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Abstract:    

International climate mitigation agendas increasingly focus on the conservation of tropical forests such as 
the Amazon due to their high potential of sequestering large amounts of carbon. At the same time, Peru’s 
Amazonian frontier is increasingly subject to market pressures and other factors contributing to 
deforestation and the expansion of the agricultural frontier. In the face of these processes, the perspectives 
of local people and indigenous communities are often rendered invisible. Therefore, it becomes 
increasingly relevant to align goals of forest conservation with strategies to not compromise livelihood 
needs for rural populations.  

This thesis explores unheard perspectives of local people and the corresponding struggles to make a life in 
the Peruvian Amazon. More concrete, it is a case study on livelihoods in the indigenous community 
Naranjal in San Martín, one of the upper eastern jungle regions of Peru. Through using the conceptual lens 
of the ‘Extended Livelihood Framework’ and theories rooted in political ecology, the different livelihood 
activities are analysed both on the village and household level as well as in relation to wider political 
trends influencing these. Methodologically, qualitative PRA tools such as semi-structured interviews with 
households and key informants were used.  

The Findings demonstrate household complexity and livelihood diversity in which tensions between the 
different activities followed by villagers arise. The contested institutional landscape around Naranjal forms 
part of this puzzle. A crucial concern is the access to livelihood resources such as old-growth forests and 
farming land. These are in turn influenced by external ecological and demographic changes as well as 
political interests by the Peruvian state. Access mechanisms such as social networks and social identity in 
terms of indigeneity as well as farmer’s local knowledge on ecologies were highlighted, among others. It 
is argued that political and development actors should consider features of these mechanisms and 
livelihoods found in Naranjal, as they hold potential to contribute to a more sustainable future for 
indigenous communities in rural Amazonia. Equally, more collaboration among different development 
interventions should be aspired to build on synergies and head towards an integrative development 
approach which includes and considers villager’s own concerns and perspectives.  

Keywords: Sustainable Development, SDGs 2, 3, 15, agriculture and forestry, rural livelihoods, indigenous 
communities, Peruvian Amazon, forest landscapes, smallholder farming, access to food, local knowledge  

Célina Marie Scülfort, Department of Earth Sciences, Uppsala University, Villavägen 16, SE- 752 36 Uppsala, Sweden  
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Keywords: Sustainable Development, SDGs 2, 3, 15, agriculture and forestry, rural livelihoods, indigenous 
communities, Peruvian Amazon, forest landscapes, smallholder farming, access to food, local knowledge  

Célina Marie Scülfort, Department of Earth Sciences, Uppsala University, Villavägen 16, SE- 752 36 Uppsala, Sweden 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 V 

List of abbreviations  

ACR Regional Conservation Area (sp.: área de conservación regional)  

CAAAP Amazonian Centre for Anthropology and Practical Application (sp.: Centro 
Amazónico de Antropología y Aplicación Práctica) 

CEPLAN National Strategic Planning Centre (sp.: Centro Nacional de Planeamiento 
Estratégico) 

CIGDES Centre for Innovation and Management for Sustainable Development (sp.: 
Centro de innovación y gestión para el desarrollo sostenible) 

COP 15 2009 United Nations Climate Change Conference  

DfID Department for International Development of the United Kingdom  

FAO Food and Agriculture Organization  

FONCODES Cooperation Fund for Social Development (sp.: Fondo de Cooperación 
para el Desarrollo Social)  

GDP Gross Domestic Product  

GIZ German Agency for International Cooperation (dt.: Deutsche Gesellschaft 
für Internationale Zusammenarbeit)  

GORESAM Regional Government of San Martín (sp.: Gobierno Regional de San Martín) 

INEI  National Institute of Statistics and Informatics (sp.: Instituto Nacional de 
Estadística e Informática) 

MIMP Ministry of Women and Vulnerable Populations (sp.: Ministerio de la 
Mujer y Poblaciones Vulnerables) 

MINAGRI Ministry of Agrarian Development and Irrigation (sp.: Ministerio de 
Desarrollo Agrario y Riego) 

MINCUL Ministry of Culture (sp.: Ministerio de Cultura) 

MRTA Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement (sp.: Movimiento Revolucionario 
Túpac Amaru) 

n.d. No date  

NGO Non-governmental organisation  

PRA Participatory Rural Appraisal  

REDD+  International framework for ‘reducing emissions from deforestation and 
forest degradation, conservation of existing forest carbon stocks, 
sustainable forest management and enhancement of forest carbon stocks’ 

RQ Research question 



 VI 

SDG Sustainable Development Goal  

SLU Swedish University of Agricultural Science 

UN United Nations  

UNEP United Nations Environment Programme 

UNFCCC United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

USAID United States Agency for International Development 

 

 

 

   



 VII 

List of tables and figures  

Table 1  Changes affecting farmers in San Martín (p.7) 

Table 2  Organisation of the Native community Naranjal (p.25) 

Table 3 Cash crop booms in Naranjal (p.32) 

  

Figure 1 Location of San Martín in Peru (p.5) 

Figure 2 Political division of San Martín (p.6) 

Figure 3 Traditional dishes prepared for the group discussion – with crops from 
Naranjal’s fields (p.18) 

Figure 4 A coffee field with an old-growth fallow in the background (p.19) 

Figure 5 Water stream conserved with an old-growth fallow (p.19) 

Figure 6 Map of applied ancestral territory in the ACR (p.27) 

Figure 7 The juggle between livelihood activities (p.39) 

Figure 8 Subsistence farming and it’s different purposes (p.41) 

Figure 9 A spectrum of access mechanisms (p.47) 

  

 

 

 

  



 1 

1. Introduction  

1.1. Aim and objectives  
In one of the eastern upper Amazonian jungle regions of Peru, San Martín, where the foothills of the 
Andes meet the Amazon basin, the small indigenous village Naranjal lies. Naranjal is reached by 
walking two hours from the small city of Lamas and lies around 20 km away from the city of 
Tarapoto, which is the commercial centre and biggest city in San Martín (Marquardt Arévalo, 2008). 
Of the 40-45 families living in Naranjal, the majority are of indigenous Kechwa-Lamas descent. 
Villagers are subsistence farmers but also engage in small-scale commercial agriculture.  

The first landscape features one can see when arriving in Naranjal are the hilly areas covered by 
swidden farming and fallows of successional forest regrowth. On looking closer at the fields, one can 
find a diversity of tropical fruits and crops, alongside cash crops such as coffee and cocoa and the 
carefully conserved water streams on some farms. On my first days there I observed daily activities 
such as harvesting beans, planting different tree species and cooking with ingredients derived both 
from the farms in Naranjal and local markets in Lamas. In the evening and during lunch time, farmers 
returned from their fields and children and women went from house to house to share their harvest 
and food with other families.  

This thesis is about the people and households I talked to while staying in Naranjal. In broad terms, 
it is a case study on the struggles to make a life in the Peruvian Amazon. More concretely, the aim 
of this thesis is to analyse livelihood activities of villagers in the indigenous community of Naranjal. 
The thesis work followed an inductive approach allowing the key themes to emerge throughout the 
fieldwork and more formal research questions and theoretical concepts were identified from these 
key themes (Bernard, 2011; Creswell, 2014). These theoretical and empirical themes will be 
introduced shortly. This will help the reader to briefly understand the research questions inspired by 
those themes.  

In the field, daily struggles by villagers to make a living stood out as a key theme. The juggling 
between different livelihood activities in a complex web of social relations, income-generating, and 
subsistence activities was omnipresent in Naranjal. This household complexity pointed toward a 
livelihood perspective which would allow exploring the diversity of activities, ranging from farm to 
off-farm work, the interviewed households carried out to make a living. It also revealed the pervasive 
sense of uncertainty around some of these activities as none of them were sufficiently appealing to 
specialise in. This uncertainty has motivated villagers, throughout the history of Naranjal, to follow 
a diversified livelihood portfolio. 

Daily struggles of households also required the access to fundamental livelihood resources such as 
fertile farmland (provision of food, small livestock, water springs, wood), labour, old-growth forests 
and state and other institutional benefits (e.g. piped water, road construction, legal support for 
indigenous communities, commercial projects). The livelihoods framework (Scoones, 2015) used in 
this thesis sheds light to the importance of access to those resources. In Naranjal, as will be seen, the 
state as a resource controller played a central role but not an exclusive one. Other local and social 
processes and relations also affected access. These processes happened in a rather subtle way, and 
the thesis draws on Ribot and Peluso’s (2003) ‘Theory of Access’ as a conceptual lens to explore this 
as it opens up to a wider range of possible access mechanisms apart from property rights.  

Further, a key theme that emerged from the empirics was the tensions between commercial income 
activities and subsistence farming within households’ portfolio of activities. This was evident from 
the different cash crop booms and busts in Naranjal’s history, often built on projects promoted both 
by governmental and private organisations. Taking this perspective into account, this thesis took a 
political ecology focus. Political ecology helps to understand both household struggles and wider 
socio-political systems and changes influencing possible livelihoods in Naranjal. This is a key aspect 
for any study about livelihoods, as a village can never be separated from the outside world it is 
situated in (Scoones, 2015).   
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As will be seen, the household interviews showed villagers’ interactions with external conditions and 
actors and how they continuously adapt to the unfolding challenges, threats to access livelihood 
resources and build up secure livelihoods. Threats to past and current livelihoods included for 
example shrinking landholdings and restrictions imposed by the establishment of conservation areas 
to access old-growth forests. The adaptive practises to those external influences, together with 
notions about complex livelihoods encouraged me to draw on and discuss parts of the empirics 
through systems thinking and resilience theory as they engage with complexity and non-linearity of 
socio-ecological systems such as a farming indigenous village (Messier et al., 2015; Walker and Salt, 
2006).  

Considering these empirical and theoretical themes, the following research questions were developed 
from the field findings:  

RQ1:  How have community members engaged with the state in the past and present in order to gain 
and maintain access to livelihood resources? 

RQ2:  What are the broader political trends and evolving institutional landscapes that have 
influenced livelihoods in Naranjal? 

RQ3:  How do households build up and secure their livelihoods under these given circumstances? 

Thus RQ1 looked into access mechanisms by villagers in relation to the state. It especially paid 
attention to questions of legal and customary access to resources controlled by the state, such as old-
growth forest in conservation areas and state services for indigenous communities. The second 
research question (RQ2) addressed the political and institutional landscape in which the case village 
was situated in order to better understand the wider context that livelihoods in Naranjal had to engage 
with. Here, the emphasis in the empirics was on policies and development interventions on farming 
villages in San Martín. The last research question then zoomed into the interviewed households in 
Naranjal and analysed diversified livelihood activities, the continuous juggling between different 
activities, and social and relational access mechanisms extending the possible repertoire of 
livelihoods (Ribot and Peluso, 2003; Scoones, 2015).  

1.2. Relevance for Sustainable Development and thesis outline   
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development defines the sustainable use of the Earth’s natural 
resources as one of the core goals to be reached by 2030 (UNEP, n.d.). A special emphasis is given 
to forest resources, as outlined by the UN Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 15, which promotes 
‘the implementation of sustainable management of all types of forests, halt deforestation, restore 
degraded forests, and substantially increase afforestation and reforestation globally’ (UN, n.d. a). 
Further, institutions such as the UNFCCC emphasise the importance of conserving and restoring 
tropical forests due to their ability to sequester large amounts of carbon emissions to combat climate 
change (UNFCCC, 2018).  

During COP 15 of the UNFCCC, the Peruvian government declared that it would stop deforestation 
to contribute to international climate mitigation goals (Marquardt et al., 2018). From 2000 onwards, 
the government has argued for the creation of conservation areas and the promotion of perennial 
commercial agriculture to move small-scale subsistence swidden farming away from tree-fallowing 
systems, as a means to tackle deforestation in its Amazonian regions (Biffi and Chaparro, 2021; 
Egerlid et al., 2016; Pain et al., 2021a). The dominant, underlying narrative of this discussion was 
that rural farmers, as those in Naranjal, are the main driver of deforestation (Murray Li, 2007; Pain 
et al., 2021b). In fact, the Peruvian government claims that 90% of deforestation is caused by small-
scale farming (Ravikumar et al., 2017).  

Apart from studies showing that this is not the case, this narrative is problematic (Bennett et al., 
2018). It targets the livelihood basis of many rural populations in forested areas, providing them with 
food and other ecosystem services (Marquardt et al., 2012a). These rural Amazonia dwellers are 
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usually deeply marginalised groups in a Peruvian society marked by social and structural inequalities 
(Pain et al., 2021a). Further, it generalises about a large group of farmers, whereas the reality of 
Amazonian smallholders is more complex. Former studies have shown that some farming villages in 
San Martín draw on highly localised ecological knowledge to contribute to reforestation (Marquardt 
Arévalo, 2008; Marquardt et al., 2012b).   

This situation exemplifies the tensions between conserving the Amazon and finding strategies to not 
compromise livelihood needs for rural populations (Marquardt et al., 2012b; Murray Li, 2007; 
Naughton-Treves, 2004). Understanding the complex issues of rural livelihoods is thus important to 
align different social and environmental sustainability goals (e.g. Biffi Isla, 2021a; Murray Li, 2007; 
Porro et al., 2015). A livelihoods perspective on rural farming villages in the Amazon can contribute 
to make social sustainability aspects more visible in political discussions. It can encourage 
discussions about a more integrative development approach, which includes local peoples’ 
perspectives and the importance of their ecological knowledge for a sustainable future (Morse and 
McNamara, 2013). Therefore, this master thesis in Sustainable Development combines aspects of 
livelihood perspectives, food sovereignty, environmental protection, reforestation and climate 
mitigation goals and thus will intersect with SDGs 2 (Zero Hunger), 13 (Climate Action) and 15 (Life 
on Land) (Un, n.d. b).  

The thesis is part of the research project ‘What is secondary about secondary forest? Building 
smallholder forest futures in Peru’s Amazonian frontier’, run by the Division of Rural Development 
at the Department of Urban and Rural Development at the Swedish University of Agricultural Science 
(SLU, 2021). The project’s aim is to generate understanding of secondary forest landscapes given 
future pressures such as markets and emerging conservation agendas. It further stresses the need to 
acknowledge the regenerative work farmers do in reforesting landscapes. The present thesis was 
conducted in one of the 12 project’s case villages in different kinds of landscape; in an indigenous 
community with an agriculturally dominated landscape (Marquardt et al., 2020).  

After this chapter, the thesis is divided into Background, Theory, Methods, Findings, Discussion and 
Conclusion. The Background chapter describes and presents the study area San Martín. Special 
attention is given to ecological, economic and demographic changes in San Martín relevant for this 
thesis work. The Theory chapter then describes the concepts and theories which will be used for the 
Findings and the Discussion. The Methods will describe conducted fieldwork, methods, and the case 
village more in detail. Then, the Findings are structured according to the research questions, with 
each sub-chapter dedicated to one research question. The sub-chapters ‘5.1 Historical context and 
relations to the state’ and ‘5.2 Continuous struggles over livelihood resources’ explore RQ1. RQ2 is 
answered in sub-chapter ‘5.3 Contested institutional landscape’. Lastly, sub-chapter ‘5.4 Current 
livelihood activities’ explores RQ3. In the Discussion, the Findings will be discussed further in 
relation to features of sustainable livelihoods and implications for development and policy 
intervention as well as future research will be pointed out. The Conclusion summarises main take-
aways of the Findings and Discussion.    
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2. Background  
This chapter introduces the region in where the research was done. It starts with a short introduction 
to the Peruvian Amazon (See 2.1) and then provides more general information about San Martín (See 
2.2). It continues by describing key ecological, demographic, and economic changes in San Martín 
since the mid 20th century. This marks the part of San Martín’s history when modernisation started 
to change life in the region (Biffi Isla, 2021b). Next, responses of farmers to these new conditions 
will be explained. Last, the Kechwa-Lamistas, the indigenous people to which most habitants in 
Naranjal belong, and their relations to other social groups is touched upon (See 2.2).  

2.1. The Peruvian Amazon as an ‘empty’ frontier   
The Amazon is the largest tropical forest in the world with remarkable levels of biodiversity. The 
Peruvian share of the Amazon basin is the second largest after the Brazilian part. This makes Peru 
one of the world’s top 17 megadiverse countries and the Peruvian Amazon one of the most biodiverse 
regions in the world (Andrieu et al., 2019; Vijay et al., 2018). Peru holds the fourth largest area of 
old-growth tropical forest worldwide (FAO, 2010; Miranda et al., 2016). 

