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Boundaries of the Campo Agua’ê indigenous community in front of a soybean plantation 
belonging to a Brazilian company in the Department of Canindeyú, District of Curuguaty. 
Source: Base IS 
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Presentation 
 
 
Brazil, Argentina and Paraguay are estimated to close the 2009/10 soybean harvest with an 
amazing figure: the three countries will account for  50% of the world’s soybean 
production. Together, they are expected to harvest 130.7 million tons within a 259.7-
million-ton world production. Brazil stands out with 69 million tons harvested (26.5% of 
the world’s total) and is second only to the United States, which harvests 91.4 million 
(35.1%). Argentina comes third with 54.5 million (20.9%), and Paraguay comes sixth with 
7.5 million (2.7%), behind only China and India1. With that place in the world agriculture 
chessboard, the Mercosur neighbours are establishing themselves as the main soybean 
providers of the international food industry, especially that related to meat production. 
 
Most of the harvest is exported as grains, flour, and oil to China, Japan and the European 
Community. In this year’s harvest, figures are as follows: Brazil is expected to export 42 
million tons or 60.8% of its output; Argentina, 40 million or 73.5% of the total harvested; 
and Paraguay, 5.6 million, which is 77.7% of its production. The expansion of soybean 
plantations in all the three countries has several reasons, including favourable climate, 
development of local varieties, the existence of a farming culture and public policies that 
favour the expansion of the agricultural frontier. But one factor stands out historically: the 
relatively low price of land. That is the economic variable that has allowed farmers in the 
region to meet increasing world demand for soybean. In Brazil, occupation of cheap land 
allowed the expansion of southern plantations towards the north of the country, especially 
into Cerrado areas, from the 1960s on. 
 
In the case of Paraguay – the focus of this study – the advancement started from the 
Brazilian border, from where farmers went looking for cheaper land, especially in the last 
decade. Soybean arrived at departments such as Alto Paraná and Itapúa, causing the 
destruction of what remained of their original forests. Today, in Brazil, the expansion of 
plantations in the Midsouth displaces activities such as cattle towards the Amazon. In 
Paraguay, that same phenomenon happens in the Chaco region: soybean coming from fields 
nearer the border pushes cattle north, where the Chaco is and where deforestation rates 
have increased.  
 
Besides the same expansion dynamics and environmental impacts, Brazil and Paraguay 
have also had similar experiences regarding social impacts caused by soybean. The model 
for its expansion, based on the large monoculture estate, intensive use of pesticides and low 
use of labour, is not compatible with traditional lifestyles represented by peasants.  Where 
one of them prevails, the other has to go away.  That is the reason for the several land 
conflicts seen between major landowners and social movement activists in both sides of the 
border in recent years. In the specific case of Paraguay, the scenario becomes even more 
serious because of the extreme internationalization of the soybean industry in the country. 
Major producers are Brazilians acting jointly with foreign conglomerates. Furthermore, 
Brazil-based companies have been importing Paraguayan soybean to meet their needs as 

                                                 
1 Report: United States Department of Agriculture. 
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shown by data provided by the Brazilian government. Five out of the eight largest Brazilian 
companies importing Paraguayan products work with soybean: Bunge, ADM, Sadia, 
Agrícola Horizonte, and Multigrain.  Companies like Cargill, Caramuru, and co-operatives 
such as Aurora and Cocamar also import it in a smaller scale.  
 
Between January and July 2010, Brazil imported 111.3 thousand tons of soybean from 
Paraguay – 263% over the same period in 2009. In financial terms, it was second only to 
wheat in the amount imported. Those links in production chains help to explain why the 
soybean complex remains at its most primary stage in Paraguay. Whereas Brazil processes 
46.3% of its production within the country and Argentina processes 63.3%, in Paraguay 
that figure is only 20.8%. Therefore, the country adds still less value to its foreign sales 
compared to its neighbours, which export more flour and oil.  
 
Along this study, Base Investigaciones Sociales and the NGO Repórter Brasil, which 
collaborate in this work, present readers with a broad analysis of the soybean complex in 
Paraguay, its economic aspects and its socioenvironmental aspects. Above all, a critical 
observation of reality is conducted from the perspective of those watching the expansion of 
soybean but not benefiting from it – peasants displaced from their land, Indians who have 
their plantations contaminated and workers whose labour is exploited.   
 
 
The importance of soybean for Paraguay’s GDP 
 and general economy 
 
In the last decade, soybean has become the main commodity in Paraguay’s economy as 
well as its main export product. After arriving to the country in the 1970s at its East border 
with Brazil, its growth has been sustained and accelerated in some periods, especially in the 
latest ten years as a result of the introduction of genetically modified material. In the 
country, the primary sector of the economy has accounted for about 26% of the GDP in the 
first quarter of 2010, including agriculture, cattle, and forest-related activities. 
Manufacturing and construction, in turn, account for only 17%, which shows low 
development of manufacturing processes in Paraguay, while the tertiary or service sector 
generates 50% of the GDP.  Specifically, agriculture represents 20%, including mechanized 
and traditional forms. 

 
Main agricultural commodities / 2009-2010 Harvest 

Commodity   Surface Production 
 Hectares Tons 

Soybean 2,682,000 7,500,000 
Corn 650,000 1,625,000 
Wheat 560,000 1,261,800 
Manioc 250,000 3,625,000 
Sunflower 150,000 255,000 
Source: Ministry of Agriculture of Paraguay 
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The five main agricultural products according to the planted surface come mainly from 
mechanized agriculture and only manioc is typical of peasant activities. Soybean comes 
first, with 2.6 million hectares, followed by corn and wheat. Soybean output is the 
agribusiness star and its advocates point out that its weight in the economy should keep 
increasing in the next years. In 2000, 1.2 million hectares of soybean have been planted, 
gaining a new impulse with the introduction in Paraguay of genetically modified seeds by 
transnational corporations. In 2006, that surface was doubled, reaching more than 2.4 
million hectares. In the latest harvest, 2.7 million hectares were planted. 
 
 

Increase in soybean surface and production  
in hectares and tons. Period: 2000-2010 

 
 
 
 
The 2010 production has reached a record 7.5 million tons over the 3.6 million tons from 
2009 – a year that was strongly influenced by drought in the whole region. Ten years ago, 
production was around 3 million tons. 
 
 

Productivity 
Year kg/ha 

2000 2,426 
2001 2,594 
2002 2,454 
2003 2,915 
2004 2,020 
2005 2,020 
2006 1,501 
2007 2,297 
2008 2,257 
2009 1,445 
2010 2,792 

Source: Capeco 
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Yield has seen ups and downs in the last decade. In 2000, it was 2.4 tons/hectare, while in 
this year it reached 2.7 tons per hectare. The all-time record was reached in 2003, with 
almost 3 tons per hectare. There were also years of very low productivity such as 2006 and 
2009 – only 1.5 tons per hectare. By and large, no substantial improvement is seen in the 
productivity of soybean in the long term, despite intensive use of pesticides and fertilizers 
in its production process. 
 
 
Job creation by the industry 
 
Regarding employment, Paraguay used to have a Working Population of 2,981,126 persons 
in 2008. The process of subordinate entrance in world trade has made Paraguay specialize 
in some capital-intensive commodities, whose production processes demand low labour, 
gradually displacing peasants towards urban centres. In 1992, the urban population 
overcame for the first time the rural one, given the permanent migration resulting from the 
agro-exporting model. Furthermore, since the manufacturing industry is limited in terms of 
job creation, the tertiary sector – where informal, low paid activities prevail – saw a fast 
increment. 
 
The technology for cultivating mechanized soybean does not create jobs. One person can 
take charge of 200 hectares and its wage can reach a maximum of 1,500,000 guaraníes2. In 
soybean plantations, some peons are Paraguayan, because it is good for producers to have a 
good relationship with the community, but most frequently Brazilian producers bring their 
labour from Brazil and pay minimum wages for survival. In the 90s, soybean used to 
employ more labour. 
 
Producers would generate a source of income, give a job to their neighbours, their friends, 
their children, but with current technology advancements, such source of employment has 
ended3. The primary sector included (2008) 26% of the PEA, with almost 800 thousand 
people; the secondary sector, 18%, while tertiary activities employed 55% of workers, 
totalling over 1.6 million people. The latter included self-employed people, and those 
employed in informal sales, homes, the State, and commerce. 
 
In Paraguay, 40% of the population is still rural and the working population totals 
1,206,226 people. According to latest farming census conducted in 2008, there are 27,735 
soybean producers in the country, which is less than 3% of the rural working population. 
Soybean monoculture creates few jobs for the economy, both in its productive stage – given 
its high concentration of land – and in technology provision, storage, and exporting. Those 
tasks are controlled by multinationals, which, with relatively few employees, have high 
profits because they import inputs and export soybean.  The main transnational companies 
are Cargill, with 380 employees in the country, ADM with 450, and then Bunge, Dreyfus, 
and other with similar number of workers.  
 

