastating for 

Andean quinoa farmers as seen by the decline in national production of quinoa during the 

1960s and 1970s (Healy 2001, 42). Indigenous food producers suffered from, “exacerbated 

terms of trade inequities…’the markets were overflowing with consumer products yet, they 

had no money to purchase them’” (Healy 2001, 53).  

 

2.3 The Rebirth of the Quinoa Economy 

2.3.1 1960s International Development Projects 

Another concept Escobar introduces is how development is productive in making 

underdevelopment politically and technically manageable (2012, 46). The destruction of the 

indigenous food system exemplifies such a process. For centuries Bolivia’s majority 

indigenous population was suppressed in order for mestizo elites to maintain political power. 

Eliminating the local food market was part of this plan. Between 1964 and 1978 multiple 

military regimes ruled the country, returning the dubious title of “the world’s most coup 

prone republic” to Bolivia (Healy 2001, 13). To support these regimes from turning 

communist and in an attempt to modernize Bolivia, the US government invested heavily in 

aid and especially in the agricultural sector (Healy 2001, 19). Simultaneously, in the late 
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1960s in a remote part of the southern Altiplano on the shores of the Uyuni salt flats, Belgian 

missionaries constructed a lime factory “with the aim of raising the standards of living of the 

indigenous population by more effectively utilizing local resources” (Healy 2001, 162). Their 

project follows Escobar’s definition of development: to transform peasants to pursue the goal 

of economic progress as seen through the lens of capitalism (2012). Although the lime 

factory was not economically successful it was productive in creating a tractor rental service. 

Access to tractors prompted local farmers to start uprooting the shrubs that grew on the 

pampas in order to plant quinoa, which until that time only grew on the hillsides. This 

mechanization unintentionally led to great capacity for quinoa to be planted on more hectors 

of land. Consequently, the agricultural frontier could be extended to the flat terrain by 

enabling virgin lands with irregular topography, fragile soils with low water holding capacity 

to grow quinoa. Although this development project did not explicitly aim to promote 

increased quinoa production, it introduced the idea of using the pampas for agricultural 

production as opposed to just herding (Healy 2001, 163). The lime factory “development 

project” did produce an outcome however; the outcome was not the original intent. 

 

2.3.2 1970s: Formation of Peasant Cooperatives 

Quinoa decreased as a dietary staple of Bolivia during the 1960s (Healy 2001), but 

quinoa farming never disappeared from Andean culture. Peasants maintained hope in 

growing quinoa a source of income. This section discusses the role of peasant cooperatives in 

development of a new Bolivian quinoa market. Cooperatives became, and still are, essential 

in enabling quinoa to reach external marketplaces. Cooperatives allow an international buyer 

a central source through which to purchase large quantities of quinoa thus avoiding the need 
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to locate individual farming households. Furthermore, cooperatives are able to control for 

quality through training programs and financial support to farming households for organic 

farming. While the community-led project to export quinoa was accepted by development the 

way in which the locals organized was dictated by development. Robert Andolina, Nina 

Laurie and Sarah Radcliffe label this combination of use of local knowledge combined with 

development strategy as the junction when, “indigenous policy and advocacy networks 

intersect to define a transnational but grounded frontier between culturally appropriate 

development and developmentally appropriate culture” (2009, 3). The historical progression 

of the creation of the first peasant cooperative is outlined in the following paragraphs.  

Bolivian quinoa producers were at first subjects of western development, however as 

aid workers realized their original project was not helping the community they made the 

decision to turn the project over to locals. In 1974, one of the Belgian missionaries decided to 

enlist the help of locals to shift the development model from top-down management to 

community participation. There were two important changes: first, the priest sought out 

locals, Macario Bautista, a peasant leader, and Jaime Alba, a development professional, to 

return to the Altiplano and work on a project to revitalize quinoa; secondly, he transferred 

ownership of the program to the community by setting up a cooperative. Bautista and Alba 

were native to the Altiplano and had witnessed out migration of youth from the area due to 

lack of opportunity. This was in large part because, as Healy notes, “earnings from quinoa 

were so meager that it was difficult for their families to make ends meet” (Healy 2001, 165). 

The two leaders of the group contrived the idea to place quinoa at the center of development 

strategy in order to “stimulate the communities to take initiative” (Ibid). According to 

Bautista, the co-op idea was a foreign idea  (Healy 2001, 163). While missionaries 
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recognized the local knowledge redesigned their project to be culturally appropriate by 

focusing on a native crop and then by forming a co-op they produced “developmentally 

appropriate culture” (Andolina et al 2009).   

During the 1970 small producers started to form community-based committees, 

Organizaciones Economicas Campisinas (OECAs), Peasant Economic Organizations, in an 

attempt to search for market opportunities to bypass intermediaries (Raynolds 2007,183). 

The first Andean organization of quinoa growing peasants, Union of Agricultural 

Cooperatives (CECAOT), was founded in 1975 and comprised 14 cooperatives from the Nor 

Lipez province in Potosi (Ibid). This federation emerged from the agricultural project begun 

by Bautista and Alba (Ibid). Traditionally, peasant producers kept most of their quinoa for 

their own household consumption (Cáceres et al. 2007).  For the quinoa they did want to sell, 

producers had no other alternative other than to sell it to intermediaries who obtained the 

product for buyers in Challapata1, the central marketplace in Bolivia where the price of 

quinoa is set. Intermediaries had almost a complete monopoly over quinoa trade and were 

highly exploitative, accused of using over-weight scales, under-quoting prices, and in 

general, treating the farmers unfairly (Ofstehage 2012). The development agenda of the 

1960s profoundly influenced the price of quinoa. By the 1970s, the price paid to the quinoa 

producer was equivalent to one third of the cost of imported wheat (Cáceres et al. 2007).  