Since the middle of the 20th century, the Peruvian government stated it’s Amazonian regions to be an 
‘empty frontier’ which needed to be populated and modernised through in-migration and agricultural 
commodities (Biffi Isla, 2021b: 121; Mendoza Lozano, 2013). A forest frontier is a contested territory 
where access and property regimes are complex and constantly disputed (German et al., 2014). In 
such frontier regions, land is the key resource and conflicts over land are omnipresent (Alston et al., 
1999). Different actors claim property and user rights while the state seeks to gain control and 
becomes the ultimate resource controller (Rasmussen and Lund, 2018; Ribot and Peluso, 2003). 
However, state presence has been limited in remote areas of the Peruvian Amazon even until today. 
This limits in practise the ability of the state to establish exclusive power over resources (Biffi Isla, 
2021b; Chávez et al., 2014; Mosse, 2004).  

Frontier dynamics are driven by exploitation and commodification of natural resources. In the 
Amazon, these processes historically started with the discovery of resources such as rubber and 
different timber species (Cleary, 2001; Rasmussen and Lund, 2018). In the 20th century, further 
commodification was triggered by agricultural commercialisation and phases of gold rush and illicit 
coca cultivation. Some of these processes continue until today (Asner and Tupayachi, 2016; Biffi 
Isla, 2021b; Martinelli et al., 1988; Mendoza Lozano, 2013).  

During the last years, carbon storage has been described as a new frontier ‘product’ (Rasmussen and 
Lund, 2018). Peru’s rainforests are increasingly subject to international climate mitigation and 
conservation programmes such as REDD+ (Pain et al., 2021a and 2021b; Porro et al., 2015). The 
proposal to pay for carbon sequestrating forests includes processes that link local livelihoods to 
national and international interests in forest areas (Rasmussen and Lund, 2018). This new market of 
climate mitigation makes rights or access to forest resources even more complex, and it includes new 
interest groups such as national and global communities (German et al., 2014).  

Peruvian development politics and the resultant frontier dynamics have marked lives in the study 
region San Martín for several decades and will be explained in the following sections. Some of the 
legacies of these frontier dynamics can be seen in the Findings of this thesis, as complex and 
contested access and property regimes continue to be present in Naranjal.  
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2.2. The study region: San Martín  
The department of San Martín lies in North-eastern Peru and it borders to the departments Loreto, 
Huánuco, La Libertad and Amazonas. The capital is Moyobamba, but the largest city and the 
commercial centre of the department is Tarapoto (Marquardt Arevalo, 2008; MIMP, 2015). The total 
population of San Martín was 813.381 persons in 2017, with 68,1% of the population living in urban 
areas and 31,9% in rural areas (INEI, 2018).  

San Martín is located between the Andes and the Amazon basin and it contains different ecoregions 
that stretch from the highland Amazon to the lowland Amazon (Faiffer Ramírez and Belaúnde 
Olschewski, 2016). The study area Lamas, in which Naranjal lies, is part of the highland Amazon. 
With its location in-between two different ecological zones, San Martín is a biodiversity hotspot and 
as such a subject to several conservation purposes (Marquart et al., 2012b).  

 
Fig.1: Location of San Martín in Peru (in red lines; screenshot taken from Google Maps) 

Since 2000, Peru has experienced rapid economic growth and gradually reduced poverty. However, 
this increased economic prosperity has not reached the country’s Amazonian regions. Departments 
in the Northern Amazon such as San Martín are especially poor (Miranda et al., 2016). Extreme 
poverty is particularly high in rural areas although connection to the market economy has been 
increasing during the last decades (Marquardt et al., 2018; Miranda et al., 2016). The general poverty 
rate of 25% in San Martín is higher than the national one (22%) and around 3% of San Martín’s 
population lives in extreme poverty (Biffi Isla, 2021b).  

Politically, San Martín is divided in 10 provinces (See Fig. 2). The province of Lamas lies in the 
northern part of San Martín. 
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Fig.2: Political division of San Martín (INEI, 2018: 15)  

Agriculture is an important economic activity in San Martín and it accounts for about 30% of regional 
GDP (Biffi Isla, 2021b). Most agriculture in the region is characterised by swidden farming systems. 
These systems are widely used by different groups of small-scale farmers, including the Kechwa-
Lamista people. Swidden farming systems consist of mosaics of forestry, agroforestry, and annual 
and perennial crop production. The farmers rotate their cropping between fields and keep their land 
in fallows over several years to let the soils regenerate in-between (Marquardt Arévalo, 2008; 
Marquardt et al., 2012b). The farming practised by Kechwa-Lamista people in the region are 
characterised by a high level of agrobiodiversity. In such farms, crops are cultivated for both 
subsistence purposes as well as for external markets (Faiffer Ramírez and Belaúnde Olschewski, 
2016)1. Two major commercial products in San Martín are coffee and cocoa (Vijay et al., 2018). 
Naranjal’s landscape is characterised by such agro-biodiverse swidden farming systems and 
interviewed villagers based their livelihoods on several farming activities as will be seen later in the 
Findings. 

2.2.1. Ecological, demographic, and economic changes 
The territory of San Martín has gone through many processes of change. Phases of colonisation and 
developmentalist interventions have profoundly reshaped local lives over time (See 2.1; Biffi and 
Chaparro, 2021; Marquardt Arévalo, 2008). These changes with the corresponding drivers, pressures, 
states, and impacts for farming villages are explained by Marquardt Arévalo (2008) and can be seen 
in Table 1. Some of these factors, such as declining farm size and fewer possibilities to hunt, could 

 

 

1 Luis Romero Rengifo, Waman Wasi. personal interview. 16 February 2022.  
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be observed in Naranjal and will be further explored in the Findings chapter.  

Drivers Improved terrestrial infrastructure, commodity based economic booms, large scale 
(mainly) Andean immigration 

Pressures Change from agriculture as a subsistence activity to a cash generating activity, 
population growth, increasing deforestation, decreasing possibilities to hunt 

States High rate of deforestation, increasing numbers of small-scale farmers, loss of 
agricultural and wild biodiversity, nutritionally unbalanced and biologically 
impoverished soils 

Impacts Farmers working on marginal lands, decreasing fallow periods, soil erosion, loss of 
agricultural productivity, increasing weed problems, higher exposure to harvest 
variations 

Table.1: Changes affecting farmers in San Martín (adapted from Marquardt Arévalo, 2008: 22)  

Living conditions in San Martín started to change in the 1960s, when the national government began 
introducing large-scale development projects with an aim to transform the region (Biffi Isla, 2021b). 
This transformation was initiated by the former president Fernando Belaunde Terry with his slogan 
‘The conquest of Peru by Peruvians’ (CAAAP, 2017). The development projects were focused on 
facilitating in-migration to the area from other parts of the country as well as the expansion of road 
networks and commercial crops (e.g. maize, coffee, rice, cotton). In this period, the Fernando 
Belaunde Terry Road was built which connects San Martín with the Andean and coastal regions of 
Peru (Biffi Isla, 2021b).  

During this time, San Martín was seen as empty lands which should be colonised by Peruvians and 
transformed into productive lands (See 2.1). However, the seemingly empty lands were already 
populated in some areas and such politics neglected established populations such as indigenous 
Amazonian people as well as non-indigenous groups (long-term established ‘mestizo’ populations). 
The new settlers arriving from the coast and the Andes bought and occupied vast areas of productive 
land. In this process, many Amazonian people were pushed away from their traditional lands (Biffi 
Isla, 2021b; Marquardt Arévalo, 2008; Mendoza Lozano, 2013). These politics marked the beginning 
of a wave of migration to San Martín during the next decades. Especially migrants from the Andes 
moved and continue to move to San Martín in the search for agricultural land (Biffi Isla, 2021b; 
Marquardt Arévalo, 2008).    

During the 1980s and 1990s, coca as an illicit cash crop became widely integrated into farming 
systems in San Martín. Smallholder farmers started growing coca due to high international market 
prices and low prices of other cash crops. This coca boom also reached Naranjal (See 5.3). With its 
relatively high profits for the producers, coca pulled new migrants to San Martín and involved large 
economic interests (Biffi Isla, 2021b; Marquardt Arévalo, 2008). According to Biffi Isla (2021b), the 
coca fever was one of the main drivers of deforestation in poorly accessible, marginal areas of San 
Martín in the 1980s. The booming of the coca economy brought waves of organised violence into 
daily lives of rural people. It coincided with the country’s internal armed conflict between the two 
guerrilla groups MRTA and The Shining Path and Peru’s national government. In San Martín, 
particularly MRTA was present, and many farming villages were caught up in the war between the 
guerrilla battle and the Peruvian military’s harsh response. This situation aggravated high levels of 
rural violence already present due to drug trafficking (Biffi Isla, 2021b; Marquardt Arévalo, 2008).  

As part of the peace processes, international development interventions promoted the cultivation of 
alternative licit crops with the aim to eradicate the coca fever. The most prominent one was the 
USAID funded ‘Alternative Development Program’ focusing on the cultivation of cash crops such as 



 8 

coffee and cocoa between 2002 and 2008 (Biffi Isla, 2021b: 145-146; USAID, 2008). In Naranjal, 
cocoa appeared in the 2000s through this project (See 5.3; H22). Such development interventions 
together with military responses fighting the guerrilla groups contributed to a sharp decrease in coca. 
These commercial development projects also encompassed a gradual integration of smallholder 
farmers into a market economy (Biffi and Chaparro, 2021; Marquardt et al., 2018). But these new 
cash crops, equally to its predecessor, contributed to the expansion of the agricultural frontier (Biffi 
Isla, 2021b).     

The Peruvian state’s and its development agencies’ vision of agricultural modernisation is rooted in 
a particular view of how agrarian change and modernisation should come about. It has its starting 
point in theories that describe these processes as linear development pathways with a strong emphasis 
on markets and competition to effectively modernise the agricultural sector (Omoto and Scott, 2016; 
Pain and Hansen, 2019). In such theories, agrarian transitions in tropical landscapes happen through 
a shift from a dependency on forest products and subsistence farming towards conversion into 
agroforestry systems and ultimately intensive cash cropping (Deakin et al., 2016). One key idea is 
that higher yields and technological advancements would result in a transition into low-cost 
production (Omotto and Scott, 2016). Rural poverty is seen as a result of poor market connections 
for farmers (Pain and Hansen, 2019).  

In such a vision, increased incomes through market orientation are expected to achieve more secure 
livelihoods for farmers (Blundo-Canto et al., 2020). Another key assumption is that smallholders will 
gradually disappear from the rural spaces as a consequence of a modernised agricultural sector tightly 
connected to a capitalist economy. These smallholders would instead move to urban areas or start 
working on large-scale farms as commodity products would dominate the landscape (Deakin et al., 
2016; Omoto and Scott, 2016; Sugden et al., 2022).  

Such a linear notion of how agrarian transitions happen has been contested by a large number of 
studies (e.g. Deakin et al., 2016; Marquardt et al., 2012a; Omotto and Scott, 2016; Rigg, 2020; 
Scoones, 2015). San Martín is one example where such unidirectional process of change has not 
happened. Rather, several processes of change have generated smaller and more numerous farms (See 
Table 1). In fact, small-scale subsistence farming persists as the livelihood basis for many rural 
families in San Martín (Marquardt et al., 2012b).  

Nevertheless, government-induced ideas about agricultural modernisation persevere in today’s   
politics as will be shown in the Findings chapter (See 5.3). Particularly from the 2000s onwards, San 
Martín’s regional government has pushed for a transition away from subsistence farming and towards 
commercial agriculture (Biffi Isla, 2021b). Such agricultural policies, together with improved 
infrastructure, led to an expansion of agricultural commodities and high levels of deforestation in 
San Martín for the last 60 years (Alvarez and Naughton-Treves, 2003; Biffi and Chaparro, 2021; 
Chávez et al., 2014; Marquardt et al., 2018).  

Until today, dynamics of deforestation and livelihood changes continue to be driven by government 
incentives to the agricultural sector (Blundo-Canto et al., 2016). Further, important actors in 
deforestation processes are forestry and mining enterprises. The present drivers of deforestation are, 
among others, the expansion of large-scale palm oil plantations, illegal logging, cattle ranching, and 
the extraction of oil and gas from the ground (Andrieu et al., 2019; Bennett, 2018; Biffi and Chaparro, 
2021; Biffi Isla, 2021a; Griffiths, 2018; Ravikumar et al., 2017). Commercial products such as coffee 
and cocoa are still promoted for Amazonian smallholders by the state (Egerlid et al., 2016; Pain et 
al., 2021a). This can be seen in several current policies in Peru, both on the regional and national 
level (e.g. Bicentennial Plan: Peru towards 2021 (CEPLAN, 2011), Concerted Regional Development 

 

 

2 See Appendix 1 and explanations in Methods chapter to identify abbreviations and references in empirical material.  
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Plan for San Martín 2030 (GORESAM, 2018), National Agrarian Policy (MINAGRI, 2016)). As a 
result of these processes, today’s deforestation in San Martín is around 1.38 million hectares (20% 
of the department’s territory). This is the highest deforestation rate in all departments in Peru (Biffi 
Isla, 2021b). 

2.2.2. Adaptive responses by smallholders to new farming conditions  
Generally, Amazonian soils are not rich in plant nutrients and are relatively acid. Most of the nutrients 
are found in the biomass. Vegetative processes contribute to soil fertility in a hot and humid 
Amazonian climate characterised by rapid decay (Marquardt et al., 2012a). As described in Section 
2.2, smallholder agriculture in the Amazon is often based on swidden farming systems with fallow 
management. These fallows are used as a source for natural soil enrichment (Marquardt Arévalo, 
2008; Marquardt et al., 2012b). 

However, with decreasing soil fertility and shrinking landholdings in San Martín (See Table 1), 
swidden farmers often do not have sufficient land and time to let the fallows regrow naturally. In this 
case, some farmers (e.g. those in Naranjal) draw on their own knowledge about local ecologies to 
find ways to enrich the fallow process. They do so by seeding diverse tree species among the food 
crops and letting spouting tree seeds develop naturally (Marquardt Arévalo, 2008; Marquardt et al., 
2012a). These ‘planted’ fallows are used for harvesting fruits, firewood and construction material 
throughout the fallow period. After some time, they will be cut down to create a new field. Trees 
which are frequently used for this practise are fast-growing N-fixing species such as shaina 
(Colubrina glandulosa), guaba (Inga edulis) and rujindi (Inga ruizana). They have several functions 
and especially guaba is highly valued by farmers due to it’s multiple characteristics. It grows quickly, 
improves soil quality, provides shade for other crops, and produces fruit and firewood (Marquardt et 
al., 2012b).   

This practise is called improved fallow management. Improved fallows are an adaptive response by 
farmers in San Martín to the ecological, economic and demographic changes described in Table 1 
(Marquardt Arévalo, 2008; Marquardt et al., 2012b). In this way, smallholders can improve soil 
fertility in a shorter time by speeding up the fallow process. It also serves to restore very degraded 
forests and weed-dominated lands for production. Restoration of degraded fields is more labour 
intensive but is especially used by families who do not have enough lands for their production 
(Marquardt et al., 2012b).  

Such agroecological methods are thus important for small-scale farmers as they improve productivity 
while being more accessible and viable than agrochemical inputs (Tscharntke et al., 2012). Improved 
fallows are used by farmers in Naranjal and play a crucial role in their livelihoods, as will be seen in 
the Findings and Discussion.   

2.2.3. Indigenous people in San Martín  
San Martín is home for three indigenous groups: Kechwa-Lamistas, Awajun, and Shawi (Egerlid, 
2015). This thesis focused on Kechwa-Lamistas as the village case study took place in the Kechwa-
Lamista indigenous community Naranjal. The Kechwa-Lamista people are the largest group of 
indigenous people in San Martín. Their cultural centre is located in Lamas (Biffi Isla, 2021b). There 
are approximately 31.095 Kechwa-Lamistas living in San Martín, distributed among roughly 174 
officially recognised Native communities and other not officially recognised Kechwa settlements 
(MINCUL, n.d. a and b). Despite swidden farming, they also fish, hunt and collect different forest 
products for daily needs (Faiffer Ramírez and Belaúnde Olschewski, 2016). 

The terminology of a Native community (sp.: comunidad nativa) is a political construct and a legal 
tool to claim rights for indigenous people (Egerlid, 2015). The ‘Law on Native Communities and 
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Agrarian Development of the Jungle and Brow of the Jungle’ (Decreto-Ley N.º 22175)3 regulates 
indigenous rights in Peru, denominates what a Native community is and who can apply to be 
recognised as such. In general, the law describes Native communities as tribal groups from the jungle 
and upper jungle regions who are constituted of families with similar characteristics such as language, 
cultural and social aspects and belonging to the same territory (Decreto-Ley N.º 22175; Egerlid, 
2015). Being politically recognised as a Native community includes rights to have access to primary 
education in the community and land titles to their communal forest territories, including those 
territories used for hunting and fishing (Decreto-Ley N.º 22175).  