                                                 
2 US dollar equals 4,700 Paraguayan guaraníes. 
3 Interview with e peasant leader from Alto Paraná. 
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Implementation of the technology package including transgenic seeds and mechanization of 
monoculture resulted in drastic reduction in job offer in soybean areas. According to a 
Minga Porá employee, ‘before mechanization, 25 years ago, 100 hectares used to mean 100 
people to hoe; now no one will hoe, so those people no longer have work.’  Communities 
whose job market has been most affected by the arrival of soybean, according to interviews 
conducted, are those in the Departments de Alto Paraná and Itapúa, since it is there where 
soybean is more established. In most communities, the situation is highly negative and the 
perception of labour reduction is over 60% in all of them. 
 
Wealth concentration appears highly linked to labour generated after the model of 
agribusiness production. In the Minga Porá town government,4 soybean benefits are seen to 
be taken by a few farmers (mostly Brazilians) and local silos (most of which belong to 
multinational companies). The increase in migration is due to the lack of jobs. An official 
states that silos employ temporary labour, which does not mean much work for people in 
the district. Soybean is the main economic source of the district, by it does not mean actual 
job creation’. 
 
Silos only employ during certain months, between December and March, when soybean is 
harvested. Silos do not employ workers over 30 years of age, since they require only young 
people in good physical condition to use their physical strength and do the job quickly. A 
young leader of Lote 85 defines it as ‘direct exploitation of youth’. In the Parirí community, 
in Caaguazú, up to 22 youth from the community work in the silos at the Toledo village 
during high season. The work is exhausting: an average 1,000 tons are unloaded a day 
during at least 10 hours. The tasks include unloading, grain selection, and feeding ovens for 
drying. Health conditions are poor, and a large part of workers present respiratory problems 
due to dust and pesticides from the grains. They receive 30 thousand guaraníes a day 
(about 6 US dollars). 
 
 
The main soybean companies in the country 
 
The main companies benefiting from soybean production are foreign corporations, since 
they import inputs and export almost all grains and their derivates such as flour and oil. The 
main one is US-based Cargill, which in 2008 exported 1,268 million dollars, followed by 
ADM with 487 million and Bunge, with 261 million. They manage a wide profit margin, 
above 30% of their revenues, and given the weak regulation of the sector, give scarce 
resources to the State for their economic activities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
4 Located less than 40 km from the Brazilian border. 
5 A community near Minga Porá.  



7 
 

 
Mains exports of soybean and derivates 

Exports, Profits, and Taxes – 2008  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
In production terms, plantations in large properties prevail. In 2008, the national average 
surface per soybean producer was 90 hectares. But concentration of plantations in large 
estates is clear. Properties with over 1,000 hectares are 44% of soybean surface, while 
estates varying from 100 and 1,000 hectares are 43%. The remaining 13% corresponds to 
less than 100 hectares. Brazil-born Tranquilo Favero is one of the main producers, with 
50,000 hectares of soybean, and the Co-operative Colonias Unidas, located in the 
Department of Itapúa, with over 100,000 hectares. 
 
Most of the surface area belongs to Brazilians, about 80% of the whole East border, plus 
the departments de San Pedro and Caaguazú. Furthermore, there are Brazilian companies 
working in the provision of seeds, agrochemicals, and tractors, such as companies of the 
Favero Group, Agrofértil, Agrotec, Agrosan, Dekalpar, and co-operatives of Brazilian 
settlers grouped under the national co-operative centre UNICOOP, or Central Nacional de 
Cooperativas. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cargill ADM Bunge Noble LDC Vicentín
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Main vectors  for soybean  
expansion in Paraguay 
 
 
Soybean is produced mainly to be exported, and domestic consumption is not more than 
5% of the total. The main destination is exports as grain, with low added value, in a 
percentage that remained around 70% in the latest decade. Industrialization as oils and 
pellets remains around 30%. In 2010, a record will be set for soybean export, since only in 
the five initial months exports have been over the whole 2009 value. 
 
 

Destination of soybean exports 2000-2009 
Year Tons of grain 

exported 
% exported % 

industrialization 
2000 2,025,552 71 28 
2001 2,509,948 72 26 
2002 2,385,979 67 31 
2003 3,167,193 70 28 
2004 2,664,415 68 30 
2005 2,882,182 71 27 
2006 2,380.344 65 32 
2007 4,136,117 74 23 
2008 4,439,166 74 22 
2009 2,282,705 63 34 

Source: Capeco 
 
 
Domestic consumption of soybean and its derivates in Paraguay is highly limited, since it is 
not traditionally part of the population’s food habits and culture. That consumption is not 
higher than 5% of the total, since almost 75% of the production is sent abroad as grains, 
while most of industrial derivates such as oil and flour are also aimed at foreign markets. 
There have been programmes in the country, both by companies and state agencies, to 
promote the adoption of soybean-based food habits, including donation of ‘mechanic cows’ 
and scarce resources to make soybean “milk”. Those attempts had no major results and 
local consumption of soybean remains low. 
 
Another potential vector for soybean expansion is biodiesel. Law 2748/2005, for ‘Biofuel 
Advancement’ was updated and regulated on April 27, 2006 and established biofuels as 
“national interest.” Biofuels benefited by that law include biodiesel, absolute ethanol, and 
hydrated ethanol. It says that ‘it is necessary to establish and encourage programmes that 
favour the establishment of companies and industries in new development hubs in the 
country, based on the idea of approach of production chains and clusters’. Therefore, 
investment projects for biofuel production in agriculture, cattle, or industrial areas 



9 
 

conducted by physical or legal persons in the country will enjoy the benefits established by 
Law 2748/2005. 
 
The law established that the Ministry of Industry and Trade shall enforce mandatory 
mixture of biodiesel with regular diesel oil (1-5%), and alcohol with gasoline, in order to 
guarantee the market by incrementing demand. Incentives are granted by Law 60/90 about 
Investments and a cooperation agreement is made with Brazil. Article 16 mentions 
specifically the inclusion of enterprises whose projects include mitigating climate change  
by capturing or removing greenhouse effect gases, within the legal framework of Clean 
Develop Mechanism (CDM).  
 
Legal provisions have not been followed. State-owner oil company Petróleos Paraguayos 
(PETROPAR) is the largest importer – about 55% – of diesel to be used in the country. 
Neither that company not private ones follow the mixtures established by law in order to 
avoid the high price they will have to pay for oil from bovine fat. According to 
PETROPAR, the 3,706 guaraní price (about 0,80 US cents) does not pay its cost, 
considering current world petroleum prices. That is, PETROPAR profits more by selling 
diesel with no addictives, so biodiesel cannot be sold in the country. 
 
The only agreement signed by Paraguay is with Brazil. In May 2007, the visit by Brazilian 
President Lula for the Brazil-Paraguay Biofuel Seminar ended with the signing of the 
memorandum of understanding. Lula brought with him 30 businesspeople and encouraged 
them to invest in Paraguay. Brazil’s Brazilian Social and Economic Development Bank 
(Banco Nacional de Desenvolvimento Econômico e Social, BNDES) announced at that 
seminar that it will open a specific credit line to fund Brazilian businesses that decide to 
invest in agribusiness in Paraguay. The document signed by both governments also 
included interchange and co-operation programmes to obtain new varieties and to 
incorporate more advanced agricultural technologies (irrigation and fertilization systems, 
etc.). 
 
On the other hand, the Brazilian business group Espírito Santo visited Paraguay with 
similar intentions. The group includes an agriculture-cattle company located in a private 
natural reserve called Ypetí, home to indigenous populations. The company was denounced 
in 2009 for pesticide contamination. Spanish foundation Biocoms – which has invested in 
Argentina – also visited Paraguay, just like other investors from India, such as Formosa 
Petrochemical Corporation and Fair Energy, Grace THW Group (both from Taiwan), and 
Brazil’s Novamérica, as well as businesses from the United States, Great Britain, the 
Netherlands, and other European countries. It has also been announced that project 
“Paraguay Vende 2”, a programme of the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID), will place more emphasis on biofuel production. 
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Company Location Production capability 
Frigorífico Guaraní Biodiesel Itauguá, Department: Central 12,000,000 litres/month of 

bovine fat 
Enerco Areguá, Department: Central 6,000,000 litres/year of 

bovine fat 
Bioenergía AS Itauguá, Department: Central 4,000,000 litres/ year of 

bovine fat 
Sebo Porá SRL Limpio, Department: Central 6,000,000 litres/year of 

bovine fat 
Quest AS Luque, Department: Central 1,800,000 litres/year of 

vegetal oil 
Coop. Cosecha Feliz Guarambaré, Department: 

Central 
1,500,000 litres/year of 

vegetal oil 
Frigorífico Concepción SA Concepción, Department: 

Concepción 
9,000,000 litres/year of 

bovine fat 
Bio-Paraguay SA Itakyry, Department: Alto 

Paraná 
1,200,000 litres/year 

Agro Silo Santo Ângelo SA Ñacunday, Department: Alto 
Paraná 

1,800,000 litres/year of 
vegetal oil 

Agro GF SA Paso Cadena, Department: 
Caaguazú 

1,800,000 litres/year of 
vegetal oil 

Source: FAO 
 
 
 
Five of those ten companies use bovine fat to process the oil that will then be mixed with 
diesel. The others process vegetal oil but at a smaller scale, because they do not have 
enough to meet the demand of fuel distribution companies. All those companies are 
members of a Biodiesel Producers’ Chamber called BIOCAP (Cámara Paraguaya de 
Biodiesel) which is represented at the Ministry of Industry and Trade (Ministerio de 
Industria y Comercio, MIC) by the Network of Investments and Exports (Red de 
Inversiones y Exportaciones, REDIEX). All national and international companies that 
invest in biofuel production enjoy comparative advantages over others, since they do not 
pay the same canon. 
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Impacts  of soybean expansion 
in Paraguay 
 
 
The model for soybean production – which adds to existing large cattle estates – is 
concentrating arable land in a few hands and displacing small farmers and Indians from 
rural areas, since it becomes impossible for them to have a proper diet. In recent years,6 
rural exodus into urban areas is about 90,000 people a year (some 18,000 families7). They 
establish themselves in the outskirts of urban centres, in small parcels that offer no 
possibility to produce food. Their scarce education and a saturated job market prevent them 
from accessing basic goods and services. Therefore, they create survival strategies with no 
State help. Peasants who remain in rural areas face constant environmental deterioration, 
destruction of their plantations, and direct intoxication – all caused by the application of 
strong biocides in neighbouring mechanized plantations. 
 