Indigenous quinoa farmers were aware of the nutritional qualities of their crop and 

wanted to break free from the necessity of selling to intermediaries. For the peasant 

organization throughout the 1970s, the issue was twofold: lack of an efficient machine to 

thoroughly process and clean quinoa inhibited them from producing a crop of export quality; 
																																																								
1	The “Challapata Fair” is also known as the “Black Market” since most of the quinoa destine 
towards the bordering country of Peru is smuggled through this market/location. 
2	This	paper	refers	to	the	fair	trade	movement	as	“fair	trade”	and	distinguishes	certified	products	as	
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and economic policy made exports difficult which inhibited farmers from obtaining a fairer 

price. Because local government agricultural stations never adequately supported quinoa 

peasants, CECAOT’s objective was to, “stimulate the communities to take initiatives rather 

than waiting for government agencies” (Healy 2001, 165). The first members of CECAOT 

had the idea to organize the “Primer Encuentro de Productores de Quinua del Altiplano Sur” 

(The First Meeting of Quinoa Growers of the Southern Altiplano). It brought together over 

150 Aymara and Quechua peasants as well as foreign donors (Healy 2001, 165). From this 

meeting came the idea to form a committee tasked with the top priority of obtaining a 

processing machine to remove the saponins in order to improve the quality of the product. 

According to Healy, “as early as the 1970s the Peruvian food industry was profiting from 

selling processed quinoa products from Bolivian quinoa” (Healy 2001, 167). Private funding 

was sought because the co-op did not receive support from local government agricultural 

stations (Healy 2001, 166). With funding from Catholic Relief Services, CECAOT obtained 

the dehusking machine but it only removed 60-70 percent of the saponins (Healy 2001, 167). 

The first dehusking machine was installed in the same town as the co-op headquarters. They 

choose Julaca because electricity had been installed for the town’s lime industry (Healy 

2001, 167). Throughout the decade CECAOT sought funding from international NGOs, 

specifically the International Agricultural Foundation (IAF), to obtain improved processing 

technology that would allow the co-op to increase the quality of their crop and allow for 

more time to be spent on marketing efforts (Ibid).  

 

2.3.3 The 1980s: New Economic Reforms and New Markets 

The 1980s brought about political, social and economic change to Bolivia following 
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sixteen years of military rule. Throughout the 1980s, Latin American countries suffered 

serious economic and social crises characterized by growing external debts, poverty and high 

levels of unemployment. By the end of the so-called “lost decade,” one quarter of the entire 

population lived in households that earned less than one dollar a day (Thrupp 1995, 15). To 

obtain loans from the International Monetary Fund, governments had to agree to Structural 

Adjustment Programs (SAPs) (Moberg and Lyon 2010, 3). In 1985, the new Bolivian 

government introduced neoliberal economic policies aimed at stabilizing the economy 

through structural adjustment via reducing the role of the state in the economy. This was 

done through measures such as privatizing national industries, removing subsidies, 

liberalizing trade and overall, integrating the country into global markets (Healy 2001, 51). A 

feature in the New Economic Plan (NEP) was to open up the market to more imports but also 

to make it easier to export. In attempts to increase economic growth, repay debts and reduce 

reliance on traditional exports (coffee, sugar cane, beef), international agencies began 

promoting cash crop exports as a central part of trade liberalization and structural adjustment 

policies (Thrupp 1995, 3).  

The economic shift away from import substitution and toward neoliberal policies 

coincided with a demand for non-traditional agricultural exports (NTAEs), organic products 

and health foods (Thrupp 1995, 3). According to Thrupp, “non-traditional export values from 

Latin America grew steadily reaching $430 million by 1991” (1995, 58). To be defined as a 

non-traditional agroexport the export must be either 1) not traditionally produced in a 

particular country; 2) was traditionally produced for domestic consumption but is now 

exported; or 3) is a traditional product now exported to a new market (Thrupp 2005, 2).  

Quinoa, “as a traditional product now exported to a new market,” met the definition. It also 
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fit into the governmental policies aimed towards opening new markets and increasing 

exports. A government funded development project acted as another influence for organic 

conversion. The Inter-American Institute for Cooperation on Agriculture in partnership with 

the market study on quinoa conducted by the Bolivian Ministry of Agriculture confirmed the 

potential for growth among European organic food buyers. It also listed “Real Blanca” 

quinoa grain as the one most accepted by consumers in the North (Cáceres et al. 2007, 184). 

The impact on the conversation to organic farming will be discussed in chapter three. 

 

2.3.4. International Technical Cooperation 

From the beginning of their project to expand the quinoa export production, the 

Bolivian peasant organizations understood the need to add value to their product through 

initial processing. Not only did quinoa producers lead the efforts to find new buyers for their 

crop, but they also played a role in developing the next phase in the quinoa supply chain. The 

decade when cooperatives needed funding to improve quinoa-processing equipment, the 

1990s, coincided a “‘new development paradigm,’ which emphasized ‘decentralization, 

community development, privatization, minimal government, popular participation, and 

flexible forms of foreign aid’” (Werlin, 1992 as sited in Stenn, 2013). First introduced under 

the Banzer government in the late 1990s and further developed under the Mesa 

administration, in the early 2000s, the new policy focused on developing external buyers for 

Bolivian products thus replacing the former model of production and productive 

infrastructure (Ton & Bijman, 2006). Because the highland peasants had already formed 

cooperatives, they were poised to take advantage of this new paradigm to support community 

development. At the same time, development was beginning to ask for community 
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