Despite these rights granted by law, relations between indigenous people and the state are 
characterised by failed development interventions, discrimination, and the negligence or disinterest 
to grant land titles to indigenous communities (Biffi Isla, 2021b; Faiffer Ramírez and Belaúnde 
Olschewski, 2016). From the 2000s onwards politics in San Martín became focused on the creation 
of conservation areas (Marquardt et al., 2018). These conservation areas often overlap with not yet 
legally recognised indigenous territories and complicate or hinder the granting of territorial titles. In 
the Findings, this issue is elaborated in relation to Naranjal (See 5.2).  

During colonial times, Kechwa-Lamistas were used as servile labour and were subject to continuous 
discrimination. This type of discrimination continued after colonial times. Local mestizo elites 
treated indigenous people as a source of cheap labour and an inferior culture compared to their own 
mestizo culture. The term mestizo refers to an ethnic group being descendant from European 
colonialists and indigenous groups and is used as a political category embedded in power relations 
in San Martín (Biffi Isla, 2021b; Faiffer Ramírez and Belaúnde Olschewski, 2016). Mestizos also 
sometimes practise swidden and small-scale agriculture and can be referred to as native non-
indigenous farmers. Some of the mestizo populations have already been established in San Martín 
before major development interventions entered the area in the 1960s (See 2.2.1; Marquardt Arévalo, 
2008).  

Until today, indigenous culture is still not fully recognised or valued by the local mestizo elite and 
old modes of exploitation and discrimination continue to shape the relation between mestizos and 
Kechwa-Lamistas (Faiffer Ramírez and Belaúnde Olschewski, 2016). Despite continuous 
discrimination, Kechwa-Lamistas maintain many of their cultural customs such as the practise of 
labour interchange (choba-choba)4 and the sharing of food (Faiffer Ramírez and Belaúnde 
Olschewski, 2016). Such cultural customs could be observed in Naranjal and are central to the 
analysis of this thesis (See 5.4).  

 

  

 

 

3 sp.: Ley de Comunidades Nativas y de Desarrollo Agrario de la Selva y de Ceja de Selva. 
4 Practised on food crops, not cash crops (e.g. Faiffer Ramírez and Belaúnde Olschewski, 2016: 22-23).  
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3. Theory  
This thesis work draws on theoretical perspectives of political ecology and livelihood conceptual 
frameworks. In general, political ecology is concerned with the influence of political decisions on 
ecologies and vice versa. Contemporary lines of thought in political ecology deal with the struggles 
over resource use, access, and control. They also take into account the relations between larger 
(global, national level) and smaller scale systems (local level) such as the interference of markets in 
rural lives (Alarcón, 2020). Such wider structural trends drive and create new economic and 
ecological dynamics affecting resource use and livelihoods. A political ecology focus, and in relation 
to resources, allows for a more elaborated perspective on livelihoods within complex and constantly 
changing systems (Scoones, 2015).  

In this chapter, theories within the fields of political ecology and livelihoods thinking which are used 
as conceptual lenses are elaborated. It is explained how this theoretical framework is used to analyse 
and understand the empirical material.  

3.1. The livelihoods framework  
In the Oxford dictionary, a livelihood is defined as ‘a means of securing the necessities of life’ (Morse 
and McNamara, 2013: 8). Livelihood strategies are then the multiple activities people undertake to 
meet their household needs. This process is dynamic and complex. For instance, rural farmers often 
engage in both farm and off-farm work (Andersson Djurfeldt, 2015; Scoones, 2015; Sharaunga and 
Mudhara, 2021). 

For the analysis of my Findings, I partly use the conceptual lens of the ‘Extended Livelihood 
Framework’ developed by Scoones (2015: 34, 83-85).  The framework is based on the popular DfID 
Sustainable Livelihoods Approach. It helped me to structure and unpack the complexity of multiple 
activities involved in rural households’ livelihood strategies. This approach asks a set of linked 
questions concerned about contextual settings and institutional processes and the accessible 
resources, leading to certain types of feasible livelihood strategies (Scoones, 2015). The enquiry is 
then amplified with more detailed questions regarding ownership, access and relations between social 
groups (e.g. ‘Who owns what and has access to?’ and ‘Who does what?’) (Scoones, 2015: 84).  

Scoones (2015) argues that political and institutional processes essentially mediate the ability to 
access livelihood resources and influence the spectrum of feasible livelihood pathways for villagers. 
Further, contextual settings such as the history of a place, relations to the state and ecological changes 
play a role in constructing livelihood options. To analyse external actors’ movements and 
understanding the larger-scale politics is thus a crucial step for any livelihood framework (Scoones, 
2015). Throughout the Findings, these topics are set into relation to actions and interactions between 
villagers in Naranjal, the government and other entities, both historically and contemporarily. Other 
contextual changes affecting livelihoods in Naranjal were described in the Background.  

According to Scoones (2015), a livelihoods portfolio can be composed of different livelihood 
strategies such as agricultural intensification or extensification, diversification and migration. The 
guiding question here is ‘What do they do with it?’ (Scoones, 2015: 84). In this study, I did not use 
the word ‘strategy’, as it connotes that households deliberately plan over time to carry out certain 
activities to reach certain goals (De Haan and Zoomers, 2005). I argue that the question was more 
related to how people interact with changing external conditions, continuously adapting to the 
unfolding challenges and threats, with the given resources and social relations. To evaluate whether 
these activities could be interpreted as strategies, lied outside of the scope of this study.  

Following a certain livelihood portfolio highly depends on the resources accessible (Scoones, 2015). 
In the Findings, I particularly analysed access to livelihood resources by using a ‘Theory of Access’ 
(Ribot and Peluso, 2003). How this was done is explained in the following section.  
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3.2. Theory of Access  
According to Scoones (2015) central to any livelihood analysis is the question of access to resources. 
As described in the Introduction, a key theme which emerged during fieldwork was the different 
access mechanisms interviewed villagers in Naranjal used to gain and maintain access to crucial 
livelihood resources. In the ‘Extended Livelihoods Framework’, the guiding question regarding 
livelihood resources is ‘Who owns what and has access to?’ (Scoones, 2015: 84). This part is 
concerned with the different type of assets or capital, such as natural capital and economic/financial 
capital (Scoones, 2015). For my analysis, I reframed this question to ‘Who does what to get access 
to what?’. I did this to analyse the different mechanisms available for the interviewed households to 
get access to livelihood resources such as land, labour, and food crops.  

To analyse these access approaches, I integrated analytical thinking from Ribot and Peluso’s ‘Theory 
of Access’ into the used livelihood framework. This theory helped to move questions about access to 
livelihood resources away from the simplified dichotomy of ownership and property rights (Ribot 
and Peluso, 2003).  

According to Ribot and Peluso (2003), for any access analysis the object of inquiry first has to be 
identified. This is a particular benefit coming from a particular resource. Benefits from resources can 
occur during production, extraction (harvest, woodcutting, hunting), product transformation, 
exchange, distribution or consumption. I will refer to the chain of benefits derived from a resource 
throughout it’s lifetime (Ribot and Peluso, 2003). The Findings particularly speak to livelihood 
resources mentioned in the Introduction (e.g. old-growth forests, water, food).  

In classical property and access theories, access and property rights are used as synonyms although 
they might refer to completely different phenomena. Ribot and Peluso (2003) developed an 
alternative analytical thinking on access to overcome such limitations in resource analysis (Parlee et 
al., 2021). According to Ribot and Peluso (2003), differentiating between property and access and 
precisely defining what access encompasses, is crucial for any study concerned about questions to 
access. Further, social interactions need to be differentiated between gaining, controlling, and 
maintaining access (Ribot and Peluso, 2003).  

In ‘Theory of Access’, access is defined as the ‘ability to derive benefits from things’ without 
necessarily having legal property rights (Ribot and Peluso, 2003: 153). The essential difference 
between ‘the ability to derive benefits from things’ and ‘the right to benefits from things’ (rights-
based access) is that the first one offers a wider spectrum of access mechanisms (Ribot and Peluso, 
2003: 153). This enables a more fruitful discussion on informal mechanisms of access through social 
networks and other institutions (Ribot and Peluso, 2003). I used this definition for this thesis and 
labelled these activities as ‘extended access approaches’ in the Findings. A special focus was on land 
access (See 5.4.1). I argue that such mechanisms of access are highly connected to the question of 
feasible livelihood activities, as they open up for a wider spectrum of choices.  

With the previous-mentioned definition, property rights are reframed as one type of rights-based 
access, essentially referred to as law-based access in the form of titles, holdings, tenure or ownership 
(Ribot and Peluso, 2003). A land title is defined as a ‘formal recognition of ownership by the 
government through the provision of court-enforceable documents’ (Alston et al., 1999: 81). Land 
title is a common form of property right in Naranjal and will be shown in the Findings. Land titles as 
a form of access allow certain options to derive benefits from land which are otherwise more difficult 
to attain. For instance, titles decrease uncertainty about having one’s land alienated in the future. 
Consequently, investing capital and labour into land property becomes strategic as it is a security that 
one will be able to reap outcomes of it. Further, a land title can help to claim land as one’s own and 
defend this in front of other actors (Alston et al., 1999).   

According to German et al. (2014: 53), property can conventionally be defined as encompassing the 
‘benefits from the material resource, and the rights and legitimacy to claim the resource in front of 
institutions such as the state’. While Ribot and Peluso (2003) might have a similar take on the second 
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part of the quote, the notion of benefits through property is contested by a ‘Theory of Access’. One 
might have property to land but cannot take benefits out of it if other resources such as labour are 
missing. This is defined as property without access (Ribot and Peluso, 2003). Thus, the question of 
access becomes more related to livelihood conditions than the mere possession of assets and capital, 
as it is concerned with if someone is actually able to withdraw a benefit from a certain resource 
(German et al., 2014).  

In Ribot and Peluso’s ‘Theory of Access’, rights-based access (property) can further include rights 
acquired and claimed by custom or convention. These are usually derived from social acceptance. 
Rights-based access approaches (law, custom, convention) come with a certain degree of power and 
might contradict each other, in which state law stays in contrast to custom or convention (Ribot and 
Peluso, 2003). In frontier regions in the Global South, such as the Peruvian Amazon, custom or 
convention are often more prevalent where state presence is weak (Alston et al., 1999; Biffi Isla, 
2021b; Rasmussen and Lund, 2018).  

When different institutions of legal, customary, conventional and relational nature govern resources, 
households will search for the means that are possible and open for them and they often engage in 
several mechanisms to gain and maintain access. This approach is described as legal pluralism (Ribot 
and Peluso, 2003; Scoones, 2015). However, even in situations of legal pluralism and weak state 
presence, the state remains the ultimate resource controller and has the ability to, at least in part, 
control others’ access (Rasmussen and Lund, 2018; Ribot and Peluso, 2003). Customary claims of 
tenure on the other hand, are often dismissed as inferior by government regimes (Rasmussen and 
Lund, 2018). The presence of laws and law-based access thus implies that users nevertheless depend 
on relations to the controller (e.g. the state) to gain and maintain access (Ribot and Peluso, 2003).  

Under the analytics of a ‘Theory of Access’, social, economic and political relations become highly 
influential as they can hinder or enable people to benefit from a certain resource (Parlee et al., 2021). 
How those relations shape access is described by Ribot and Peluso’s structural and relational 
mechanisms of access. These include access to knowledge, markets, capital, technology, labour and 
labour opportunities, authority and access through social identity and access via the negotiation of 
other social relations. All of those influence how people can use resources. These ‘access relations’ 
are always changing and people might have more power in some relations and moments than in others 
(Ribot and Peluso, 2003: 158). The focus in the following explanations lies on the mechanisms 
relevant for the Findings and Discussion.  

Access to labour can be through wage labour or other relations and these can highly affect production 
and productivity (Ribot and Peluso, 2003; Pain et al., 2021a). Access through social identity can 
happen by forming part of a community or a specific group and being labelled as such. Examples are 
ethnicity, place of birth and cultural factors such as kinship. In comparison, access via the negotiation 
of other social relations focuses on relations based on friendship, trust, reciprocity and patronage 
(Ribot and Peluso, 2003). Access to authority is interrelated to being able to make claims about law-
based access to resources. For example, it refers to the ability of communicating with government 
officials when one wants to apply for a permit. In this sense, access to institutions of authority and 
power enables or restricts resource users from making use of their rights (Ribot and Peluso, 2003).  

An omission of the Theory of Access, which is relevant for the Findings, is pointed out by Parlee et 
al. (2021). Despite structural and relational mechanisms of access, ecological and biophysical 
characteristics can equally affect if someone is able to benefit from a land and it’s resources such as 
harvest and water (Parlee et al., 2021; Valbuena et al., 2015). This will be seen in the Findings and 
Discussion.  



 14 

3.3. Sustainability and resilience thinking  

3.3.1. In relation to forest and agricultural ecosystems  

An important theoretical foundation for the present study is the question on how to define socio-
ecological systems and consequently agricultural and forest landscapes, as the case study was 
conducted in a village living from farming activities and secondary forest regrowth. In systems and 
resilience theory, ecosystems are defined as diverse, constantly changing and going through phases 
of rapid growth, destruction and regrowth. Resilience is about understanding and engaging with a 
changing world. This entails defining ecosystems, and in broader terms socio-ecological systems, as 
complex, adaptive systems (Messier et al., 2015; Walker and Salt, 2006). A system is then defined 
as being more resilient when it can cope with and recover from shocks and stresses and still retain 
the same functions (Walker and Salt, 2006).  
 
In the Amazon smallholder swidden farming with fallows and secondary forest regrowth are typical 
landscape features of such socio-ecological systems (Marquardt et al, 2012a). Integral 
agroecosystems are managed by farmers to provide goods and services, such as food, feed and fibre 
for livelihood needs. When seen through the theoretical lens of resilience theory, they can be 
characterised in terms of vulnerability and adaptive capacity in the face of changing external contexts 
and long-term trajectories (Valbuena et al., 2015).  
 
The traditional take on ecosystems in forestry management and agricultural sciences stays in contrast 
to resilience theory, as it attempts to reach an ideal ‘natural’ and stable condition for any ecosystem 
(Messier et al., 2015). According to Walker and Salt (2006), this command-and-control management 
approach based on static views of ecosystem is not adequate. Especially agricultural landscapes 
should be seen as integral socio-ecological systems in which the work of humans in changing the 
‘natural’ state of ecosystems is omnipresent (Börjeson and Ango, 2021; Deakin et al., 2016; Valbuena 
et al., 2015).  
 
Whereas this systemic view allows to see the work of humans in changing landscapes, the 
conventional view of ecosystems neglects the humans in a lived forest and agricultural landscape. 
Instead, such a conventional view connects to ideas about intensifying agriculture to spare land for 
the conservation of primary forest. Hereby, a dichotomy is presented which divides land into ‘natural’ 
and pristine primary forest (without humans) and forest with human activity as intervened and 
‘degraded’ secondary forests (Pain et al., 2021b; Tscharntke et al., 2012; Walker and Salt, 2006).  
 
Such a view does not only oversee the important functions of secondary forests, such as the 
provisioning of ecosystem services (e.g. carbon sequestration), but also simplifies the complexity of 
ecosystem use as well as to justify making them available for large-scale agriculture expansion. It 
also overlooks the importance of integrated farming systems and their use and management of 
secondary forests for rural livelihoods (Pain et al., 2021b).  
 
Peru’s conservation politics are centred around traditional views on ecosystems, in which primary 
forest is prioritised for conservation (Pain et al., 2021b). Political implications arising from this view 
are elaborated in the Discussion in relation to Naranjal and improved fallow management.  
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3.3.2. From a livelihood perspective  

Sustainability is one of the predominant concepts in the 21st century often used in influential policies 
and strategies such as the Sustainable Development Goals of the UN. Livelihoods thinking started to 
be attached to the notion of sustainability and resilience with the release of the Brundtland report 
Our Common Future in 1987 (Edwards and Orr, 2005; Scoones, 2015; UN. n.d. b). With this, 
discussions about what a ‘sustainable livelihood’ should entail took off. Nowadays, the most widely 
used definition for ‘sustainable livelihoods’ was developed by Chambers and Conway in 1992 
(Scoones, 2015: 6): 

‘A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (including both material and social resources) 
and activities for a means of living. A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with and 
recover from stresses and shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets, while not 
undermining the natural resource base.’  

The second phrase defines sustainability for livelihoods as the adaptive capacity of a system to 
recover from stresses and is thus rooted in resilience theory (See 3.3.1). In resilience theory, the more 
diversified a system becomes, the more resilient it will remain to external disruptions and shocks 
(Fath et al., 2015). This definition of a ‘sustainable livelihood’ will be explored in the Discussion in 
relation to Naranjal.  