Brazilian migration saw three important moments: one in the 60s, another in the 70s and the 
last one in the mid-80s, corresponding to soybean expansion at the Brazil-Paraguay border8. 
In 2005, Law 2532 came into force and established the zone of border security for the 
Republic of Paraguay, prohibiting the sale of land to foreigners within 50 km of the border 
line, known as the ‘security strip’. The Inter-institutional Commission for the Border 
Security Zone (Comisión Interinstitucional para la Zona de Seguridad Fronteriza, 
CIZOSEF) conducted a survey en zones of the Departments of Alto Paraná and Canindeyú. 
According to the study carried out in the Nueva Esperanza district, Department de 
Canindeyú, between 2008 and 2009, 7% of owners were found to be Paraguayan, 58% 
were Brazilian, and 1% was French; in the District of Katueté, 11% were Paraguayan, 83% 
were Brazilian, and 1% was Chinese. In the last District, Francisco Caballero Alvarez, 55% 
are Paraguayan owners and 42% were Brazilian. An average of those three districts that 
border with Brazil shows that 61% of landowners were foreigners, of which 90% were 
Brazilian. 
 
 
Environmental impacts: deforestation 
 
The Alto Paraná Atlantic Forest (Bosque Atlántico del Alto Paraná, BAAPA) is one of 15 
eco-regions making up the major biome of Atlantic Forest. It is estimated to include an area 
of some 470,000 sq km and extend from Brazil’s Serra do Mar until the Argentinean 
province of Misiones and the eastern part of Paraguay. In 1945, Paraguay’s BAAPA 
covered 8,000,000 hectares of the Eastern region; it is now reduced to some 700,000 
hectares. The main cause for deforestation in the area is the exponential expansion of 
soybean plantations. The loss of forest areas can be seen in the map below. 

                                                 
6According to Paraguay’s General Department for Statistics, Survey, and Census (Dirección General de 
Estadísticas, Encuestas y Censos, DGEEyC) and its annual Home Survey. 
7 Out of little more than 240 families living in parcels under 20 hectares in the country. 
8 Glauser, Marcos (2010) “Extranjerización del territorio paraguayo” (Asunción: BASE IS). 
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Desmatamento por ano na Mata Atlântica 
 do Alto Paraná, no Paraguai 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
            Fuente: http://www.wwf.org.py/lineas_accion/gis/tasas_y_estadisticas/ 
 
 
The level of deforestation in each Department affected can be seen on the table below,; they 
would soon became soil for soybean plantation. 
 
 

Deforestation per Department 
Department May/2008 June/2008 July/2008 Total 
Concepción 0 10 13 23 
San Pedro 68 40 16 124 

Guaíra 21 0 0 21 
Caaguazú 3 237 56 296 
Caazapá 9 0 13 22 
Itapua 0 0 0 0 

Paraguari 0 0 0 0 
Alto Paraná 21 13 0 34 
Amambay 0 0 6 6 
Canindeyú 41 205 258 504 

Total 163 505 362 1,030 
Fonte: WWF 
 

Annual Yearly deforestation 
 of Baapa - Paraguay 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     Source: WWF 
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The Departments with the highest levels of forest cutting (Itapúa and Alto Paraná) are those 
areas where soybean plantation was introduced in the 70s by German, Japanese, and 
Brazilian immigrants. In those places, the ‘soybean culture’ is consolidated and almost no 
forests are left. Currently, the highest deforestation level and threats of disappearance of 
whatever forest remain in the Departments of Canindeyú, San Pedro, and Caaguazú, which 
are places for expansion through companies related mainly to Brazilians. The BAAPA area 
above the Guaraní Aquifer should also be mentioned, since it is threatened by 
contamination by pesticides and destruction of forests.  
 
Another serious problem threatening peasant communities is contamination generated by 
plantations of genetically modified species.  Modified genes spread during the process of 
reproduction of the plants (pollination or horizontal transfer) seriously threatens 
sovereignty over autochthonous germplasm, since it acquires transgenic characteristics and 
therefore is subject to international patent laws. All that prevents peasants from producing 
their own seeds and food for their subsistence, which keeps encouraging rural-urban 
migration. By and large, a fundamental change in landscape has been seen in all 
communities. According to opinions collected, massive deforestation was caused by the 
expansion of monocultures and resulted in a significant climate change, with stronger 
temperature variations and an increase in extreme meteorological phenomena, such as 
tornados, storms, floods or droughts. 
 
In communities visited, the population guarantees that there has been a drastic reduction in 
fish and wild animals in recent years, basically due to deforestation. Families consulted also 
often mention droughts and contamination of waterbeds as the beginning of the 
disappearance of fish. Loss of forests has affected the population’s living because of 
reduction in hunting and other resources, which used to contribute to family economy such 
as construction wood, firewood, medicinal herbs, honey, etc. In the 12000 Bertoni 
community, where a large landowner deforested thousands of hectares to start planting 
soybean, a resident comments: ‘There is no forest left to hunt’. According to him, that has a 
major impact on the population, since hunting, besides being a form of recreation for men, 
also meant an additional source of food. The mayor of Guayaibí, in turn, denounced that 
‘all the major hills in the area have been deforested to plant soybean’. 
 
 
Vegetal charcoal used in Brazil  
encourages deforestation   
 
In the Paraguayan department of San Pedro (a department in Paraguay is the equivalent of a 
state in Brazil), the coal industry seems to be at full speed: forests cut down, small and 
medium ovens in front of the houses of local farmers, trucks full of charcoal, wood thrown 
by the roads waiting to be collected. Near the cattle, a lonely ipê-roxo (Tabebuia 
impetiginosa) is a reminder of the beautiful vegetation that once existed in that landscape. 
Deforestation of large areas has been replaced by deforested areas in small properties, 
adjusting to the new times and laws of the country. 
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Looking at peasants’ houses, with their piles of charcoal stored within the parcel, one 
would immediately ask which will be the destination of that production. At the same time, 
one wonders about what drives that charcoal production in Paraguay. Would it be the result 
of peasant poverty, since they have few options? Or is it a situation encouraged by 
neighbouring countries, especially Brazil? Among the trucks loaded with charcoal seen on 
local roads, one provides an interesting clue: it has the flags of Paraguay, Argentina, and 
Brazil on it. And a search in the imports of Paraguayan products by Brazilian companies 
reveals that steel industries in Brazil are importing charcoal from Paraguay, without 
knowledge or inspection of virtually no aspect – environmental, labour or social – of that 
production. 
 
If the situation of peasants is a cause of concern, that of Indians has been called “extremely 
troubling” by Nicolás Benítez, indigenous leader and a member of the Inter-regional 
Coordination of Original Peoples (Coordinación Interregional de los Pueblos Originales, 
CIRPO), which represents about 20 communities in four Paraguayan departments 
(Canindeyu, Caaguazu, Guayra, and Itapua). With problems in areas such as education, 
health, and land, and facing contamination of their natural resources by pesticides, Indians 
experience increasingly serious problems, even leasing their land to agribusinesses – 
something forbidden by the law, but allowed by practice. 
   
 
 

 
  Trucks loaded with charcoal in a road in the Department of Canindeyu 
            Source: Repórter Brasil 

 
 
Indians in the region sell their small farming production to passing vehicles, whose 
attention they try to draw by placing pumpkins and manioc by the road. Their children 
gather in the yards of their small mud houses while their parents attempt to trade production 
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without even being able to speak Spanish – they speak only guaraní. A pumpkin of 
reasonable size is worth between 4 and 5 thousand guaraníes, that is, less than one US 
dollar. Very near there, by the road, a wood load waits to be collected. It seems not to 
belong to anyone, but it certainly has a carrier who should arrive any moment (preferably at 
night) to collect it.  
 