A prominent representation of sustainability is to separate it into three pillars: environmental 
sustainability, economic sustainability and social sustainability (Scoones, 2015). A common critique 
of the contemporary understanding and strategies around sustainability is that the first two pillars 
(environment, economy) are often prioritised in political discussion over the social pillar. According 
to Morse and McNamara (2013) the concept of livelihoods is a means of making social sustainability 
more relevant and practical.  

Sustainable Development has been criticised for being too complex, broad and vague which could 
entail basically any kind of action from business strategies to governmental planning, consumer 
behaviour or development intervention. Sustainability strategies can even span among different 
ideologies in which some are more concerned about economic growth and maintaining the status quo 
while others look for alternative options. These are all discourses and potential solutions promoted 
in the name of creating a sustainable world (Morse and McNamara, 2013; Peterson, 2013).  

Status quo approaches favouring economic growth paradigms have been widespread even before they 
were connected to narratives about sustainability. They can be found in conventional agricultural 
sciences concerned about farmer’s livelihoods. Here, the assumption is that processes of agrarian 
change, and shifts towards more intensive cash cropping, would create positive feedbacks for farmers 
(See 2.2).   

The argument for a focus on cash crops and intensified farming systems to improve rural livelihoods 
is linked to land sparing narratives in biodiversity conservation (See 3.3.1). Here, it is assumed that 
agricultural systems usually show a negative correlation between high yields and levels of 
biodiversity (Tscharntke et al., 2012). However, these assumptions have been contested. In fact, 
tropical smallholder farming based on subsistence show high levels of agrobiodiversity and yields. 
These systems can therefore decrease trade-offs between livelihoods, food production and 
reforestation goals which are traditionally seen as contradicting (See 3.3.1; Andrieu et al., 2019; 
Blundo-Canto et al., 2020; Dhakal et al., 2011; Gotor et al., 2017; Graefe et al., 2013; Tscharntke et 
al., 2012). 

Further, close attention has to be paid on how such theoretical transitions unfold in reality. 
Agricultural intensification in tropical landscapes can result in widespread environmental and social 
transformation. The expansion of commercial agriculture has been associated with reduced 
agrobiodiversity and deforestation. It can lead to a decrease in subsistence farming and consequently 
access to food (Bennett et al., 2018; Blundo-Canto et al., 2020). In this thesis, access to food through 
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subsistence farming is described as food sovereignty. The focus lies on the households’ or the 
village’s capacity to produce their own basic foods on their lands (Patel, 2009).  

Cash cropping also brings the unpredictability of global agricultural markets into rural livelihoods 
(Andersson Djurfeldt, 2015; Li, 2014; Rigg et al., 2020). These crops are usually characterised by 
price fluctuations and boom phases, with a slow start leading into a rapid expansion and ultimately 
an abrupt ending due to factors such as changes in public incentives or market shocks (Andrieu et 
al., 2019; Junquera et al., 2020). Thus, commercial crops can pose problems to income stability and 
do not necessarily reduce rural poverty (Andersson Djurfeldt, 2015; Andrieu et al., 2019; Deakin et 
al., 2016).  

Under these changing external circumstances, smallholders tend to engage in multiple activities 
combining subsistence farming, cash cropping and wage labour. Particularly subsistence farming 
helps to secure livelihoods from macro-economic shocks by providing food for rural household 
(Tscharntke et al., 2012). This is of great importance especially for low- and medium-income 
households and rural farmers, as they are often the poorest and most marginalised members of society 
(Dhakal et al., 2011; Isakson, 2011). Such a process is called diversification of livelihood strategies 
which helps to increase resilience (Andersson Djurfeldt, 2015; Fath et al., 2015; Scoones, 2015; 
Sharaunga and Mudhara, 2021).  

Despite the described problems with commodity markets, international and national actors involved 
in agricultural development projects in Peru often see agricultural intensification as a sustainable 
pathway forward (See Background; Bennett et al., 2018). Such narratives have had implications for 
Naranjal’s families and are most visible in the historic cash crop booms. This will be further 
demonstrated in the Findings and problematised in the Discussion.   
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4. Methods  
The thesis is based on a village study with qualitative empirical material, collected through semi-
structured informal interviews with a number of households, key informants and a focus group 
discussion. The research followed an inductive approach. Qualitative, inductive methods explore 
complexity and help to understand why people do certain things under specific circumstances 
(Bernard, 2011; Creswell, 2014). This approach reduces the control a researcher has to predetermine 
ideas about research questions. Instead it opens the research process up by including issues that 
matter to the interviewees (Bernard, 2011). Such a participatory approach is important in studies 
about village livelihoods, as otherwise crucial facets of daily struggles stay invisible to outsiders 
(Scoones, 2015).  

The empirical material is based on field work undertaken between 11 February 2022 and 10 April 
2022. During this time, I lived in the small city of Lamas, in San Martín. The city is two hours 
walking distance from Naranjal, providing relatively good accessibility of the village (half an hour 
by car). During the fieldwork, I worked in close collaboration with Waman Wasi, a local NGO 
dedicated to supporting indigenous communities with legal challenges, food security and cultural 
affirmations based on traditional knowledge (Waman Wasi, n.d.). Waman Wasi helped to organise 
my stay in Lamas and Naranjal and contributed to my fieldwork through analytical discussions and 
support during interviews.  

In the first two weeks of the fieldwork, I followed two researchers from the research project ‘What 
is secondary about secondary forest? Building smallholder forest futures in Peru’s Amazonian 
frontier’ to five indigenous communities (one of them Naranjal) in different landscapes in San Martín 
and which will be part of the larger research project. During this period, I could observe and learn 
how to interact with villagers from the indigenous communities and how to conduct interviews in 
these contexts. This exploratory part of the fieldwork helped me to develop key themes for my own 
case study and interview guides and to decide in which village I would conduct my own fieldwork.  

4.1. Case study design and description of village  
The case study design was chosen to deepen the knowledge of a particular phenomenon, in this case 
livelihoods in an indigenous community, and understand real-life complexity. A case study is 
appropriate when one wants to investigate various facets of socio, economic and environmental 
relations (Bryman, 2012; Kanazawa, 2017).  

The study was conducted in the indigenous community of Naranjal. Naranjal was selected as one of 
the 12 case villages in the larger research project as some of these have to be dominated by 
agricultural activities (Marquardt et al., 2020). The features of interest in Naranjal are it’s agro-
diverse farming with elements of small-scale cash crop production and several forest re-generative 
practises done by villagers.5  
 
As I initially was inspired by ideas of food sovereignty through agrobiodiversity and subsistence 
farming in smallholder contexts (e.g. Blundo-Canto et al., 2019; Tscharntke et al., 2012), Naranjal 
was selected as a suitable case village for this thesis work. Throughout the course of the study, these 
ideas matured into a livelihood perspective (See 1.1). Other reasons for the choice of Naranjal as a 
case village were related to it’s accessibility from the city of Lamas, and the good contacts Waman 
Wasi has established in the community. This facilitated a relative openness by villagers to strangers.  
  
 

 

 

5 Kristina Marquardt, SLU. mail correspondence. 21 July 2022. 
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The units of analysis in the study were the 13 households visited in Naranjal. These household cases 
exemplified livelihood struggles for an indigenous community in San Martín. The main criteria for 
household selection were initially to include interviewees with different characteristics regarding 
generation, gender, social group and land property size. This helped to cover various perspectives 
from diverse families. In Appendix 1 and 2, the interviewed household are described according to 
these characteristics and relations to other interviewees. I defined the generations as elderly (between 
61-80 years old), and middle-aged (between 40-60 years old). The interviewees usually referred to 
them as parents or grandparents, which can be seen in some of the paragraphs of the Findings.  
 
Naranjal is legally recognised as a Native Community. Currently, around 250 people live in Naranjal, 
which contains about 40-45 households. This makes it a rather small village compared to others in 
the area (GD, H2). Further, it was described as a ‘dispersed village’ in a hilly area because the 
different community members live relatively far away from each other (GD, H10).  
 
Politically, Naranjal belongs to the district of Rumizapa, part of the province of Lamas (H10). As it 
is closely located to Lamas, it used to belong to the district of Lamas. But as a result of a new zoning 
of the province in 2017, it was added to Rumizapa. Since then, all political concerns of Naranjal need 
to be dealt with in Rumizapa, such as voting for general elections (H10). In contrast to other Native 
communities in the region, Naranjal does not have a health centre or a primary school (GD). The 
reason for this is its relative proximity to Lamas, so children can ‘easily’ go to school there (GD). 
Many families have both a house in Naranjal and share houses with their family members in the 
Native community of Wayku, which is an urban quarter of Lamas (GD). When children start attending 
school, their mothers usually stay with them in Lamas during weekdays and return to the village 
during the weekend to work on the farm (H5, H10, H11, K6). 
 
Naranjal is known for maintaining strong cultural roots and practising traditional agriculture with 
considerable agrobiodiversity (See Fig.3). They also farm commercial cash crops such as cocoa and 
coffee (See Fig.4). Community members in Naranjal practise swidden farming with tree fallow 
periods and agroforestry, among other practises related to forest management. Waman Wasi indicated 
that the villagers take care of water streams and carry out traditional communal activities (See Fig.3 
and Fig.5).6 
 

 
Fig.3: Traditional dishes prepared for the group discussion – with crops from Naranjal’s fields 
(photo taken by author) 

 

 

6 Luis Romero Rengifo, Waman Wasi. personal interview. 16 February 2022. 



 19 

 
Fig.4: A coffee field with an old-growth fallow in the background (photo taken by author) 
 

 
Fig.5: Water stream conserved with an old-growth fallow (photo taken by author) 

4.2. Data collection   

4.2.1. Methods used  
The data collection methods were partly based on the patches approach developed by Marquart et al. 
(2020) for the larger research project. In this approach, the researcher uses several qualitative 
methods to describe a village in more depth in terms of history, agriculture, forestry, social groups 
(indigenous, mestizo, Andean migrant) and processes of change (Marquardt et al., 2020).7 The 
patches approach includes 10-15 in-depth interviews with individual smallholders, key informant 

 

 

7 Kristina Marquardt, SLU. mail correspondence. 18 October 2021. 
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interviews and other PRA (participatory rural appraisal) tools (Marquardt et al., 2020). In my 
fieldwork, I used the PRA tools transect walks, a focus-group discussion and I also did qualitative, 
in-depth semi-structured household interviews (Bernard, 2011). In total, 13 household interviews, 
five key informant interviews and one group discussion were conducted. Appendix 1 provides an 
overview of the different interviews and group discussion I used for the Findings. The group 
discussion was mainly based with households already interviewed and there were seven to eight 
activate and five to seven more passive participants, who joined the discussion less frequently. 
Appendix 1 also indicates how I refer to them in-text. For instance, household one is abbreviated as 
H1 and key informant one as K1N.  

All interviews were held in Spanish and most of them were recorded to facilitate the analysis.8 
Interviews usually lasted between one and two hours. In most of the households, follow ups were 
held to clarify some topics from the first interview (when seen as necessary). Follow ups lasted 
maximum half an hour. Some of the material analysed emerged during informal conversations and 
was documented through field notes in a research diary (e.g. K6).  

During most of the field trips to Naranjal, I was accompanied by a field work assistant from Waman 
Wasi. This person helped me for example in the selection of the households to be interviewed and to 
get in contact with those families. Throughout the study, she became a key informant (K6), as she 
was born and raised in the village (See App.1). She complemented the data with important additional 
information through informal discussions during fieldwork. 

In Appendix 1, one can see that the interviewed households represented a quite homogenous social 
group in the end (Kechwa-Lamista) as no Andean migrant family and few mestizo farmers lived in 
the village (H5, K6). Further, although land property size slightly differed between households, the 
difference is relatively small in comparison to other farming villages in the study region (See App.2). 
This will be described in the Findings.  

Most of the household visits included a transect walk across the farm and fallows after the interview. 
Such transect walks helped to complement and ground information gained during the interview in 
terms of farming practised (e.g. agroforestry, swidden farming), the type of crops grown and for what 
purposes, and the use and management of fallows. During transect walks, photos were taken (e.g. 
cash crops field, fallow) to facilitate analysis of the different ecological units and their corresponding 
uses for households.  

Further, key informant interviews were made to analyse context and institutional processes (See 3.1). 
The criteria were to get different perspectives on development work in Naranjal as well as past and 
current regional agricultural politics in San Martín. The key informants were selected through 
discussions with my supervisor and Waman Wasi. Two different types of key informant interviews 
were conducted. Firstly, I conducted two interviews with government officials from the ‘Special 
Project Huallaga Central and Bajo Mayo’9 and from the Directorate of Agriculture, which are 
promoting the commercial cultivation of Tahiti lime through GORESAM’s (Regional Government 
of San Martín) agricultural politics of the ‘Productive Revolution’ (GORESAM, n.d. and 2020; K4G). 
Tahiti Lime has been promoted since 2019 and has been cultivated by some of the interviewed 
households and other community members in Naranjal (H11, K4G). Secondly, I interviewed 
representatives from NGOs working with indigenous communities in San Martín. In this category I 
did three interviews. All selected key informants have some connection to Naranjal, either through 
development work in the village or political implications for the village. 

 

 

8 For more detailed explanation see Appendix 1.  
9 Sp.: Proyecto Especial Huallaga Central y Bajo Mayo. This project forms part of the Directorate of Agriculture of San Martín (sp.: 
Dirección de Agricultura)  
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4.2.2. Semi-structured interviews 
The semi-structured interviews were organised around key themes and questions but left room to ask 
spontaneous questions during the interview (Bernard, 2011). This helped to deepen the understanding 
about the different topics and people’s perceptions, and to spot potential misunderstandings 
(Kanazawa, 2017). The method enabled me to clarify cultural and linguistic misunderstandings but 
also to follow new leads. For instance, topics about sharing food and harvest were brought up by 
interviewees themselves and was then followed up by me. This will be seen in the Findings.  

The key themes for the interview guides were set up together with the research team and Waman 
Wasi in the exploratory part of the fieldwork. I then added some further topics which were inspired 
from studies made in similar settings in other Amazonian regions (e.g. Blundo-Canto et al., 2019; 
Porro et al., 2015). The field work assistant from Waman Wasi helped me to adapt the household 
interview guides to local and village context and language. For the household interviews, the key 
themes were land property, family history, income and subsistence activities, community forests, 
secondary forest and fallow management, changes in the village and state interventions over time.   

The group discussion served to add complementary information and views from more people on the 
issues raised in the household interviews. A special focus in the group discussion was to create a 
timeline of the history of Naranjal. Part of the village history created in the group discussion can be 
found in Section 5.1.  

The key informant interviews with the NGOs covered topics such as relations between indigenous 
people in San Martín and the state, influential policies and development work addressing Native 
communities, type of agricultural practises used (swidden, cash cropping) and their implications, 
territorial conflicts and land rights. Key informant interviews with state representatives were focused 
on current and past influential politics, agrarian policies, type of agricultural practises promoted, 
commercial agricultural projects in Native communities and political influence from the national 
government.   

4.3. Data analysis and analytical moves  
The data analysis was based on a qualitative, content-based analysis. This approach was used to 
explore and compare the qualitative data to find emerging themes, common patterns and differences 
and to categorise these into main themes and sub-themes (Creswell, 2014; Kanazawa, 2017). I 
recorded the interviews via telephone and transcribed the interviews manually. I translated (from 
Spanish to English) the parts which were used as quotes in the Findings.   

I followed the outline by Creswell (2014) to analyse qualitative, empirical material. In this outline, 
the data is first organised and prepared for analysis (transcriptions, typing up field notes etc.). After 
this, all interviews and field notes were read for the first time. In this part, I marked some of the 
statements said by interviewees, paraphrased them and used keywords in the margins of the word 
documents. These statements and keywords then helped me to codify the data into different 
categories. These codes were labelled either in terms used by the participants (in vivo) or through the 
interpretation of the interviewer (etic) (Creswell, 2014). During this process, all interview transcripts 
were read several times. The following codes emerged over time: fallows/tree species, crop types, 
external projects/state interventions, ancestral territory, land (communal vs. individual, inheritance, 
renting, buying, selling, sharing), cash crop (booms), family history, village history, village 
organisation, food, diets, own consumption, choba-choba (labour exchange), diversity vs. 
dependency on one product, income generation, water resources, labour.    

Throughout the Findings, common themes will be presented summarising impressions from different 
households. In analytical terms, these are the patterns of emergence on the village level. The patterns 
are set in relation to examples of specific and concrete household cases to analyse individual struggles 
(Lund, 2014). Four household cases will be used in different Sections of the Findings. These are 
referred to as Ángel and Juana (Household case H8), Roberto and Gabriela (Household case H10), 
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Carolina (Household case H5), and Antonio and María (Household case H11). All of the names were 
invented to increase readability and to preserve the anonymity of the interviewees.  

In the first part of the Findings (5.1 Historical context and relations to the state), Ángel and Juana, 
an elderly household, will be used as an example of early migration patterns to access land. 
Household cases H10 and H5 will be used in the sections about ‘extended access approaches’ to 
deepen empirical understanding of villager’s informal and relational access mechanisms. Finally, the 
case of Antonio and María will be used in Section ‘5.4.2 The juggle of diversified livelihoods’ to 
demonstrate livelihood complexity and tensions. A special attention is given to different cash crop 
booms coming and going, but not leaving many traces in the family’s life.  

4.4. Methodological limitations 
One methodological limitation could have been the type of households interviewed. Of the 40-45 
households in Naranjal, around 24-25 were registered as active members10 of the Native community 
(sp.: morador) (GD, H2). In the case of Naranjal, the families registered as active members were 
usually those who had strongest connections to the NGO Waman Wasi and thus the ones which were 
most easily reachable for my study. This especially applied to Kechwa-Lamista families whereas the 
few mestizo farmers had less contact to Waman Wasi. In this sense, the selection of households might 
have resulted positive regarding topics which are promoted by Waman Wasi such as traditional 
agriculture, food sovereignty through subsistence farming, and agrobiodiversity (Waman Wasi, n.d.).  

The collaboration with the fieldwork assistant who is Native to Naranjal could have resulted in some 
methodological issues. Although she was essential during the interviews to help with potential 
misunderstandings and language barriers, interviewees could have tended to answer differently due 
to her presence (e.g. not telling the whole family history because they assumed she knew). However, 
the opportunities to conduct valuable fieldwork with her support outweighed potential 
methodological challenges. Interviewees rather opened up in her presence as an intermediary between 
a foreign student and community members.  

Another methodological shortcoming must be pointed out in relation to the group discussion. The 
group discussion was organised in the context of a traditional communal event initiated by Waman 
Wasi. In the event, called Mikuna in quechua, all community members gather together in the 
communal hall. It starts by an exchange of crop seeds and fruits between households. Afterwards, the 
women of the community prepare traditional dishes based on those ingredients and all community 
members have lunch together. In Kechwa-Lamas culture, women traditionally have the responsibility 
of cooking for the family (Faiffer Ramírez and Belaúnde Olschewski, 2016). To not interfere with 
the communal activity and due to time constraints, the group discussion had to be held with the men 
while the women were cooking. Hence, the group discussion only covered the men’s knowledge and 
thus had a gender-biased perspective. This should be planned differently in future studies if possible.  

One last limitation which needs to be mentioned is the amount and type of interviews conducted for 
the institutional landscape. Five formal, key informant interviews are certainly a limited amount to 
understand the complexity of institutional processes. The politics, institutional practises and 
tendencies described are only the ones which were pointed out by those interviewees. Therefore, it 
cannot be seen as a complete analysis of all political and institutional processes facing Naranjal. For 
instance, NGOs who are in line with the state’s vision were not interviewed.  

 

 

10 Every household living in the territory of Naranjal can freely decide if they want to be registered as active members. To become an active 
member, one must inscribe into the community register and present oneself in the general assembly. To be an active member comes with 
several responsibilities. Duties include participation in community meetings and collaborative activities when the authorities of the 
community ask for it (H4, H5). 
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5. Findings 

5.1. Historical context and relations to the state   
The following section presents the history of the case village, gradually growing as new settlers 
looked for spare and fertile farmland. The section further shows how the villagers navigated through 
bureaucratic labyrinths imposed by the state to finally organise themselves as a Native community.   

5.1.1. Early migration and settlement patterns in the search for land  
The first indigenous settlers came to the area today known as Naranjal around 1920. Before these 
new villagers came, some mestizo groups were already occupying the land (GD, H1, H3). A few 
study participants estimate that the mestizos settled parts of the lands already during the era of rubber 
plantations in the 1910s (GD). Those mestizos however used the lands for hunting and no rubber was 
planted (GD). The first indigenous family bought their land from the mestizos and founded Naranjal 
(GD, H1). One of the indigenous founders was a man referred to as ‘Grandfather Maurizio’. It is 
believed that he came from Pucallpa, a city in the lowland jungle, to find work and search for land 
in the neighbourhoods of Lamas (H11). Grandfather Maurizio then married a Kechwa woman from 
Lamas (H11). They first lived in the lower valleys but then moved to the hillside, to the area which 
is now considered Naranjal (GD). After that, more family members followed because they found out 
that there was spare land to settle down – and Naranjal was gradually formed (GD).  

At this time, some trails already existed around Naranjal to reach the other neighbouring villages, 
such as San Roque de Cumbaza and Chirapa (GD). Some respondents believed that a few of the 
neighbouring villages were populated by indigenous groups earlier than Naranjal (e.g. Chirapa). The 
first villagers in Naranjal started to focus their cultivations on tree crops such as oranges (Citrus 
sinensis), tangerines (Citrus mandarina), and mangos (Mangifera indicata). This was the reason why 
the village was called Naranjal, since naranjal means ‘orange grove’ in Spanish (H9). During these 
times, villagers usually went to the local market in Lamas to barter their fruits for other products they 
needed in the household (H11).  

In the 1950s, coffee production (Coffea arabica) appeared in the area, and this attracted more people 
to buy land and settle down (GD, H8, H9, H11). According to one household (H11), unequal trade 
conditions in coffee sales between the indigenous producers from Naranjal and the mestizo buyers 
from Lamas resulted in very low payments for their products. This led villagers in Naranjal to 
diversify and focus more on orange production (GD, H11). Throughout the history of Naranjal, 
especially young families who did not inherit sufficient land or those who were looking for more 
fertile soils migrated from other villages to Naranjal (H1, H3, H4, H8, H11, H12, H13). This will be 
illustrated in the following household case:  

Household case H8: Ángel and Juana  

H8 is an elderly couple in their 70s. They have five children, three daughters and two sons. Juana, 
the wife, moved from her Native village (two hours walking distance from Naranjal) to Naranjal 
when she married her husband Ángel in 1968. Ángel’s parents and grandparents were from the 
neighbouring village called Chirikyaku and Ángel spent his childhood there. In Chirikyaku, Ángel’s 
father produced cotton (Gossypium) and maize (Zea mays) for cash generation on his 10 hectares of 
land, but the farmland was too small for the family. Back then, coffee as a cash crop started to boom 
in the region. Ángel’s father wanted to try his luck with the newly booming coffee - and in Naranjal, 
there was more farmland available and the soils were better suited for a variety of crops including 
coffee. The parents decided to buy land in Naranjal and Ángel and his 13 siblings followed their 
parents to the village when he was 17 years old. The father acquired 30 hectares of land and started 
his coffee production. In the meantime, Ángel worked in a petroleum company outside the village to 
earn his own money. With this money, Ángel acquired seven hectares of land in Naranjal and started 
his coffee production when he was 20 years old. Later, he inherited another five hectares from his 
father.  
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In 1971, he started cattle ranching as an additional income to finance his children’s education. Later 
on, he sold the cattle again as he could not keep up with the work when his children left the farm to 
follow their professions or started their own families. In comparison to his father who did not want 
his children to study but help on the farm, Ángel supported his two sons with their studies. One of 
his sons became a nurse while the other (H3) left school to work in coca harvest and became a farmer 
later on. Of the 12 hectares Ángel had, he bequeathed the sons with two hectares each, and the 
daughters with one hectare each. Then he sold two hectares to one son (H3), two hectares to his other 
son and one hectare to one daughter. Nowadays, he works on the farm of his son (H3) and generates 
cash from coffee, plantain (Musa spp.) and cocoa (Theobroma cacao) sales. 

5.1.2.  Political recognition and improved infrastructure   
In 1962, several people who enjoyed playing football (brothers of H1, H8, H9, fathers of H3, H11), 
organised the construction of a football field in the centre of Naranjal, which attracted more people 
from the surrounding areas. They opened a ‘sports club’, and the village was politically recognised 
as ‘Sector Naranjal’ (GD).  

The discussion to become politically recognised as a hamlet (sp.: caserio) started in 1992 (GD). 
According to a key informant (K6), a caserio is a category with less habitants than a Native 
community, but more than a sector as there is a certain level of collaboration and organisation 
between households and families. In Naranjal for example, families started to collaborate and help 
each other financially when someone became sick (H3).  
 
In 1995, Naranjal officially became registered as a caserio, which translated into the political 
recognition by the province of Lamas. Becoming a caserio, Naranjal needed to appoint a leader who 
was called municipal agent (sp.: agente municipal). Further, villagers assigned roles such as 
secretary, treasurer, prosecutor, two conveners and a health promotor (GD). To be a caserio helped 
them to access government services such as a road construction to Naranjal. This access to roads and 
consequently the city of Lamas was highly valued. When asked about if living conditions have been 
improving or worsening in Naranjal during the last decades, one elderly interviewee stated that they 
have generally been improving:  
  

‘We had a harder life when we were young, harvesting our plantain, our coffee, our beans. 
Nobody studied. Now it is better because there is more mobility, accessibility. The roads are 
better.’ (H9) 

 
This was confirmed by a few other participants in the group discussion (GD). Similarly, H4 reported 
that it was difficult for him and his siblings to continue their studies because there were no roads to 
access a secondary school. In 1996, the road connecting Naranjal to the neighbouring village Chirapa 
and the city of Lamas was finished. By the year 2000, 18 families, which were registered as active 
members of the caserio, lived in Naranjal (H4).  

5.1.3. The journey to become a Native community 
Until 2007, Naranjal continued to be categorised as a caserio. That year, the village received the 
legal status of a Native community (See 2.2.3; GD, K2N). The decision to become a Native 
community was driven by a judicial problem villagers faced in 2007 (GD, H2). According to the 
Peruvian Constitution, Native communities are allowed to apply their own jurisdiction if someone is 
caught committing a crime within the lands of the community (Miranda Aburto, 2021). This is part 
of their traditional communal justice system (H2, K6).  
 
In 2007, some habitants of Naranjal punished someone in the village for stealing from families. Later, 
those habitants were sued because of this practise according to the ‘ordinary justice system’ (H2). To 
resolve this judicial problem and declare that their solution was part of their cultural customs, 
Naranjal decided to officially become a Native community and be recognised as so. This helped to 
clarify the situation and resolve the judicial problem (GD, H2, K6). During the group discussion, 
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when asked about bad times and catastrophes, one community member defined this period as the 
most difficult times in Naranjal: 
 

‘Bad times? When we organised ourselves to become a Native community. These were our 
most difficult times.’ (H3) 

 
According to some participants (GD), it is not clear if they would have ever decided to become a 
Native community without the need to resolve this judicial problem. Further, it was emphasised that 
being a Native community did not improve much, but it essentially helped with this problem since 
Naranjal could access support from lawyers specialised in indigenous affairs (GD, K6).   
 

To become a Native community, Naranjal had to apply to GORESAM and indicate their limits and 
boundaries to neighbouring villages (H2). In Appendix 3, one can see the original map from 2007 for 
this recognition process. This map shows the borders and limits to other Native communities, as well 
as main roads, trails, water streams and houses within the community. In the process of becoming a 
Native community, Naranjal also had to vote for a leader, called Apu. This person is elected by a 
general assembly of all the active members every two years, with the option to re-elect the former 
Apu (H2). According to H10, the Apu has a key role in the relations between the community and 
outside actors such as NGOs. Without the permission of the Apu, projects cannot enter Naranjal 
(H10).  

Apart from this position, there are other functions assumed by some community members as follows 
(GD, H5, H11, H12):  

Original                 
(Spanish or 
quechua)  

English translation             
(by author) 

Function 

Apu and Bisapu  First and second 
authority  

Leaders of the community, members of the 
governing board  

Secretario Secretary Member of the governing board 

Tesorero  Treasurer  Member of the governing board 

Fiscal  Prosecutor  Member of the governing board 

Primer y segundo 
vocal  

Convener  Member of the governing board 

Primer y segundo 
presidente del 
agua 

First and second 
president of water  

managing water issues with the provincial 
authorities, so that they have sufficient water 
services  

Promotor de salud  Health promoter  Person giving first aid in communities without a 
health station.  

Grupo de mujeres 
con presidenta  

Group of women, 
governed by their 
president 

Organising the women’s activities in the 
community, for example to cook together during 
Mikunas (quechua: preparing lunch and eating 
lunch together)  

Grupo de abuelos  Group of grandparents  Organising activities of elderly people  

Table.2: Organisation of the Native community Naranjal  
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During a conversation with one key informant (K1N), he explained that having positions such as a 
community leader is not a traditional custom for indigenous people but was imposed by the state. 
The journey described in the previous sections shows how an indigenous village organised according 
to the state’s vision to derive certain government benefits. Both the road construction, after becoming 
a caserio, and the solution to a threatening judicial problem, after becoming a Native community, are 
examples of how interviewed community members in Naranjal interacted with the state to improve 
living conditions and cope with the emerging challenges over the course of the village history. Within 
this process, they constructed and used their social identity in the form of indigeneity to gain access 
and receive specific benefits needed for their livelihoods (Ribot and Peluso, 2003). These approaches 
to access livelihood resources, were not historically limited to road construction and resolving 
judicial problems, but have spanned to the present, as will be seen in the following sections.  

5.2. Continuous struggles over livelihood resources  

5.2.1. Lack of old-growth forests and the creation of conservation areas  
The Kechwa-Lamas community Naranjal values old-growth forests as they need those for their 
cultural customs and activities, such as the collection of medical plants, mountain salt, wild seeds, 
and materials for handicrafts, hunting wild animals for specific festivities and fishing (GD, H3, H12, 
K1N, K6). These activities have played a fundamental role in their past and present livelihood 
activities (K2N). To be able to carry out the before-mentioned activities, both old-growth forest areas 
around Naranjal and in the mountain ranges Cordillera Escalera and Cordillera Azul have been used 
historically (GD, H2, H3, K6).  
 

Some small areas of old-growth forest can be found in the upper hills, walking half an hour East of 
Naranjal, to an area called Alto Cumbaza (H2, H4, H10). But in the village landscape the old-growth 
forests have completely disappeared, and the forest areas around Naranjal are successional forest 
regrowth of different ages and fallows managed by farmers (GD, H1, H2, H4, H10, H13). According 
to K3N, deforestation is the greatest threat to farmers in San Martín. In Naranjal, deforestation started 
with the road construction bringing more settlements and farms into the area (H13). This in turn had 
consequences on the forest ecosystems, such as the decreasing number of wild animals around 
Naranjal (See 2.2.1; H10, H11).  

During the last two decades, both the National Government of Peru and GORESAM have created 
several conservation areas in San Martín (See 1.2). In 2001, the National Park Cordillera Azul was 
officially established under the ‘Law on Natural Protected Areas’ (Ley N° 26834).11 This implied 
that it became impossible for community members of Naranjal to enter Cordillera Azul due to 
stronger state presence and control by park rangers (H3, K2N). In 2005, the creation of the Regional 
Conservation Area Cordillera Escalera (ACR) by GORESAM followed (K1N, K5G).12 This partly 
limited the ability to enter Cordillera Escalera for villagers of Naranjal. The state has restricted 
indigenous communities’ ancestral user rights and thereby circumscribed the traditional livelihoods 
of Naranjal with the creation of these conservation areas (K1N, K2N):  
 

‘In the case of the communities that are not [settled] in the ACR but [have used the area] to 
carry out subsistence activities [such as] hunting, collection of fruits [and] medicinal plants. 
There have been specific cases where the ACR has notified them […] that if they enter, they 
will be criminally denounced. This is already a restriction of their rights as such, because for 

 

 

11 Sp.: Ley de Areas Naturales Protegidas. 
12 Between 2005 and 2014, GORESAM focused on politics associated with biodiversity conservation and climate change responses under the 
political strategy ‘Green Region’ (sp.: región verde) (K5G). During this political phase, many Natural Protected Areas were established, such 
as the ACR.  
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the community it has always been a subsistence activity that they have done all their lives, 
and from one moment to the next, they are restricted. Well, this community, which has always 
made ancestral use of this area, is now asking for its respective titling.’ (K2N) 

Several indigenous villages, among these Naranjal, applied for the recognition of their ancestral 
forest territories in Cordillera Escalera as a response to these restrictions and as way to claim their 
rights as Native communities (See 2.2.3; Decreto-Ley N.º 22175; H2, K1N, K2N, K6). In 2007, 
Naranjal officially applied for receiving a territorial title to around 7.000 hectares of forest in the 
ACR. To reach this forest territory, villagers need to walk between two to three days (H2).  