In that context, it is easier to understand the explanation given by Ladislau Bernardo, a 
leader of the National Peasant Federation (Federación Nacional Campesina, FNC) in the 
department of Canindeyu, at San Pedro’s Curuguaty bus station. According to Bernardo, 
‘charcoal production often ends up being peasants’ only source of wealth’. The situation is 
so dramatic that when authorities considered prohibiting production and trade of charcoal in 
the region, they faced a peasant and indigenous upheaval and had to give it up. And local 
charcoal ‘is still going to Brazil and some industries in Paraguay’, as Bernardo himself 
confirms.  
 
According to what has been surveyed for this study, part of the charcoal produced in 
Paraguay is purchased by Brazilian steel industries, especially those located in the state of 
Minas Gerais, to be used as fuel for pig iron ovens. Charcoal is also brought by small 
importing firms, which later resell it to steel industries or restaurants, where it is used in 
grills. Between January and July 2010, Brazil imported 66 thousand tons of charcoal and 
similar products from Paraguay – a 120% increase over the same period in 2009. The 
financial movement reached 5.3 million US dollars – the 11th category of products for 
financial volume. According to a carbon purchaser from a Minas Gerais-based steel 
industry, the amount imported could be three times higher if some pig iron makers were not 
undergoing a crisis. Focused on exports, some ovens have been idle since 2008, when the 
international financial crisis started.  
 
Major steel industries from Brazil buy vegetal charcoal in Paraguay. It is the case, for 
instance, of Gerdau, one of the world’s largest. Questioned about the socioenviromental 
parameters it follows when purchasing the products, the company answered: ‘Gerdau states 
that it has made isolated purchases of vegetal charcoal from Paraguay, strictly following 
environmental laws in force. The company’s import of the product from Paraguay took 
place in 2008’. It is also purchased by steel industries such as Mat-Prima and Valinhos, 
both from Divinópolis, by Cisam, from Pará de Minas, and by Ferguminas, from Itaúna – 
all cities located in the state of Minas Gerais. In turn, most small import firms established 
themselves in Ponta Porã, Mato Grosso do Sul, which borders with the Paraguayan town of 
Pedro Juan Caballero, Novo Mundo, also in Mato Grosso do Sul, and Guaíra, Paraná, both 
bordering with Salto del Guairá in Paraguay. 
 
Created in 1993, Mat-Prima has a production capacity of 12 thousand tons of steel products 
a month. Most of it is exported through the ports of Rio de Janeiro and Vitória, the latter in 
the state of Espírito Santo. The company buys the Paraguayan product through small 
import firms and also uses Brazilian fuel made in the states of Minas Gerais, Goiás, and 
Mato Grosso. In the case of the Paraguayan product, Mat-Prima sees all environmental 
control as a responsibility of the producer and the import company. 
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Also a maker of pig iron, Cisam operates con vegetal charcoal produced in Brazil and in 
Paraguay. According to a company official, the charcoal is totally produced with wood 
coming from planted forests, including lots coming from Paraguay. The reforestation area 
located in Paraguay was established in the town of San Juan Nepomuceno, in the 
department of Caazapá, and is an enterprise headed by Brazilians. Steel industries 
Ferguminas and Valinho, in turn, now have their ovens turned off, waiting for the recovery 
of the international market of pig iron. When they are operational, both companies use 
charcoal made in Paraguay. 
 
Besides environmental, social, and labour-related problems hiding behind Paraguayan 
charcoal production – and brought to Brazil by companies that import it – Paraguayan 
carbon is also used by drug dealers or smugglers as a way to introduce their trade in Brazil. 
According to a member of the Brazil’s Federal Police customs service in Foz do Iguaçu 
(whose identity will not be disclosed), ‘charcoal is an invitation for that sort of activity, 
since it blocks the scanner used to monitor the border’. Furthermore, it ‘hinders dogs’ sense 
of smell, is dirty and absorbs the smell of materials’. Until some years ago, charcoal used to 
enter Brazil free of taxes, so that its price was very low: a truckload cost 1,000 reais. After 
many conflicts to increase the price of imported charcoal, the ton, which used to enter 
Brazil for 20 US dollars, now costs around 100 dollars. 
 
José Alberto Iegas, Federal Police chief in Foz do Iguaçu, explains that it is difficult to 
establish a direct connection between an illegal drug load or smuggled products and a 
producer of soybean, charcoal or other products coming from Paraguay. ‘The most 
common is that the owner of the main product doesn’t even know that the load was coming 
with the drug, in which case the driver is co-opted directly by the scheme. But sometimes 
drug dealers buy the load and mix it, doing a complete job’. Iegas adds that that when those 
people are usually caught in the act as a result of denunciations, investigations, because of 
the profile of the cargo or the profile of the documents. According to him, even though it is 
difficult to point out a direct connection between the illegal product and a producer, on the 
other hand it is certain that ‘major dealers usually have several legal activities to launder 
drug or bootlegging money, even buying rural estates or investing in cattle’. Iegas says that 
illegal cargoes of soybean or charcoal are rarely found, but under certain circumstances 
there can be problems with what comes hidden among those products, mainly drugs and 
especially marihuana. 
 
In Ponta-Porã, a town in Mato Grosso do Sul that borders with Paraguay, the press 
secretary of Brazil’ Federal Police says that drugs and smuggling are usually found in 
charcoal and soybean cargoes. According to them, the subterfuge is often used by local 
dealers. Recently, an 11.7-ton load of marihuana was found in a soybean truck. According 
to the Police customs department in Foz do Iguaçu, drug dealing and smuggling do not take 
place only with soybean, but also with black beans, corn and other agricultural products. 
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Pesticide contamination of workers, 
water, and land 
 
In a recent study9, peasant communities clearly demonstrated the permanent violation of 
their fundamental rights. They live in the soybean expansion zone, near the Brazilian 
border. Those communities are a result of occupation by “landless” people – all of them 
involving struggles for several years. 
 
The main obstacle for the permanence of peasant communities is the little land they posses, 
since, when families grow, most youth have no land to remain in the place, or land prices 
are too high for them to pay, so they tend to migrate according to job opportunities. Most of 
them go to work in the soybean plantations, as fumigators or in silos, which implies later 
health problems in their air ways due to dust and pesticides of the grains.  
 
Where soybean predominates, peasant lands are usually deteriorated, demanding chemical 
inputs and increasing production costs. That prevents peasants from selling their production 
since they cannot compete with major soybean producers. Therefore, they tend to rent their 
land to those very producers for an amount that does not cover their needs. 
 
That situation leads to the penetration of a form of production using pesticides in their 
communities, contaminating other residents, who eventually abandon their communities. 
With no means to produce food, family structure is disrupted, youth migrate, and violence 
increases. Added to the loss of soil fertility, surface waters are exhausted and contaminated.  
 
In ranches’ wells, underground water levels are seen to be falling. Pesticide contamination 
of their waterbeds is known to lead to the disappearance and/or reduction of streams as a 
result of the processes of sedimentation – all caused by deforestation of forests near 
rivers10. 
 
 

                                                 
9 Palau, Tomás y otros (2007). “Los Refugiados del Modelo Agroexportador. Impactos del monocultivo de 
soja en las comunidades campesinas paraguayas”. (Asunción: BASE IS). 
10 “We see the consequences of pesticides for our population. Animals have something like an epidemics 
every now and then, precisely when soybean is been planted, chicken and ducks die. When poison is being 
applied, animals are affected and so are people, we see many children with diarrhoea, vomits, also the elder 
that now have kidney problems and ladies that often lose their children, at least during pregnancy.” (Leader of 
Lote 8). 
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Erosion and sedimentation of streams – Itakyry Indigenous Community 
Source: Base IS 
 
Social and environmental problems caused by major use of chemical biocides (known as 
pesticides, agrotoxic substances, agrochemicals or agricultural defensives) in several places 
near indigenous communities and settlements, affecting health and lives of entire 
communities: homes, schools, leisure areas in general, water bodies, domestic animals, 
family and community ranches. Several intoxication cases in zones of extensive soybean 
production, even with several people dead, were publicized by the media. The most widely 
known is that of Silvino Talavera11, in 2003. 
 
This is the problem that has gained the highest political relevance in recent months, due to 
the numerous cases reported by the press of documented effects of bad and irresponsible 
use of powerful herbicides and insecticides. 
 
The most relevant situation emerging from visits to communities regarding health refers to 
the problems suffered by the population because of contamination by aspersion of 
pesticides from monoculture plantations of glyphosate-resistant transgenic soybean. Since 

                                                 
11Dr. Fátima Insfrán, a doctor who saw the child before he died and certified his death by ‘intoxication by 
organophosphates’, describes the symptoms presented by Silvino when he entered emergency care: 
‘Convulsions, fainting, 39-degree fever, diarrhoea, dehydration, serious shock, which, after repeated heart 
failures lead to his death’. The doctor emphasised her testimony with her professional experience: she says 
she has been a ‘paediatrician for 10 years and has worked at the emergency care at Hospital Regional for 
several years, where she sees that kind of problem there, so she knows perfectly the symptoms produced by 
organophosphates’.  
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2000, a drastic increase has been recorded in intoxication cases, with several denunciations 
on the media and, less strongly, at the courts. Because of the magnitude of problems, the 
Ministry of Health keeps a record about acute intoxication cases by pesticides. From 
August 2003 on, vigilance on pesticide intoxication cases was ascribed to the Ministry of 
Health’s Division for Control of Non-Transmissible Diseases.  
 