The importance of the old-growth forest areas to access livelihood resources by current and past 
generations is shown in the following statement:  

‘Our territory would help us to secure our food security. For medical plants, for materials 
needed for handicrafts, for hunting, fishing and the collection of wild seeds.’ (GD)  

The villagers’ focus particularly lied on access to specific type of food resources such as meat from 
wild animals and medical plants (H3).  

In Figure 6, one can see a map with the location of Naranjal and the neighbouring villages, which are 
situated in the bottom left corner. These are the Native communities of Chirikyaku, Chunchiwi and 
Aviación, and the villages San Roque de Cumbaza and Urcopata. The green area is the ancestral 
territory in Cordillera Escalera they are applying for whereas the grey area represents the dimensions 
of the ACR Cordillera Escalera. This is the original map for the application process, dating 2007 
(H2). Naranjal applied jointly with three other Native communities: Wayku, Chuchuyaku and 
Aviación (GD). This accounts for an area of 28.000 hectares of land in the ACR, and the Native 
communities would receive 7.000 hectares each. During the application process, the communities 
received institutional support from different NGOs. Explicitly mentioned were Waman Wasi, Paz y 
Esperanza and CAAAP (GD). 

                                                                      
Fig.6: Map of applied ancestral territory in the ACR (provided by Apu for this thesis) 

K1N explained that today indigenous communities such as Naranjal would usually need to ask for a 
special permission to hunt in the ACR since they have no title for their ancestral territory. In many 
cases, this official way becomes too abstract for indigenous communities because they have been 
feeling part of the territory their whole life (H2, H3, K1N, K2N). This example clearly shows that 
the idea of a territory or a title to a territory and the corresponding bureaucratic processes do not 
correspond to communities’ traditional customs (K1N, K2N). The Kechwa-Lamas culture is 
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characterised by a sense of fellowship in which space is not necessarily understood as territory (K1N). 
To become a Native community and apply for territorial rights was a reaction to external threats to 
access livelihood resources. Since 2007, Naranjal has not received any answer from GORESAM to 
how the application process is progressing. While there were differing opinions among some key 
informants and households on if they will receive a title to this territory in the future or not, there 
was a consensus that the presence of the conservation area essentially impedes or complicates the 
recognition (H2, K1N, K2N, K3N, K6). This was expressed by the Apu:  

‘Well, the problem is that our governments always say it's difficult because that territory is 
part of the ACR. So, they don't give you what you ask for. And that's the main reason why 
they are taking so long to recognise it. And that always depends on the regional government.’ 
(H2) 

While being recognised as a Native community strengthened their political power to apply for a 
territory, the ability to gain access in terms of property rights to this territory has been hindered by 
other factors such as the creation of conservation areas. However, villagers from Naranjal are still 
able to access certain parts of the conservation area, for which specific law-based user rights for 
indigenous communities apply. This is the case for an area with mountain salt lying in Cordillera 
Escalera (sp.: mina de sal). Such special permissions are usually granted by the Management 
Committee of the ACR and/or are under the responsibility of the indigenous community. These 
permissions include small-scale collection of mountain salt and in a few cases small-scale hunting 
for subsistence purposes (K1N).  

Whereas this law-based access is granted, the enforcement of it becomes problematic. Some 
interviewees reported than on few occasions they could be stopped by other indigenous communities 
settled in the ACR to pass their territories. In these cases, Naranjal’s villagers would start arguing 
that this is their custom and they are part of the same indigenous group. The other indigenous 
community then gives permission to access the mountain salt. This is a case in which the same social 
identity and customary permission are needed to enforce and secure law-based user rights (H2, H3, 
K1N, K2N).   

5.2.2. Land property: a game with the state   
In the early days, the villagers did not have land titles for their farming plots. Later, the elderly 
generation, which is referred to as the ‘grandparents’ generation’ (approximately between 60 and 80 
years; and the parents of grandparents’ generation), started to acquire land titles when they were 
young under a governmental land titling project performed by the Ministry of Agricultural 
Development and Irrigation13 in the 1950s (GD, H1, H11).  

There are two ways to organise land titling for a Native community: either you have a collective land 
title for all households and families, or each household has their individual title for their land (H2, 
K2N). In the case of Naranjal, the village is organised with individual land titles (H2). Consequently, 
Naranjal is recognised as a Native community, but with no communal title (H2, K2N).  

There are several explanations for why Native communities decide to be titled individually, even 
though individual land titling generally challenges their traditional understanding of space (See 
5.2.1). In Naranjal, individual land titles were granted before the village became a Native community 
and nowadays people tend to prefer those titles (H2). Explanations for this are related to accessibility 
and bureaucratic hurdles. Firstly, government titling projects solely focus on individual titles rather 
than collective land titles (K2N). Therefore, the support given by the state to receive individual titles 

 

 

13 Sp.: Ministerio de Desarrollo Agrario y Riego.  
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is higher. Secondly, bureaucratic steps and the length of the process are more extensive for communal 
titles than for individual titles (K2N). Individual land titles are not only more accessible, but they 
also facilitate the access to other benefits and development programmes from governmental 
institutions as well as private entities (H2, K1N):  

‘The only way to engage with the state and get into its’ formality [is the individual] titling. 
[…] Then [they] can ask for the ‘Mi Vivienda’ programme [and the state builds a house for 
each villager]. So, these are ways of [interacting] with the state. Because the state gives you 
things, it gives you a house, it gives you a bonus, it gives you whatever. […] I see it as a 
game.’ (K1N)  

Thus, by interacting with the government and organising the village according to its’ formalities, 
livelihood portfolios were amplified by new opportunities in the form of state programmes otherwise 
not accessible to villagers. An implication of this ‘game with the state’ was that individual property 
rights to land were favoured throughout the history of the village.  

Individual land titling implied that land inheritance and the ability to buy land by each household 
individually have become crucial factors to secure livelihoods. Some households reported that 
acquiring land, in terms of property, is seen as a security (H10, H11, H13), and that the accessible 
land area is a limiting factor for the amount and type of products and crops one can produce (H10). 
H9 set the notion of land titling as a security in relation to potential future confiscations by the state.  

The differences between households interviewed regarding land possession can be seen in Appendix 
2 (number of hectares per household). The numbers in Appendix 2 refer to law-based, legal access, 
i.e. property rights to land (Ribot and Peluso, 2003). In the case of Naranjal, this is usually derived 
through land titles or sale contracts on the household’s name (e.g. H1, H2, H3). Households who had 
not officially formalised their land title yet, were doing it under a titling programme organised by 
GORESAM at the time fieldwork was conducted. According to H11, land titles are now less difficult 
to acquire thanks to such programmes. Usually, one had to pay14 for acquiring a land title whereas 
those programmes offer the service for free (H11). The reason for the lack of formal land titles was 
usually land inheritance or sales without formalisation (e.g. H2, H10, H12). 

According to a key informant (K4G), households in Naranjal own little land in comparison to other 
areas in San Martín, where some households acquire up to 40 or 50 hectares. Similarly, H13 reported 
that there has been no family in Naranjal who has accumulated a great amount of land. Hence, 
Naranjal seems to be a case of a relatively homogenous village regarding households’ land property 
sizes. However, there was a strong tendency among the interviewed households for the land title or 
sales contract to be usually in the husband’s name whereas women did not formally own land (all 
households except H7). Further, family farm size has been shrinking with each new generation. 
Usually, former generations (parents and grandparents of households interviewed) had acquired more 
land (H1, H2, H4, H5, H8, H10, H11, H13). The elderly generations usually possessed around 10-14 
hectares and the middle-aged generation around two to seven hectares. This can be seen in Appendix 
2. 
 
Practices of inheritance differed between households. In some cases, interviewees remembered that 
their grandfather or father only bequeathed to the oldest son (H1, H10). In other cases, all sons 
inherited whereas the daughters inherited less or no land from their fathers (See Household case H8; 
H1, H4, H5). However, there were also cases where the father did not bequeath any of his children 
and they had to buy the land instead (H11). According to K6, land inheritance structures have been 

 

 

14 No specific amount was mentioned.  
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changing with the new generation, since parents plan to distribute the land equally between their 
daughters and sons (e.g. H11, H12).  
 
Land has become scarce and expensive in the area around Naranjal during the last decades (H4, H5, 
H10, H13). According to H10, land prices increased from 500 Peruvian soles to 7000 Peruvian soles 
per hectare and he expected it to increase further.15 As a reaction, some households bought a couple 
of hectares in other areas (H2, H4, H10, H11). The reasons why land prices increased drastically and 
acquiring land in Naranjal is seen as valuable, are the relatively closeness to Lamas and improved 
access by roads (See 5.1.2; H5, H10, H11, K5G). This had implications for household with relatively 
little or no land who aspired to acquire more land in the future (H5, H11):  
 

‘We would like to buy more land, but now there is not enough land and it is expensive. We have not 
been thinking [about this in the past]. [Back then] there was a lot of land nearby. But we did not 
have the money. Our economic situation is not so good. We sell [our products], but little. We should 
have bought land [earlier] to raise our chickens and grow our fruits.’ (H10)  

 

As described by Ribot and Peluso (2003: 153), there are several ways of how one can gain access to 
land, in terms of ‘the ability to derive benefits from it’. Accordingly, a number of interviewed 
households revealed how they gain and maintain access to land through other means and social 
structures. I will analyse and define these as ‘extended access approaches’ in section ‘5.4 Current 
livelihood activities’. To understand better under which circumstances villagers in Naranjal can make 
choices for livelihoods, I first turn to the institutional landscape and agrarian politics currently 
unfolding in San Martín.  

5.3. Contested institutional landscape  
As described in the Theory chapter, political and institutional processes essentially mediate the 
ability to access resources and influence the spectrum of feasible livelihoods for villagers (Scoones, 
2015). The following section aims to give a general overview of the current influential politics and 
political narratives by GORESAM, as well as development work with indigenous communities by 
interviewed NGOs in San Martín. It especially focuses on projects received by interviewed 
community members in Naranjal.  

5.3.1. The regional and national politics about commercial agriculture  
During the last decades, GORESAM developed from promoting conservation areas through their 
political strategy of the ‘Green Region’ (sp.: región verde) to objectives centred around commercial 
agriculture (See 1.2; K1N, K5G). One example of this growing political focus on commercial 
agriculture could be seen in 2022 in Naranjal: the Tahiti lime project incentivised by the politics of 
the ‘Productive Revolution’ (sp.: revolución productiva).  

The politics of ‘Productive Revolution’, among others, focuses on agricultural incentives to expand 
cash crop production for export markets. GORESAM sees this as the basis for a sustainable 
development in the region (K4G, K5G): 

‘[The aim is] to manage and promote the sustainable development of the region with a focus 
on a productive revolution, strengthening potential productive activities while preserving the 
environment, to reduce poverty and improve the quality of life of the population.  
(GORESAM, 2020: 4)’   

 

 

15 No specific years could be mentioned for these prices.  
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The primary agricultural objective of the ‘Productive Revolution’ is to improve farmers’ incomes by 
more productivity on the farm and hence more production (K4G, K5G). The second principal 
objective is to achieve environmental sustainability in the agricultural sector by promoting 
reforestation with perennial tree crops such as the Tahiti lime (Citrus latifolia). Such crops are said 
to stay long-term (around 25 years in case of Tahiti lime) and would thereby contribute to capture 
carbon in the landscape (K4G, K5G). Further objectives are the formal association of farmers into 
cooperatives and providing technical and agronomic assistance to meet requirements for global 
markets (K4G, K5G).16 Promoted cash crops are those with a high demand on the international market 
and a competitive price. Currently, these are oranges, rice (Oryza sativa), maize, coffee, cocoa and 
Tahiti lime (K4G, K5G). Some of these products have already been incentivised by former 
GORESAM’s since 2002, such as in the case of coffee and cocoa (K5G).  

The strong focus on markets and commercialisation of the ‘Productive Revolution’ was expressed by 
the responsible person for the Tahiti lime project:  

‘San Martín has a production power. […] The market will maintain the sustainability of the 
project. The market is most fundamental. […] We must work [with the market]. Otherwise, why 
should we sow?’ (K4G)  

One of the implications of this strong focus is that farmers should sow in a way to assure that the 
products are ripe when international market prices are highest throughout the year (K4G).17  
Subsistence and swidden farming for household consumption is seen as a traditional way of how 
farming is done in indigenous and other smallholder communities, but little support in favour of this 
traditional agriculture was expressed (K4G, K5G). According to K5G, indigenous communities 
should focus on an alternative agriculture with permanent crops and ‘ordered’ fields to conserve 
forests (K5G). A suitable farming livelihood would entail focusing solely on commercial sales 
(K5G).  

However, participating in the project comes with certain insecurities for farmers. There is a risk that 
the project will be frozen with each newly elected government and the project experienced structural 
insufficiencies in the financial budget lately (K4G, K5G).18 As a result, some farmers stopped 
engaging in the project (K4G).  

Commercial agriculture is not only promoted by GORESAM, but also by the National Government 
of Peru, as they finance commercial projects such the Tahiti lime (K4G). Another project from the 
national scale found in Naranjal was the ‘Cooperation Fund for Social Development’ (FONCODES), 
initiated by the Ministry of Development and Social Inclusion19. This programme seeks to find 
‘economically sustainable’ income opportunities for rural households (FONCODES, n.d.).  

The majority of the interviewed households commented that they participated in the FONCODES 
project in 2018. The project supported farmers in agricultural activities such as horticulture, raising 
chickens and pigs, egg incubators for chick production, carpentry, bakery, and honey production 
(H4). One of the legacies of this project until today is the usage of improved stoves20, which were 

 

 

16 The government does not export but works as an intermediary between the farmers and the private companies which market the product 
(K4G). 
17 These price cycles are analysed by GORESAM and communicated to the farmers by project staff (K4G).  
18 The project is financed by the national government, and they have been delayed with providing promised financial support during the last 
months (K4G). 
19Sp.: Ministerio de Desarrollo e Inclusión Social.  
20 Inside the kitchen there is a platform 65 cm wide by 1 meter long and 25 cm high with materials available in the area such as adobe and 
mud. It consists of a combustion chamber, where the fire is generated. It also has a metallic grate, a chimney to expel the smoke, and burners 
where the pots are placed. It reduces respiratory and eye ailments, less risk of suffering burns, avoids contamination with toxic smoke and 
soot. By expelling smoke from the kitchen environment, it improves hygenic conditions in the kitchen 
(https://www.gob.pe/institucion/foncodes/noticias/214918-foncodes-171-mil-familias-usan-cocinas-mejoradas-a-lena-y-mejoran-su-salud). 
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found in almost all households visited (H1, H2, H3, H4, H5, H8, H10, H11, H12). However, for H4, 
the largest change in farming brought by the project was the strong focus on growing horticulture, 
something the family did not used to do before. Today these vegetables are one of their main incomes 
and such sales have improved the economic situation of some families (H4, H10). 

While there are certainly differences between the two projects, a common storyline emerging is that 
current and past regional governments of San Martín have favoured commercial agriculture over 
subsistence farming, which connotes a particular form of modernisation and agricultural 
intensification (See 2.2.1). Increased incomes from commercial farming seem to be interpreted as ‘an 
improved quality of life’, as this was mentioned by several key informants to be the state’s main 
objective with these programmes (K4G, K5G, K6). These politics have had implications for 
households in Naranjal and might be most visible in the historic cash crop booms.  

5.3.2. Cash crop booms and new commodities   
The promotion of cash crops by the state contributes to the complexity of landscape changes and 
influences how farmers work on their fields (K1N). For instance, deforestation and the expansion of 
the agricultural frontier have been partly driven by governmental incentives for commercial farming 
(See 2.2.1).  

Table 3 shows the different cash crop booms which occurred in Naranjal throughout the last 70 years.  

Cash crop Approximate time of boom  

Orange (Citrus sinensis)  1950s-1970s 

Cotton (Gossypium)  1950s-2004  

Coffee (Coffea arabica)  1950s-2010 

Coca (Erythroxylon coca)  1980s-1990s 

Cocoa (Theobroma cacao)  2000s-2015 

Inca peanut (Plukenetia volubilis) 2010s 

Tahiti lime (Citrus latifolia) 2022 (starting off currently) 

Shiringa (Hevea brasilienses)            
Manchinga (Brosimum aliscastrum)      
Majambo (Theobroma bicolor) 

2022 (starting off currently)   

Table.3: Cash crop booms in Naranjal (based on group discussion and interviews with H2, H3, H4, 
H5, H8, H10, H11, H12)  

The majority of these booms ended either with an immense drop in market prices, making the 
cultivation unprofitable (e.g., Inca peanut, cotton), or a plague in which most or all of the harvest 
was lost and made it impossible to continue with cultivation (e.g. orange, coffee, cocoa) (H3, H4, 
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H5, H8, H11).21 In a few cases, the end of a boom caused forest regrowth, because farmers left the 
fields to become fallows again (H4, H5).  

Cash crop booms often happen due to the promotion by the government (e.g. coffee and cocoa) and/or 
by private entities entering the village (H1, H5, H11, H12). Inca peanut is an example of a cash crop 
incentivised by a private farmer’s cooperatives and consequently has boomed in Naranjal during the 
last decade (H1, H5, H12). The cooperative promoted the Inca peanut by promising that they would 
buy the farmers’ harvests, independent on how the crop price developed on the market. However, 
when the Inca peanut prices dropped, promises were not kept (H12).  

Currently, a new commercially focused project called ‘Participative reforestation’22 has been entering 
the scene (CIGDES, 2021). The idea is that farmers should do agroforestry fields by planting timber 
species such as majambo, shiringa and manchinga. Eight out of 13 households interviewed 
participated in the project (H1, H2, H3, H5, H6, H10, H11, H12). According to H10, the reforestation 
project is supposed to pay 200 Peruvian soles monthly for carbon sequestration when the trees reach 
a certain size.23 Additionally, the resin of the shiringa tree could be sold by farmers for the 
commercial production of latex, the manchinga seeds for perfume and the majambo seeds for organic 
white chocolate. Some households believed that the village will be more reforested in the future 
because of this reforestation project (GD).  

The cyclic patterns and abrupt ends to commercial booms show the fluctuating nature of cash crop 
markets and the insecurity they create for farmer’s livelihoods (See 3.3.2). These factors are 
worsened by budget cuts and unfulfilled promises. Both the Tahiti lime and the Inca peanut are 
examples of creating an insecure household income if projects are not to be continued or market 
prices drop. However, other tendencies emerging in the institutional landscape around Naranjal might 
enable to focus on alternative livelihood options.  

5.3.3. NGO development work in Naranjal 
In contrast to the government representatives, NGO key informants questioned the argument that 
farmers’ livelihoods should primarily rely on commercialisation of farm products. According to them, 
the state focuses too much on cash crop expansion which partly causes loss of agrodiversity in 
farming villages in San Martín (K1N, K2N, K3N). When farmers invest more time in cash crops, 
they usually dedicate less time to subsistence farming based on a diversity of food crops (K1N). 
Instead, a livelihood approach including a broad range of crops for household consumption should 
be aspired (K1N, K2N, K3N), combined with a certain level of cash income from commercial farming 
to cover household expenses (K3N):  

‘I believe that a [balance] of both themes makes [farming villages] more [resistant] to many 
changes.’ (K1N)  

This approach would not only help indigenous communities to have food sovereignty but would 
enhance biological pest control through farm diversity (K2N). To support the communities in this 
pathway, the NGOs interviewed carry out development programmes focused on cultural customs, 
ancestral knowledge, food sovereignty and crop diversity. Two of the NGOs interviewed particularly 
focus on cultural affirmations towards indigeneity and strengthening the sense of belonging and 
revaluation of indigenous cultures and customs (Paz y Esperanza, n.d; Waman Wasi, n.d.; K1N, 
K2N). For instance, one of them supports villagers from Naranjal in the collection of mountain salt 

 

 

21 For the end of the coca boom see Background chapter.  
22 The NGO responsible for the project is called CIGDES. Due to it’s commercial focus and because no interview was conducted with 
CIGDES, it is included in Section 5.3.2 instead of Section 5.3.3. 
23 After five years approximately (H10).  
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from the ACR (See 5.2.1; K1N). Further, events to exchange seeds between villages and families to 
generate more crop diversity in each of the Native communities are often incentivised by the 
interviewed NGOs (K1N, K3N).  

To conclude, there has been a strong tendency by the governmental institutions to promote 
commercial agriculture, while the interviewed NGOs seemed to have a broader view on how to 
maintain a balance between subsistence farming and cash cropping. However, a simple dichotomy of 
who promotes what is not possible. Some NGOs vision might be aligned to the government’s 
narrative while different governmental institutions and policies could have contradicting goals.24 To 
add to this complexity, the current National Government of Peru has launched the political strategy 
‘Second Agrarian Reform’ (sp.: Segunda Reforma Agraria) in 2021 (K4G). Although the strategy 
has not been implemented yet (K4G), it focuses on the promotion of family agriculture for self-
sufficiency but also on further market integration of smallholder farmers (Gobierno Nacional del 
Perú, 2022; K1N, K5G).  

5.4. Current livelihood activities 
Considering the historical context (See 5.1), the continuous struggles over livelihood resources (See 
5.2), and the current institutional landscape Naranjal is influenced by (See 5.3), the following sections 
analyse what current approaches interviewees have taken for securing their livelihoods. As seen in 
Section 5.2.2, having access to land is a key concern for any farmer. In the next section, the analysis 
focuses on how villagers gain and maintain access through other means than law-based property 
rights. I define these as ‘extended access approaches’. A strong emphasis lies on relational 
mechanisms of access (Ribot and Peluso, 2003).  

5.4.1. Extended access approaches    

5.4.1.1. Buying strategies and informal rental agreements for land access  
H10 explained that negotiating and maintaining good relationships with sellers is crucial to be able 
to buy more land. If these relationships are undermined, households sometimes depend on their 
extended social networks to be able to acquire the land. This is exemplified by Household case H10. 

Household case H10: Roberto and Gabriela 

H10 is a married couple with four children. Both are 51 years old and have been together for 27 years. 
Their oldest daughter is 31 years old and the other two daughters and their son are in their 20s. 
Roberto, the husband, is originally from the Native community Chunchiwi which is half an hour 
walking distance away from Naranjal (See 5.2.1). Gabriela, the wife, was raised in Naranjal and is 
the sister of Antonio (Household case H11).  

Roberto’s grandfather had 40 hectares of land but only bequeathed the oldest son (See 5.2.2). 
Roberto’s father did not have land property and lived with his wife and his 15 children on the lands 
of Roberto’s grandfather in Chunchiwi. As Roberto was not able to inherit land from his family and 
there was little land available in Chunchiwi, he decided to move away and try his luck somewhere 
else. When he married Gabriela, they started to look for land nearby Naranjal and could buy two 

 

 

24 The ‘Participative reforestation’ project is equally carried by a NGO. No interview was conducted, and it is therefore not included in this 
section. I define this project as commercial due to its market focus (CIGDES, 2021). 
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hectares of land half an hour away from Naranjal’s centre in the upper hills, close to the village San 
Roque de Cumbaza (See 5.2.1). The newly married couple built their house on these lands and started 
their coffee and food crop production.  

When Roberto and Gabriela wanted to buy this land, they needed help from Antonio. The former 
owner did not want to sell to Roberto due to personal disagreements. But Roberto and Antonio agreed 
on bypassing this. Antonio presented himself as the buyer and the former owner accepted as he got 
along with him. After a while, Antonio sold the land to Roberto. The land title is still in the name of 
Antonio but Roberto will soon be the formal owner thanks to the current land titling project from 
GORESAM (See 5.2.2).  

According to K6, such a type of buying strategies through social networks is relatively common in 
Naranjal and other villages in the study area. Social networks and relationships do not only play a 
crucial role for acquiring landholdings legally, but also for accessing the benefits of land, i.e. the 
harvest. An example of this is entering into an informal rental agreement. Here, a farmer in Naranjal 
without sufficient hectares might simply ‘borrow’ some else’s land and be able to retain the harvest 
as a payment method for his or her work. These contracts usually happen through informal, word-of-
mouth agreements on the basis of friendship and trust (H10, K6). Household case H10 is an example 
of such a situation.  

Household case H10: Roberto and Gabriela (continued)  

Roberto and Gabriela would have liked to buy more land, but it has become too expensive for them 
(See 5.2.2). Instead, Roberto borrows 1,5 hectares from other farmers around Naranjal. Borrowing 
means that he essentially works and ‘takes care’ of those hectares while the owners are away. These 
are mestizos who live in Lamas and Rumizapa and cannot cultivate the lands themselves due to other 
responsibilities. They do not pay Roberto in cash but he can keep the harvest for his family. On these 
lands, Roberto cultivates Inca peanut, different beans (e.g. Phaseolus vulgaris), maize, papaya 
(Persea americana), plantain and oranges.    

Roberto described that the owners only offered him those lands as they already had a good 
relationship with him. For example, while Roberto was Apu of Naranjal between 2017 and 2019, he 
got to know one of the mestizo owners as this man was mayor of Rumizapa. They worked closely 
together and the mestizo man started to trust Roberto. He finally asked Roberto if he wants to take 
care of his land.  

Roberto’s case shows that establishing and maintaining a good relationship with the corresponding 
landholder is equally a key requirement as for buying land. Therefore, I interpret these above-
mentioned situations as examples of access via the negotiation of other social relations (Ribot and 
Peluso, 2003).  

5.4.1.2. Sharing of land and food   
Sharing land among family members is another extended access approach on which essentially 
households with no legal ownership to land or little land depend on (H1, H5, H12). These families 
did not own land either because they were not able to inherit land and/or could not afford to buy land 
due to their financial situation (H1, H5). They then usually live together in the same household or 
have their houses on the same land as those family members possessing land. The difference to rental 
agreements is the emphasis placed on family membership, described by Ribot and Peluso (2003) as 
access through social identity. These dynamics are usually long-term and could last for a lifetime 
(H1, H5). This will be illustrated by Household case H5.  

Household case H5: Carolina and her husband 

Carolina is a married, 46 years old woman living and working with her husband on the lands of her 
father in-law (H13). Carolina and her husband have two sons, aged 17 and 19. The older one studies 
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to become a forest technician25 (sp.: ingeniero forestal) and the younger is about to start an 
apprenticeship in civil construction (sp.: construcción civil). Carolina was born and raised in the 
Native community Wayku, an urban quarter of Lamas, together with her two sisters and two brothers. 
When they were younger, her father had five hectares of farming land in the province of El Dorado 
(See 2.2). He passed down this land to his two sons and Carolina and her sisters did not receive any 
land.  

Carolina moved to Naranjal when she married her husband at the age of 20. Her father-in-law lent 
the young family two hectares of land where they could work, build their house and raise their 
children. Carolina’s family has no property of their own. The father-in-law is still the legal owner of 
these hectares and ‘only grants’ them to Carolina’s otherwise landless family. She said that her father-
in-law did not bequeath any of his children so far due to a lack of land (See 5.2.2). He has 15 hectares 
which would not be sufficient to split between him, his wife and the seven children (six sons and one 
daughter). Instead, he works with five of his sons on his land, one of them being Carolina’s husband.  

Sharing land and harvest takes different forms in different families. For example, H1 reported that 
her brothers wanted to sell some of their land only to other family members. Thereby, they knew that 
the new owners would share their harvest with the wider family network (H1). According to K1N 
and K3N, Kechwa-Lamas culture is centred around a strong emphasis on reciprocal sharing of 
livelihood resources, such as food crops, chicken and pigs. This is fundamental to always have 
sufficient food:  

‘It is a reciprocity. In giving and receiving. And that is [particularly strong in rural 
indigenous communities]. And it plays a very important role in food security. [One day] one 
of the families has no protein, no meat to eat. [Suddenly] they get parts of an animal as a gift 
from another family member who has killed that animal. There is a lot of that custom of 
exchanging food. And this is practised by the whole family. Because they take that gift from 
one family to another.’ (K3N)  

Several of the households reported that they have been practising this custom of sharing food in the 
past and continue to do so (H1, H4, H5, H10).  

‘That is how we work. She gives me something, and I give her something. It is between the 
whole family. […] Even if there is little, we share. You always give. It is to maintain the whole 
family.’ (H10)  

Every harvest of food crop for subsistence purposes is shared with the wider family and a few other 
closely related households (H1). This takes place particularly when one family has a certain food 
crop another one is lacking (H4). Even though this ‘extended access approach’ to livelihood resources 
such as food helps to maintain the family, other factors influence households’ access to resources. 
These will be explained in the following.  

5.4.1.3. Farm labour and choba-choba 
Supposing a family has sufficient land and harvest for their needs, a crucial factor to derive benefits 
from these might still be missing: farm labour (Ribot and Peluso, 2003). The lack of farm labour can 
have several reasons such as the loss of a family member (H1), children starting to study and leaving 
to the city (See Household case H8; H4, H5), or the lack of time due to other responsibilities suddenly 
appearing (H3, H4). This can affect a farmer’s decision regarding the variety of crops grown or can 
even lead to the sale of parts of the landholding (H1, H2). For instance, H1 stopped growing 

 

 

25 Own translation by author.  
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sugarcane (Saccharum officinarum) after her brother passed away, as she was not able to continue 
growing these crops without additional farm labour.  

Farm labour in Naranjal is historically not understood as wage labour, but as a collective support of 
all household members helping on the farm (K6, K1N). The collective support is often extended to 
the wider family network and other closest household during harvest seasons of food crops such as 
beans (e.g. H1, H2, H3, H4, H10, H11, H12). Usually, different households join forces to help one 
family with the harvest for one day, and the next day another family. In the Kechwa-Lamistas culture, 
this form of collective reciprocal labour exchange called choba-choba has a strong tradition (Egerlid, 
2015; K1N, K6).  

The interviewed households expressed contrasting opinions on how often they participate in choba-
choba. Some households emphasised that they practise it as much as in the past (H4, H9, H12) 
whereas others stated that choba-choba has been practised less frequently in Naranjal during the last 
decade than in the past (H2, H3, H10, H11). Reasons for the decrease in choba-choba activities can 
be related to the increasing commercial interests by farmers: 

 ‘Nowadays, everything is money.’ (H3, H10, H11)  

Some households started to look for options to decrease the need for labour and work alone on their 
farms with more effective tools (H2, H10). Traditionally, most farm work is done manually with 
machetes. Recently, strimmer for weeding have been increasingly used. According to H2 and H10, 
this decreases the need for choba-choba and can be more economical as one does not need to provide 
everyone participating with lunch.26  

Further, H3 reported that he prefers engaging in commercial projects entering Naranjal. Choba-choba 
is not practised on cash crops but only food crops. Project activities promoting cash crops usually 
interfere with choba-choba times. This implies having to decide between one or the other (H3). For 
several months now, H3 has employed a paid farm worker on his farm to carry on with different 
project responsibilities. These examples show how the market economy has become increasingly 
present in everyday life in Naranjal and possibly erodes some of the traditional sharing culture. 
However, choba-choba might still be practised more by households which have limited access to 
farm labour due to small family sizes and few financial resources. This is illustrated by returning to 
the household case of Carolina.  

Household case H5: Carolina and her husband (continued) 

On their two hectares, Carolina and her husband cultivate several food and cash crops such as cocoa, 
Inca peanut, beans and plantain. Carolina describes that the family does not have many financial 
resources. Now they face increased expenses because her sons started to study. To support their 
children, Carolina’s husband decided to work for two months in harvesting grape in Ica, a coastal 
region of Peru. However, this decision was not profitable for the family as the payment is relatively 
low. He will soon return to the village and look for work opportunities nearby. Her children moved 
permanently to the city of Lamas and sometimes visit her in Naranjal during the weekends. Carolina 
struggles to carry on with farm work alone while her children and husband are away. That is why she 
engages in choba-choba. When she asks for help, other villagers and family members come and help 
her during harvest seasons.  

 

 

26 This is a tradition practised in choba-choba. The family on whose lands choba-choba is carried out provides lunch to everyone participating. 
This usually includes dishes with meat such as chicken and chicha (traditional fermented maize beverage) (Egerlid, 2015).  
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5.4.1.4. Improved fallow management  
In the previous sections, access to livelihood resources were dependent on personal relations to 
resource controllers and social and family networks. The question arises if there are other ways how 
villagers in Naranjal gain and maintain access. A response to smaller landholdings and decreasing 
soil fertility was explained in Section 2.2.: improved fallow management.  

In support of the studies done by Marquardt Arévalo (2008) and Marquardt et al. (2012a and b), the 
Findings show that almost all households interviewed practise improved fallow management (H1, 
H2, H3, H4, H5, H8, H9, H10, H11, H12, H13, K1N, K4G). I interpret these Findings as an approach 
to be able to maintain access to crucial livelihood resources, in this case the farmer’s ability to 
continue having production on his or her land (H1, H11).  