Dr. Gamarra, the head of that agency, admits that local medical staff in general lack 
training in pesticides. Since 2003, she has given courses and seminars in several parts of the 
country. In the interviews for this investigation, doctors and nurses in general admit that 
even though the problem is widely spread among the rural population, they do not have 
enough knowledge or medical resources to carry out detoxification treatments. However, 
the subject of intoxications for fumigation of monocultures is a problem ignored by most 
public servants. 
 
The same situation is repeated in the town of Minga Porá, while the municipal 
government’s secretariat informs that ‘there are denunciations, but they are very isolated 
cases’, and the reason given is that ‘population density is not such that cases are found’. 
The doctor at the health centre states that fumigations are ‘an endless problems, because 
there are houses at one side and plantations at the other (...) residents always complain but 
there is no solution (...) they have denounced it several times but nobody listens to them’. 
Regarding denunciations, in most cases residents get no answer from authorities. Interviews 
reveal that the soybean boom after 2000 caused an increase in fumigations and thus in the 
population’s denunciation and actions. Currently, in some communities, the situation 
remains the same as before while it has improved slightly in others. 
 
The most frequent health problems in communities seem to be related to fumigations and 
point out symptoms of chronicle intoxication, such as diseases in the respiratory or 
digestive tracts and headaches. Of the families we talked to, 78% mentioned some health 
problem related to frequent fumigations – an average of little over two people affected per 
family. Illnesses refer to problems related to the digestive tracts, headaches, migraines, 
nausea and fainting, among others. 
 
Most authorities, however, are co-opted: in interviews in the district of Vaquería, the 
former mayor even ‘wonders if there would be health problems in the district because of 
fumigation. Nobody has said anything so far, nobody talked to me and told me – this 
happens to me because of that’, while Mbokaja’i leaders say they have made several 
denunciations to the mayor, the prosecutor, to the Ministry of Environment, the Human 
Rights Commission, regarding pesticide contamination, and, even though national 
authorities came, there was no response from institutions and fumigations continue. 
 
Contamination of waterbeds by pesticides is a recurrent subject. In the communities of Alto 
Paraná, Itapúa, and Caaguazú, tanks are washed into streams, which get contaminated. Also 
in several communities, used containers are found in streams. For the set of eight 
communities visited, 80.7% of the population guarantee that water sources in their 
communities are often contaminated, while 44.4% say that contamination of those waters is 
permanent. 
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In the community of San Isidro, leaders provide a pessimistic view of access to water 
sources: since soybean arrived at the region, marshes where there used to be water deposits 
have been dried up. They were finished because soybean had to be planted and small 
sources that fed those marshes were dried up. There is no water anymore, and conditions 
are hard, it is a desertification process. The arroyo that crosses the community used to be a 
place for recreation and fishing, now nobody can swim because of the poison and there is 
no fish left.’ 
 
 
Violation of workers and  
Indians’ rights by agribusinesses 
 
According to evidence seen in communities, long-term soybean production has created 
generalized debts. Mechanized production strengthens the differences of income between 
families and therefore creates competitiveness between peasants. Besides, because 
mechanized plantation requires less labour in the ranch itself, it seems to change family and 
social bonds. All those impacts force peasants to seek jobs out of their communities, where 
rural unemployment rates are high. Thus community cohesion seems to be gradually 
destroyed, resulting in a higher tendency to migrate to the cities or to other, more marginal 
rural areas in the long term. 
 
The Parirí (Vaquería) community is a perfect case of study about the impact and 
fragmentation implied by soybean monoculture. The community started in the late 1960s 
and at a certain point it had 130 families in the late 80s, but only 39 live there now, due to 
the sales of land. Most residents have at least one soybean field near their houses, since 
producers do not plant only in land they bought, some with regular documents and others 
using false documents for grabbed land, but also in parcels leased by community residents.  
 
Another factor to be taken into consideration is the increasing dependence on waged 
income that affects rural, peasant or indigenous families because of low productivity of 
family and/or community ranches. That forces men accept any sort of work, under 
conditions imposed by farming enterprises, which include not only increasingly sporadic 
labour paid below the legal minimum, but also near-serfdom systems such as salaries paid 
in vouchers to be exchanged in one store, which is clearly prohibited by the Labour Code in 
force. 
 
Daily wage workers, peasants, and Indians lack social security, and the state does not fulfil 
its duty to inspect labour conditions of those sectors of the population.  
 
As for slave labour, ‘there are workers in situation similar to that seen in brazil, of 
degrading labour, serfdom by debt’, says Elvio Trinidad, a leader of the Paraguayan 
Peasant Movement (Movimiento Campesino Paraguayo, MCP) and a representative of the 
MCP in the National Coordinating Table of Peasant Organizations (Mesa Coordinadora 
Nacional de las Organizaciones Campesinas, MCNOC). ‘Those are workers with no 
awareness of their rights, no alternative, their situation is very had’, says Trinidad. 
According to him, children are highly exploited – and very early – in rural areas. ‘It is a 
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serious problem; they quit studying and end up in the streets of Asunción’. According to 
Trinidad, most children arrive from rural areas, and ‘the indigenous community is the one 
most adrift: they have nothing, no school, no basic condition. They are in a very tough 
situation’, and they add to the contingent of outcasts that arrive to the streets of Asunción, 
Paraguay’s capital. 
 
MCNOC’s secretary-general Luis Aguayo confirms that ‘child labour in rural areas in 
Paraguay is something very natural, in almost all regions and with almost all workers’. 
According to Bernardo Puente, a WTO (World Labour Organization) representative in 
Paraguay, that institution does not have information of child labour in soybean, even 
because the crop is highly mechanized. As for information provided by interviewers about 
strong exploitation – to the point of slavery – of indigenous labour in soybean production in 
some regions of Paraguay, Puente says that he has no such information. But he stresses that 
soybean has taken over indigenous communities’ land and also contaminated natural 
resources, displacing Indians towards cities where they become the victims of labour 
exploitation networks. 
 
The WTO member adds that Paraguay already has a national commission to fight forced 
labour (as slave labour is known in South American countries other than Brazil). ‘We are 
working strongly on that issue in the region of the Paraguayan Chaco, since there is 
evidence of that in the area’.  According to Puente, the WTO also has evidence that in the 
department of Amambay, members of the Pai Tavitera ethnic group are locked in local 
farms by Brazilian landowners through mechanisms similar to Brazil’s slave labour. To 
face labour problems involving children and Indians, besides slave labour, Paraguay now 
has two South-South cooperation projects in which Brazil is involved. 
 
The issue of inspection of labour conditions in Paraguay is now a relevant subject in the 
local agenda, which, nevertheless, suffers from the weakness of the state in the sector. 
Operations have been carried out in the country to enforce the decent labour agenda and to 
face child and slave labour problems. Such operations have been carried out both in the 
case of Chaco farms and calcareous material extraction, in brick production, etc. 
 
According to Puente, there is strong evidence of participation of Brazilian companies in the 
problems related to labour rights in Paraguay, whose impact and responsibilities are under 
investigation by local institutions. 
 
A major obstacle to the struggle against overexploitation of Paraguayan workers is that, 
while in Brazil there are many waged rural workers, it does not happen in Paraguay. 
Besides, ‘there are no rural labour unions as there are in Brazil’, explains, FNC secretary-
general Odilon Espínola. MCNOC’s Luis Aguayo says that in the 1980s there was an 
attempt to create rural unions in the area of Colonia Iguaçu, in Alto Paraná, ‘but now there 
is no such thing’. 
 
The situation of the Indians is still more difficult, since deforestation and contamination 
produced by the prevailing agricultural model exterminate the quantity, diversity and 
quality of wild fauna and flora – the main source of food for those communities. The scarce 
national legislation about the matter is not enforced by the State. Non-protection of 
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traditional sources of food supplies for peasants and Indians means renouncing the duty to 
protect their right to eat. 
 
In the Oriental region, communities have turned into islands surrounded by mechanized 
plantations and suffer the direct impact of indiscriminate use of pesticides. Their streams 
are filled and their water sources are contaminated. Transgenic plantations are a threat to 
local varieties, genetically more adapted, as well as to all social, cultural and spiritual 
dimensions associated to traditional agricultural systems. 
 
With their traditional territory privatized, they cannot exercise traditional subsistence 
activities. That lack of protection to property and possession rights creates displacement 
towards the cities. Within indigenous communities, in turn, more vulnerability has been 
observed for children and women. Because of the extreme poverty and social exclusion of 
those families, violations of the right to sexual autonomy of indigenous teenagers start to 
emerge, resulting in tolerance of sexual relationships with foreign workers of the 
surrounding farming companies. 
 
 
The case of the Campo Agua’ê Indians (cover photo) 
 
The Campo Agua’ê Indian community is located in the department of Canindeyú, district of 
Curuguaty. The centre of the community is located three kilometres from Route 10, by 
kilometre 25. Several family groups of the Ava Guaraní people, related by kinship links, 
constitute the community. According to residents’ estimates, about one hundred families 
live there now, totalling some five hundred people. As a result of decades of resistance and 
struggle, the community gained legal recognition of 980 hectares of land, which is only part 
of the ancient Tekoha Avakatuete territory that historically belonged to them. Occupying a 
large part of that historical territory and completely surrounding the current community are 
Nueva Esperanza S.A., an Arab-Brazilian capital company, and Brazilian-funded Hacienda 
Paraguay. They have dedicated themselves to cattle since the mid-70s and more recently to 
intensive plantations of soybean, sorghum and corn. 
 
The population’s human rights suffered more disdain with the advancement of those 
companies into the very centre of their territory, depriving them of access to large forests 
and natural assets to which they were used to resort for generations, and also strengthening 
the violent harassment towards families in order to force their displacement. Added to that 
is the absence of state politics to improve subsistence conditions of the community and 
complicity by authorities with open violation of basic rights of people living in Campo 
Agua’ê. 
 
The use of pesticides in neighbouring farms contaminates sources of water consumed by 
indigenous families, where the presence of organochlorines can be assumed. People 
interviewed said that water is dangerous after each fumigation. Many have fever, headache, 
stomach ache, and vomits, especially children. In turn, the diet of Campo Agua’ê residents 
has been directly affected as a result of activities of companies operating around it. The 
aggressive change of land for agricultural exploitation and restrictions to access to 
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important natural food resources imposed by the companies hinder the community’s 
possibilities to feed themselves according to traditional standards. 
 
Fumigation of neighbouring soybean plantations caused the destruction of the community’s 
plantations and the death of some of their livestock. The change in the surroundings almost 
to the point of extinguishing forests has eliminated a large variety of fruits and animals 
from their traditional diet, and with them, important sources of calories, proteins and 
nutrients have disappeared. Contamination by pesticides from the rivers challenges the 
quality of fish as food. Access to those reduced food resources is even more limited by the 
presence of farms’ security personnel. Those processes reduce the community’s 
possibilities to develop their traditionally way of life, since the loss of traditional foods 
implies losing practices and knowledge that are part of their culture. 
 
Because of lack of economic resources, families can hardly compensate for the loss of 
traditional food sources by purchasing food in the market. There are families where no 
member has any sort of paid work and also do not have minimally productive ranches; 
those are under the most critical situation to have enough and proper food for their 
members. Insufficient subsistence production, very low income, and loss of traditional 
natural foods make quantity and variety of food insufficient and malnutrition of people in 
the community is clear, especially women, children, and the elderly.  
 
Employment sources available to community members involve extremely precarious work 
conditions and are not enough after being reduced with the advancement of the 
monoculture production model for export. Taking advantage of the surplus of reserve 
labour and total absence of state control, local companies offer no sort of stability or even 
some temporal regularity for hiring; indigenous workers are taken as daily wage workers 
and paid an insufficient wage. Needless to say that they work informally and lack any sort 
of social security. Indigenous workers are commonly paid in vouchers, both by Nueva 
Esperanza S.A. and by Hacienda Paraguay. A young man said that he had never been paid 
in money when working for both ‘farms’. 
 
Women’s human rights are also affected. Regarding reproductive health, one interviewee is 
a 24-year-old woman who lives aside the centre’s school – only ten metres from soybean 
plantations. At 19, she had her first miscarriage; she became pregnant again twice and lost 
both babies. Medical staff from the local hospital did not give her any explanation for her 
troubles, even though they would have said that they are not related to the use of pesticides 
near her house – a practice repeated in the country’s health units without minimum tests to 
rule out that hypothesis. 
 
Another right that seems to be in danger of violation is the right to women’s sexual 
autonomy in the community, especially teenagers and youth. Given families’ extreme 
poverty, there is a risk of extending the practice of allowing sexual relations between 
minors and older, Brazilian workers in neighbouring farms who are better off than 
indigenous families. 
 
The community lacks electricity, drinking water, sanitation services, and a health centre; if 
someone falls sick, the nearest drugstore is seven kilometres away and everything must be 
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paid in cash. The nearest hospital is located in the city of Curuguaty. There is no ambulance 
service, so that when there are emergencies, they have to ask for help at the Nueva 
Esperanza or Hacienda Paraguay farms. As for the right of indigenous communities to take 
part in planning, execution, and evaluation of the plans, programmes, and actions that will 
affect them, interviewees said they have no recall of any information received from public 
authorities, not even the Paraguayan Indigenous Institute (Instituto Paraguayo del Indígena 
INDI), to inform families or their representatives in the communities about subjects 
concerning them. 
 
On October 19, 2009, members of the Campo Agua’ê community pressed charges against 
neighbouring companies for their use of pesticides that was severely affecting their health.  
The charge was presented at the Criminal Unit 1, specialized in environmental crimes of 
the Curuguaty, Canindeyú public attorney’s office. On May 24, 2010, seven months after 
the charges, we consulted the procedures12. At the time, the files had only eight pages, even 
though the inspector in charge had confirmed the facts denounced, that is, that there 
intensive exploitation of soybean ten metres from the indigenous community’s school and  
houses, with no sort of environmental barrier, as described in two minutes written in the 
place. 
 
The last act in Lawsuit 1303/2009 was the testimony, on December 1st, 2009, of a Brazilian 
foreman working at one of the farms denounced. He stated that the farm belongs to 
Sebastian Newson Mendez, who lives in the state of Paraná, Brazil. The employee 
sustained they have been carrying out intensive plantation of soybean for three years now 
and that he did not know a protection barrier was needed on the side where the “Indigenous 
settlement” borders with plantations. No more notifications were carried out by the 
prosecutors in charge of the case. The owner was not demanded to present himself; no 
reports were asked in order to identify the properties where crimes were being committed; 
owners were not interrogated to check if they have a regular environmental license; no sort 
of expert examination was demanded; people in charge of the establishments were not 
charged; and no provisional court decision was demanded in order to safeguard the lives of 
victims.  
 
In such a serious case, where health and physical integrity of hundreds of people is 
compromised, including hundreds of children, where the environment and the quality of 
human life are compromised, after a clear denunciation made by members of an indigenous 
community – peoples who should be protected by public prosecutors according to 
Paraguay’s Constitution, recognizing the vulnerability under which they find themselves in 
the country; competent inspectors having even confirmed the existence of serious 
environmental crimes, they have done nothing to protect the rights of people affected and 
the indigenous community as a whole. Such inaction during seven months implies not only 
neglect of duties by a public servant, but also that prosecutors are covering up perpetrators 
of such punishable facts.  
 

                                                 
12 Fiscal File 1303/2009, labelled as “Averiguación de supuesto Hecho Punible c/ el Medio Ambiente – Uso 
irregular de Agroquímico”. 
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Since the State did not fulfil its duty to protect the community in their human right to live 
in a healthy environment, to food and water, that would be more than general omission; it 
amounts to co-participation in the violation of those rights, as is evident in the treatment 
prosecutors gave to the aforementioned denunciation. 
 
There is a pattern of impunity in the region that allows those in charge of farming 
establishments to act with absolute contempt for the country’s legal norms and the rights of 
communities surrounded by their enterprises. The impression one gets is that the implicit 
aim is the forced displacement of those communities from their territories in order to allow 
the advancement of capital, now without the ‘inconveniences’ of peoples living amid 
enterprises. 
 
People in the Campo Agua’ê community have been constantly subjected to systematic 
violations of their basic human rights by the State for decades. It is a state-based scheme, 
carried out through its executive, legislative, and judiciary branches, which virtually ignore 
indigenous communities’ collective rights as well as the individual rights of their members. 
 
 
 
Land conflicts created  
by soybean expansion 
 
Violation of human rights was constant during 2008 and 2009, especially in the access to 
food, housing and land. That happens in the Departments where soybean is under 
expansion. Violations are higher in peasant and indigenous communities. The following 
table shows that Alto Paraná and Canindeyú (bordering with Brazil) are on the lead, and 
208 people have been charged in two years and those are precisely the departments with the 
highest foreign presence. 
 
 

People charged per year and Department 
Year Concepción San Pedro Alto Paraná Canindeyú Capital Total 
2008 3 18 128 73 18 240 
2009 93 7 7 0 0 107 
Total 96 25 135 73 18 347 

Source: Boletim Direitos Humanos e Agronegócios (2009, nº 1) 
 
 

The following table presents the amount of people arrested, who are mostly social leaders 
whose intention is to sustain resistance of organizations in face of the advance of 
agribusiness. Again, soybean champions stand out. However, Concepción and San Pedro 
total 393 people arrested, and that is due to the level of organization and resistance to the 
violations of soybean producers. 
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People arrested per year and Department 
Ano Concepción San 

Pedro 
Caaguazú Caazapá Alto 

Paraná 
Canindeyú Capital Total 

2008 56 83 55 90 186 87 - 557 
2009 94 160 0 - 7 - 1 262 
Total 150 243 55 90 193 87 1 819 

Source: Boletim Direitos Humanos e Agronegócios (2009, nº 1) 
 

 
On the other hand, the following table shows that during the survey period, development of 
settlements or parcels occupied by peasant organizations also had its impact on 
Departments that border with Brazil. That is to say, it follows the same pattern of the other 
tables, concentrating in Alto Paraná and Canindeyú, and San Pedro totals 14 displacements 
during the period studied. In a few words, all violations that happen in the period are a 
result of soybean expansion in the area. 
 
 

People arrested per year and Department 
Year Concepción San 

Pedro 
Caaguazú Caazapá Alto 

Paraná 
Itapúa Canindeyú Total 

2008 1 6 4 1 12 2 7 34 
2009 2 8 1 1 3 2 1 18 
Total 3 14 5 2 15 4 8 52 

Source: Boletim Direitos Humanos e Agronegócios (2009, nº 1) 
 
 
 
 

Soybean concentrates land  
in Paraguay and in Brazil 
 
Whether it is in Paraguay or in Brazil, farming censuses have confirmed the cause-effect 
relationship between the expansion of soybean plantations and land concentration. 
According to Paraguayan sociologist Marcos Castilho, who conducted a study on soybean 
impacts in his country – sponsored by the Latin American Council of Social Sciences 
(Consejo Latinoamericano de Ciencias Sociales, CLACSO) and Base Investigaciones 
Sociales – data from the 2008 census, the last one available, point out that there are only 
703 soybean farmers with properties over a thousand hectares. 
 
Together, those farms reach 1.1 million hectares, about 50% of the total soybean area in 
Paraguay and 35% of the whole planted area in the country. According to Castilho, soybean 
plantations can be seen as a capital accumulation process that takes its toll on peasants, 
nature, and workers’ rights. ‘Few are the benefits of that model in the country; taxes are 
low. In the soybean business, the country gives land and some labour. And that’s all. In 
2008, Paraguay’s GDP increased 6%, of which four points came from agribusiness exports. 
 
But that wealth is not divided with the people’, he says. Examining census data, Castilho 
detailed how soybean became the protagonist in the process of land concentration in 
Paraguay. Between 1991 and 2008, the number of producers increased only 3.8%, to 
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27,735. Nevertheless, soybean planted area increased 345%, to 2.4 million hectares, of 
which 48% are distributed among properties of over one thousand hectares and 41% are 
100-1,000 hectare properties. 
 
To show land concentration, also between 1998 and 2008, the total number of Paraguayan 
rural properties fell 5.7%, to 289,666 units. The largest retrocession took place among 
small properties, especially those between 20 and 50 hectares: only 22,866 remained in 
2008, 27.5% less than in 1991. Large properties, over 500 hectares, recorded an increase in 
their units, to 7.464, a 56.9% increase. The occupation of Paraguayan territory by farming 
can also be seen in census. In 1991, it was 59% of the country and in 2008, it reached 76% 
of it. Pastures are still most of that area, 57%, while plantations make up 10%, of which 
73% correspond to soybean areas. 
 
In the case of Brazil, data from the 2006 farming census, the last one available, show why 
the country is recognized as having one of the world’s most unequal land structures. While 
small parcels with less than 10 hectares occupied 2.7% of the total of rural properties that 
year, large farms with over a thousand hectares concentrated 43% of the total. Soybean saw 
the largest increase among crops, with an 88% increase in production and 69% in harvested 
area. That means an expansion of 6.4 million hectares, most of which in Brazil’s Midwest, 
near the Paraguayan border. 
 
The degree of land concentration in the country has remained nearly the same since 1985 – 
when re-democratization started in Brazil – despite the billions invested in a national land 
reform programme. According to the 2006 census, the Gini index – an indicator of rural 
inequality – records 0.854 points, a level close to data seen in previous studies: 0.856 
(1996) and 0.857 (1985). AS the index approaches 1, land structure is more concentrated. 
The state of Mato Grosso, the largest producer o soybean in Brazil, has an inequality index 
of 0.865, the second highest in the country. 
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Social movements and NGOs  that work 
to denounce the impacts 
 
 
In 2008, a multisector organization called the National Coordination for Pesticide Victims 
(Coordinadora Nacional de Víctimas de Agrotóxicos) was formed in Paraguay, gathering 
peasant, indigenous, neighbourhood organizations and state agencies to denounce 
violations suffered by indigenous and peasant communities because of pesticide 
fumigation. Another organization is the Human Rights Coordination of Paraguay 
(Coordinadora de Derechos Humanos del Paraguay, CODEHUPY), which gathers some 
20 social organizations and private institutions in charge of watching for the respect for 
human rights. 
 
It denounces international and national violations of rights to land, food, housing, as well as 
social, political and cultural rights. BASE IS has established a Human Rights and 
Agribusiness Watch since 2009, whose result is published every three months in a 
newsletter. On the other hand, in 2008 a study was presented about Congenital 
Malformations Associated to Pesticides by Dr. Stela Benítez Leite13 and others. 
 
 
Under pressure, peasants  
struggle for survival 
 
Paraguay’s peasants struggle for their survival, their mode of production and their culture 
while soybean grows at vertiginous speed in the country. Paraguay presents now a 
population distribution where about 40% of the population lives in rural areas and an 
economy in which many people live at the poverty line or below. With no rural option and 
facing serious conflicts in those areas, thousands of peasants have migrated every year 
towards larger cities. 
 
In that scenario, peasant social movements have been advocating the construction of a 
national project oriented to the majority of Paraguayans. A project that guarantees the 
country’s sovereignty to face the advancement of large agribusiness groups and adopts a 
real land reform as one of its core demands. 
 
‘Peasants are being displaced from their land. There are no special policies for rural areas’, 
denounces Magui Balbunea, a member of the Coordination for rural and Indigenous 
Women (Coordinación Nacional de las Mujeres Rurales e Indígenas, CONAMURI). The 
leader see consequences of the current production model prevailing in Paraguay as 
increasingly serious, and, as soybean increases, more landless peasants join the existing 
camps while less cultivable land is available for them. 
 
                                                 
13 Assistant Professor of Paediatrics. Centro Materno Infantil (CMI). Facultad de Ciencias Médica (FCM) 
Universidad Nacional de Asunción (UNA). 
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‘There’s terrible impoverishment in rural areas and migration towards larger cities’, he 
adds. According to calculations by the National Coordinating Table of Peasant 
Organizations (MCNOC), about 100 thousand people are leaving their land every year. On 
the other side of the same process, MCNOC estimates that land concentration in large 
estates increased 34 times in the latest 20 Years, especially over indigenous communities 
and lands. ‘There’s hunger, lots of hunger, because of that model’, says Luis Aguayo, 
secretary-general of MCNOC, which gathers about 27 thousand families. According to 
Aguayo, about 2.4 million Paraguayans live at the poverty line and one more million live 
under extreme poverty. 
 
According to an analysis by peasant movements, ‘sojización’ (‘soybeanization’) of 
Paraguay – as they define the current process of monoculture advancement, leads to more 
dependence of the country on companies and other nations. ‘That prevents industrial 
development and therefore, social and economic problems worsen’, explains Odilon 
Espínola, secretary-general of National Peasant Federation (FNC).  He adds that 
speculation related to land is another serious consequence of the current model, and that 
peasants ‘can no longer pay the price for the land’ or decide to sell it. 
 
 
Women at risk 
 
While the rural situation can be considered troubling for Paraguayan peasants in general, 
some groups are even more vulnerable to current changes and pay a higher toll. According 
to Magui, from CONAMURI, ‘problems affect especially women, who live that situation of 
rural abandonment, have no professional training, do not understand Spanish and face 
serious consequences when they migrate towards cities’. 
 
CONAMURI, considered one of Paraguay’s most important social organizations as well as 
one of the most representative of women’s struggle, points out several worse situations 
faced today by women in Paraguayan cities. Problems range from overexploitation of their 
work to extremely low payment, but also include reduction of women to conditions 
analogue to slavery as well as their recruitment by prostitution rings with ramifications in 
Argentina and Spain. ‘That is a social as well as cultural problem of identity loss’, observes 
Magui. ‘We’re losing food, national, and territorial sovereignty’. For her, ‘biofuels have 
worsened the problem’ by strengthening the increase of soybean production in Paraguay in 
recent years – as well as its accompanying conflicts.  
 
The cultural issue mentioned by Conamuri’s leader is not marginal or secondary. On the 
contrary: it causes damages and promotes important changes in the country and in peasants’ 
lifestyle and aims. ‘We are very close to Brazil, living with many ‘Braziguayans’, and we 
are debating all that a lot, about how to value our culture, how to dialogue with other 
cultures without simply absorbing them, often at the price of renouncing to ours’, says 
Ladislau Bernardo, FNC leader in the department of Canindeyú. 
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                   Ladislau Bernardo, FNC leader in the department of Canindeyu 
                  Source: Repórter Brasil 
  
 
In Curuguaty, San Pedro, where Bernardo gave the interview, the sound of large and showy 
cars is loud in local streets. It reminds, of course, of the way to ‘listen’ to music in some 
small Brazilian towns. The habit bothers many Paraguayans ‘but there’s not much we can 
do, we can’t complain, we can’t react’, says the resigned FNC leader.  
 
Bernardo resorts to the Paraguay’s Constitution to point out that it ‘establishes what 
foreigners are allowed to do, and what is happening is not in accordance with it”. Several 
conflicts involve Brazilians and peasants, and Bernardo sustains that there are many actions 
by Brazilians that are against peasants. ‘Hay “Braziguayans” whose attitude is tyrannical 
and violent. We’ve even had cases of kidnapping of peasants’ children so that we would 
give up the fight’. 
 
 
Settlements under dispute 
 
Paraguay has seen major changes in the distribution of its population along recent decades, 
when most of them left rural areas towards cities. According to Elvio Trinidad, a leader of 
the Paraguayan Peasant Movement (MCP), an organization that gathers 14 thousand 
peasant families, between 70% and 75% of the population used to live in rural areas until 
the 1960s. Now, according to the most recent agricultural census, about 43% of the 
population still lives in rural areas, thus representing some 2.2 million Paraguayans living 
mostly on agriculture. 
 
According to Trinidad: ‘There are now between 300 and 500 thousand peasants who have 
no land to produce’, besides migration to cities, where not all of them find jobs – in 
Asunción, for example, there are many people living on odd jobs, informal work or simply 
making a living as beggars or cleaning car windows in traffic lights. Therefore, many have 
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even chosen to leave the country. ‘Land, which used to belong to the peasant community, is 
now controlled by soybean producers’, Trinidad denounces. The increase in soybean 
plantations started during Paraguay’s military rule and strengthened with the arrival of 
Brazilian companies in recent decades. 
 
In spite of the strong presence of Brazilians among soybean producers, Trinidad is positive 
to distinguish peasant struggles and a direct clash with the people of the neighbouring 
country. ‘We’re not fighting against Brazilians. We are at the frontline of the struggle 
against this production model that benefits only a few and is not concerned with the 
collective, with those who need most’. For the MCP leader, however, the fact that those are 
foreign producers should be questioned, since ‘they export production, take the wealth 
away and use large amounts of land and natural resources with no benefit for the people’. 
 
The use of land for soybean production has really led to land conflicts, in most cases 
encouraging land concentration in Paraguay. For instance, settlement parcels are often sold 
to middle and large owners – a process that is stronger in the Brazilian border, especially in 
Alto Paraná, but which also takes pace in the departments of Canindeyu, Itapua, and now in 
San Pedro, as well as Misiones and Guayra, according to MCNOC studies.  
 
In San Juan, in the department of Canindeyu, a settlement with around 6 thousand hectares 
where 600 families live is seeing irregular use of peasants’ parcels to plant soybean. The 
settlement, which includes local people who need that land to produce, has already lost 
about 50% of its parcels that are no longer used by small farmers. ‘And that is being done 
by Brazilians, with some Paraguayans accepting to do that job’, questions Odilon Espínola, 
FNC secretary-general. 
 
In several situations, Brazilians end up paying a high price when they find themselves 
involved in land conflicts in the neighbouring country. In the region of Itaquiraí, Mato 
Grosso do Sul, for example, over 600 ‘Braziguayans’ piled up under black canvas tents 
along the BR-163 road since May 2010. Expelled from Paraguay, they returned to Brazil 
with no place to go and leaving behind them all they had achieved in Paraguay. The case, 
monitored by Mato Grosso do Sul’s federal prosecutors and Brazil’s Movement of 
Landless Rural Workers (Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra, MST) in the 
state, is considered by Brazil’s Ministry of Foreign Relations as one of the more troubling 
situations faced by Brazilians living abroad. 
 
Nevertheless, Paraguayan reality seems to be more complex and sensitive than can be 
supposed by a first look at this case. Land conflicts involving Brazilians include from 
medium and large owners who had to leave their land to peons from evacuated farms, to 
small ‘Braziguayan’ producers that also had their subsistence in the country closely related 
to land. But many properties involved in the conflicts have document problems or had been 
occupied irregularly and their ownership is now claimed by Paraguayans. Amid disputes, 
with serious widespread consequences, there are even reports of foreign agribusinesses that 
take advantage of the conflicts and use figureheads to evacuate properties and then 
incorporate them into their enterprises. 
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FNC’s Ladislau Bernardo estimates that 40% of local land is in the hands of Brazilians. 
‘There are several properties whose official owner is Paraguayan, but which actually 
belong to Brazilians’. In the department of San Pedro, the Maracanã settlement, near 
Curuguaty, is now under that pressure. Conquered as a result of peasants’ struggle against a 
local large landowner, the land is the target of greed and buying offers – many of them 
made by Brazilians. For settlers’ parcels (30 hectares), about 200 million guaraníes are 
offered, or some 80 thousand Brazilian reais – quite a good offer by Paraguayan standards. 
‘After selling their land, peasants go to live in cities until they spend all the money and 
have no living option’, Bernardo says. 
 
 
Peasant resistance 
 
In the Capiivary district, San Pedro, the situation is similar to Curuguaty’s. Brazilians 
arrived at the region only in 2003, after buying farms from Paraguayans. At the time, 
soybean was not planted, and there were pastures for cattle – and beautiful forests. 
According to local peasant leader Florencio Martínez, ‘Brazilians brought their production 
model, using machines and lots of poison. Small farmers started to live with contaminated 
land and water’. 
 
Pedro Martínez, a colleague of Florencio’s in the local peasant organization, says that 
changes brought by Brazilians created difficulties for small local farmers to keep their 
lifestyle. ‘There was no way to produce manioc, corn, potatoes, and bananas as before. 
Many have chosen to leave Capiivary’, he remembers. ‘Those were people who owned 10 
or more hectares. They sold their land and went to cities. But when the money ends, there’s 
no way to live’. 
 
The end of the money comes together with other problems, perhaps even more serious than 
being without means to pay for one’s own expenses and the family’s in the future. ‘Many 
end up in crime or prostitution’, says Florencio. ‘We try to resist. 
 
We have organized demonstrations, blocked roads, and demanded the recovery of 
contaminated land. But nobody supports us, not even the government’. Florencio says he 
was ‘kidnapped and tortured in 2004 and 2008. It was ordered by a big Brazilian producer 
who owns land in the area’. 
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            Florencio Martínez and Pedro Martínez, peasant leaders in Capiivary 
           Source: Repórter Brasil 
 
 
He adds that his case is far from being an exception, an exaggeration by authorities or big 
producers. ‘Many of us were arrested and others were murdered. That demobilizes common 
people’. The Martínezes estimate that today big landowners own 230 thousand hectares out 
of the 340 thousand existing in the district of Capiivary. ‘But we won’t give up. We have a 
community radio that helps us to speak to the local population. It’s Ko’erory FM”, 
Florencio says, excited. 
 
 
Solutions and proposals 
 
The current scenario has led peasant organizations to advance several claims related to 
resistance and future projects. MCP leader Elvio Trinidad explains that movements are 
mobilized, for instance, for a bill providing taxes on exported raw materials, since the 
soybean produced today in Paraguay enjoys several fiscal incentives and pays almost no 
taxes – even though it generates very high profits for enterprises involved in its production 
chain. Its chances of passing in Congress are low, even because peasants have few 
representatives in it, according to Trinidad’s own account. 
 
‘In fact, we are asking for something very small, a small part of tributes on that wealth, but 
we don’t believe they will approve it, since the majority of Congress members do not 
favour those changes or land reform’.  
 
In San Pedro, an agreement between the government of the department, producers, and 
local peasant organizations in early July gained the headlines in the area. The agreement, 
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however, did not include the FNC, according to Ladislau Bernardo, its leader in San Pedro. 
‘It’s not an agreement with us. There are several organizations and distinct views, and there 
are those related to soybean producers’, he adds, concluding that his organization does not 
agree with that sort of stance taken by others. CONAMURI also said it did not know the 
content and the existence of the agreement. And the other national peasant organizations 
approached to comment on the subject did not answer requests for explanations, but neither 
were they mentioned on the newspaper. Trinidad, in turn, not mentioning directly the 
agreements, insists in underlining that peasant issues used to be ignored and now at least 
they are being debated. The leader recognized advancements by the Lugo government also 
in the area of energy sovereignty (regarding Brazil and Argentina) and points out that a 
large part of peasants support the changes led by the government.  
 
Ladislau Bernardo stresses that ‘in Paraguay, we depend on agriculture and government 
haven’t had a policy to value peasants for a long time, which would be a crucial change to 
leave poverty’. He says that it is necessary to give priority to an agricultural policy, 
together with an industrial policy – ‘that’s where development will come from’. Cotton 
production would be an interesting example in that direction, since it can be the basis for an 
industry and because it used to be an important segment in Paraguay’s agriculture. 
 
Finally, an effective land reform is also pointed out as crucial by organizations. Bernardo 
says that ‘a nationwide struggle has to be carried out. We need a national development 
project’. He concludes by saying that ‘there’s is much wealth in Paraguay. What we need is 
to improve its distribution’. Any similarity to what happens in rural Brazil is no 
coincidence. 
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