In Naranjal, soil degradation started to become an increasing problem 25 years ago (H3, H5). 
According to H2 and H3, former generations relied more on naturally regenerating fallows with slow-
growing species such as ishpingo (Aiouea tambillensis), cedro (Cedrela odorata), caoba (Swietenia 
macrophylla) and moena (Nectandra reticulata).27 Those tree species have gradually disappeared 
from the landscape (H2). Nowadays, farmers in Naranjal prefer to work with fast-growing tree 
species as described in Section 2.2.3.28 

Improved fallows do not only help farmers to regenerate soils but provide access to other vital 
resources for which barely any substitute exists in rural Amazonia (Marquardt et al., 2012b). In 
Naranjal, old-growth fallows (10 years or older) are used for protecting houses from winds, for the 
conservation of water springs, and for collecting fruits and wood species for firewood and 
construction material. Similar than with food, firewood from the fallows is also shared with the wider 
family network when one household lacks firewood (See 5.4.1.2; H9, K6). When used for conserving 
water springs, fallows are not cut down anymore and become permanent secondary forest (H1, H3, 
H4, H5, H10, H11, K1N). 

Several villagers pointed out that they value and conserve their water resources in the village (GD, 
H1, H5, H10, K1N). Naranjal was described as relatively rich in water resources, both in quality and 
quantity, as compared to other neighbouring villages (H1, K1N, K6). All households in Naranjal have 
water wells and there are 15 water springs in Naranjal in total (GD). These were found in some of 
the households interviewed, including H1, H6, H8, H9, H10, H13. Piped water to households is 
provided by a pump from a spring in the Alto Cumbaza region (GD, H10). The spring lies in the 
lands of H10, who conserves and takes care of the water course by leaving the old-growth fallows 
(GD, H10).  

Further, clean water from water springs is often shared with neighbours (H1). This follows the same 
logic of reciprocal sharing in Kechwa-Lamas culture than has been shown in relation to food and 
firewood:  

‘[That stream], that is our water. [Our neighbour] drinks our water too. I tell him he can 
drink. One should not be stingy with water. Water is for everyone.’ (H1)  

Even though Naranjal has received piped water services by the state for approximately 10 years 
(H10), it was emphasised that conserving water springs is an additional security to have clean water:  

 

 

27 These trees are natural growing species in old-growth forest areas, and they take up to 40 to 50 years to grow to a size useful for constructing 
houses from the woods (H2).  
28 A list with the different tree and fruit tree species used in fallow management by interviewed farmers in Naranjal can be found in Appendix 
4. 
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‘And if one day we do not have water, we can bring our water from here. Sometimes piped 
water is not available every day. [And here] the water is clean.’ (H5)  

The statement made by H5 shows that even if villagers engage with the state for resource access, 
they hesitate to fully trust on external benefits for securing their livelihoods. It exemplifies how the 
interviewed households are constantly aware of not putting ‘all eggs in one basket’. Extended access, 
through social networks and improved fallow management are approaches to spread risks for 
livelihoods. In the next sections, other activities composing the current livelihood portfolio of 
interviewed households will be analysed.  

5.4.2. The juggle of diversified livelihoods 
As touched upon in the Introduction, the interviewed households in Naranjal demonstrated how 
villagers juggle between different livelihood activities in a complex web of social relations, income-
generating, and subsistence activities. Figure 7 illustrates the composition of such complex 
livelihoods.  

 

Fig.7: The juggle between livelihood activities (developed by author)  

Some of these activities were already analysed, such as extended access approaches. The next 
sections aim to reveal the tensions between different subsistence and income-generating activities. 
Income generating activities range from selling food and cash crops to wage labour, professional 
careers (mostly present in the younger generation) and specific benefits received from the 
government. For instance, two elderly couples commented that they receive a pension fund from the 
government (H8, H9).29 H8 said that this programme helps the household to have a stable livelihood, 
in addition to the sale of food and cash crops. Household case H11 and other household statements 
on the following pages also make the uncertainty around some of these activities visible. This led 
villager’s to diversify rather than specialise.   

 

 

29 They sell plantain, coffee and cocoa. The pension fund is granted by a programme from the Ministry of Development and Social Inclusion. 
The programme is called ‘National Solidarity Assistance Programme: Pension 65’. It attempts to protect older adults aged 65 and over, who 
have been classified as living in extreme poverty by the Household Targeting System (Sisfoh), providing them with an economic subsidy of 
250 Peruvian soles every two months (https://www.gob.pe/582-acceder-a-servicios-para-personas-adultas-mayores-programa-pension-65).  
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5.4.2.1. Subsistence farming for food sovereignty  
Despite market pressures and cash crop expansion in San Martín (See 2.2 and 5.3.2), subsistence 
farming has been and continues to be an important pillar to ensure that a family in Naranjal can meet 
their dietary needs. According to several households, there has never been a lack of food in the past 
and present thanks to subsistence farming (H1, H4, H5, H10, H11).   

When I asked H12 to describe if his living conditions have improved or worsened during the last 
decade, he answered the following:  
 

‘We live as well as before. But the farm is important, without the farm it would be difficult. 
We would need to buy everything from the market. Even if we do not have much, we have 
something.‘(H12) 

This statement shows the importance the household gives to subsistence farming to be able to produce 
food for the family, and ultimately maintaining good living conditions.  

Naranjal is an indigenous community which still maintains a certain level of diversity on their fields 
(See Methods; K1N). Food crops grown for household consumption in Naranjal can include, among 
others, staple foods such as cassava (Manihot esculenta) and plantain, chili peppers (Capsicum spp.), 
vegetables such as wild cucumber (Cyclanthera pedata) and tomatoes (Solanum lycopersicum), fruits 
such as peach tomato (Solanum sessiliflorum) and oranges, different type of beans and peanuts 
(Arachis hipogaea).30 Products bought on the market usually include rice, fish, bread, spices, sugar, 
and oil (H1, H4, H5, H10).  

In the past, many families in Naranjal hunted wild animals. Hunting for daily meals is practised less 
nowadays due to a decline in wild animal populations (See 5.2.1; H1, H3, H4, H5, H10, H11, K1N). 
Nowadays, families rely on small livestock such as chicken and pigs for regular protein intake to 
adapt to the changing ecological conditions described in the Sections 2.2.1 and 5.2 (GD, H4, H5, 
H10, H11, K1N, K3N).  

However, subsistence farming is not only used for household consumption, but some families 
reported that they sell their surplus on local markets to generate small and steady incomes. The sale 
of food crops tends to be more reliable than cash crops, as they play an important role in the daily 
food intake by urban and rural households in San Martín and are thus sold on a regular basis (H4, 
H10, H13, K6). This includes a diversity of crops such as lettuce, plantain and long coriander 
(Eryngium foetidum).31 Some farmers emphasised that their diversified crop production helps to 
spread risks and to not rely solely on one farm product (e.g. one cash crop) for income generation 
(H2, H3, H5): 

‘By selling these products, we get our money. If we would just sell one product, maybe it 
would not give enough to maintain ourselves. That’s why we do several crops.’ (H5)  

However, these crops are first prioritised to meet household consumption, and the surplus is then 
sold on the market and shared with the wider family network (See 5.4.1.2; H1, H5). Villagers try to 
balance between consuming, sharing and selling (H1, H5, K6): 

‘You sell [your food crops] when there is a lot [of harvest]. And you eat a bit of everything, 
and you share [with other relatives and families].’ (H1)   

 

 

30 A list with the different crops grown on the visited farms in Naranjal can be found in Appendix 5. 
31 Other examples: fruits, bijao leaves, majambo, tangerines, peach tomato, onions, long coriander, tomato (H4, H10, H11, H12, H13). 
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Subsistence farming thus serves several purposes, as demonstrated in Figure 8.   

                                                                           

Fig.8: Subsistence farming and it’s different purposes (developed by author)  

While all of these practises are followed, H10 described that the largest share of food crops goes to 
own consumption and the market. For some households, this also includes selling and/or sharing their 
chickens and pigs apart from own household consumption (H1, H4, H5, H11).  

Selling a diversity of food and cash crops to spread risks is not always followed, as farmers move in 
and out of markets and sometimes compromise subsistence in this process. I interpret this as the 
juggle between different livelihood options, which are in a constant flux and never fully in balance. 
This will be seen in the last section of the Findings.   

5.4.2.2. Moving in and out of markets  

Engaging in commodity markets is common among interviewed farmers in Naranjal and is ultimately 
influenced by the political landscape and external projects promoting these options (See 5.3). Some 
villagers stated that they willingly accept such commercial projects in order to receive promised 
benefits. They believed that the last couple of years have been better than the past as there are more 
work opportunities due to the increased number of projects entering Naranjal (GD, H10, H12, K2N, 
K3N).  

Although interviewed farmers carry out a high diversity of livelihood activities and do not completely 
depend on markets (See Fig.7), some farmers showed the tendency to increasingly engage with new 
commercial projects such as ‘Participative reforestation’ (H2, H3, H5, H10):  

I'm not going to do fallow [in this field] anymore, because there is going to be the 
[permanent] shiringa and majambo field. And we are going to maintain [ourselves from] this. 
We're going to live [from the sale of the resin]. That's what we're going to harvest along with 
the majambo.’ (H10)  

These tendencies were also appearing and disappearing in the past. The interviewed families lived 
through the several cash crop booms described in section 5.3 and adjusted their livelihoods 
accordingly (H1, H5, H11, H12). The coffee era was the longest and most important one (See 5.3.2 
and Household case H8). Generations of families received large share of their income from the sale 
of coffee until most of the commercial production was stopped due to a runt plague called la roya 
(Hemileia vastatrix) in 2010 (H1, H3, H4, H5, H9, H10, H11, H12). H3 described that his parents 
and grandparents had sufficient financial resources through coffee sales. Further, the income 
generated from coffee was used to buy more land (H3).  

This shows that in comparison to the sale of food crops, coffee production helped to accumulate 
larger sums of capital. Some families reported that it was hard to meet household’s need when the 
coffee production went down (H5, H11), and that their family has fewer financial resources nowadays 
compared to the coffee production era (H12). How such cash crops dynamics can influence a family 
is illustrated in the following paragraphs.  
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Household case H11: Antonio and María  

H11 is a middle-aged couple in their 50s and have been married and living together in Naranjal for 
30 years. They have one son, two daughters and two granddaughters. All of their children already 
finished their studies and live and work in Lamas and Tarapoto. The husband, Antonio, is Native to 
Naranjal and the wife, María, moved from her village to Naranjal when they got married.  

Antonio’s grandfather, Maurizio, had 30 hectares of land in Naranjal. Maurizio could afford buying 
his land by working in coffee harvest and then started his own coffee and orange production on his 
farm (See 5.1.1). During these times, coffee was the main income for the family, and other products 
were mostly produced for household consumption. According to Antonio, his grandfather could 
accumulate ‘quite a lot of money’ thanks to his coffee fields. Antonio’s father had to buy five hectares 
from his father Maurizio. He did not inherit any land. In the 80s and 90s, Antonio and his father 
followed the coca fever in San Martín and cultivated and produced coca paste. Antonio has seven 
sisters but he inherited most of his father’s land. His sisters also received smaller pieces so that their 
families would not be landless. 

For decades, coffee continued to be a main income source even for Antonio’s father and Antonio. In 
the beginning of the 2000s, Antonio earned well enough with his coffee production that he decided 
to stop rice production. Instead, he could start to afford buying rice for household consumption on 
the local market in Lamas. When the coffee plague hit the family in 2010 (See 5.3.2), they faced 
increased financial problems. Antonio and María could not finance their children’s education 
anymore and needed to go for wage labour. The couple started to carry milk cans from Lamas to 
nearby indigenous communities under a government programme with the aim to improve child 
nutrition. The government paid them 300 Peruvian soles per month for this work.  

Throughout the years, the couple engaged in several cash crop booms which were present in Naranjal 
(See 5.3). When the development initiative from USAID entered the village, Antonio and María 
started to cultivate cocoa but their production was heavily affected by a plague called escoba de bruja 
(Moniliophthora perniciosa) in 2015 (K6). Further, the income generated from cocoa was not as 
lucrative as the coffee production era. It only helped to buy food on the local market but was not 
sufficient to cover bigger expenses such as children’s education. The family also started to cultivate 
Inca peanut while it was booming. But when their production was ready to be sold in 2019, the market 
prices had already dropped immensely. With the experience of several cash crop booms appearing 
and disappearing due to plagues and price drops making their livelihood vulnerable, María described 
that she and her husband now hesitate to fully believe in those booms:  

‘Before we started to [cultivate Inca peanut], it was at a good price. [Other farmers sold  
Inca peanut] and [they made] good money. So we started. And when we harvested it, there  
was nothing left [of the] good price. […] So, sometimes, as a farmer, we sow in doubt.’  
(María) 

However, the family is currently engaging in the new Tahiti lime and the ‘Participative reforestation’ 
project (See 5.3.2). Antonio hopes that these projects will increase their income in the future. Apart 
from those projects, Antonio currently works one to two days per week on other farms outside of 
Naranjal, and the family sells chicken and part of their harvest such as plantain and beans on the 
market. 

Similar to Household case H11, another household mentioned that the aspiration to increase income 
with commercial sales never fully disappears:  

‘And sometimes then the price goes down. […] And when the prices go down, [the sale] 
doesn’t compensate anymore for the work we as farmers have. […] But there is still always 
faith [to get some money out of cash crops].’ (H3)  

These examples show the tensions between aspiring to earn more money through market engagement 
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while being aware of the potential risks of unstable markets for farmers. Further, commercial farm 
work can help to cover daily expenses, but sometimes one cannot generate savings from it (e.g. 
cocoa). In the present, cash crops such as Inca peanut, coffee and cocoa can still be found on farms 
around Naranjal, but the production was downscaled after each boom (H1, H4, H5, H12). H4 
highlighted this challenge:  

‘We as farmers are not poor. We have a lot of richness on our farms. But sometimes our 
economic situation is of course a bit difficult.’ (H3)  

The expression to not be poor but to experience a difficult economic situation relates to the ability to 
have enough food for the family through subsistence, while simultaneously struggling to build up a 
financially stable livelihood exclusively based on farming (H3, H11).   

Household case H11 also shows that wage labour is sometimes used as a coping strategy when 
farming does not generate sufficient income. This was also done by other households after the end of 
the coffee production era, or when harvest seasons of the main income-generating crop end (e.g. 
H10). In this sense, households move back and forth between a plurality of activities to adapt to and 
recover from changing external circumstances and shocks. 

Labour migration has always been present among interviewed households and is usually needed when 
expenses increase (H3, H4, H11). Examples of this are buying land (See Household case H8) and 
paying off debts (H2, H12). However, wage labour is not perceived as an alternative option to 
completely leave farming. Off-farm income can be equally insufficient to cover expenses due to 
insecure working opportunities and low salaries (See Household case H5).  

Wage labour can take different forms, ranging from young women working as nanny’s or housemaids 
in urban areas (H10, H11), to men usually working in rice or coffee harvest, construction work or in 
petroleum companies (See Household case H8; H1, H2, H3, H11). Not seldomly villagers leave for 
several months to work in Peru’s coast in grape and avocado harvest (See Household case H5; H11), 
in Lima (H2, H10), or in mining in other Amazonian regions such as Madre de Dios (H11). On few 
occasions, farmers go abroad to work for several months on large plantations and send remittances 
back home (e.g. plantain harvest in Ecuador) (H10, H11). Sometimes farmers are also employed on 
a daily basis by landholders with larger commercial farms outside of Naranjal (See Household case 
H11; H5, H10, H11).  

Among the various reasons to engage in paid off-farm work, one key explanation emerged during the 
majority of the household interviews: the ability of parents to finance their children’s education (See 
Household case H11; H3, H4, H5, H9, H10, H11, H12). When children enter secondary education or 
start apprenticeships, households tend to increase their share of non-agricultural income and decrease 
it afterwards (H4, H11). In this process, subsistence farming is sometimes neglected as farmers spend 
most of their time in wage labour (H4, H5, H11). H11 explained that these times were extremely hard 
to cope with for the household:   

‘I feel better now [that my children finished their studies]. I don’t have to worry anymore to 
not have money. Now I don’t have to help my kids anymore to study. But when one does not 
have financial resources and the children want to study [hard times come]. I [felt that I] 
almost died [because of all those concerns].’ (H11) 

Several interviewed families in Naranjal aspire their children to strive for higher levels of education 
to reach a better economic situation (H3, H5, H8, H10, H11):  

‘I want my kids to study so that they are not like us. That they are not like farmers. We don’t 
have financial resources.’(H11) 

The aspiration to receive better education is a regional political agenda shared by indigenous 
federations in San Martín (K1N). In Naranjal, some interviewees see higher educational levels for 
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the younger generation as an alternative livelihood trajectory to farming (H5, H10, H11). For 
instance, H5 and H10 believed that there is no future in farming for their sons due to shrinking 
landholdings.  

There seems to be generational changes throughout Naranjal’s history regarding parents’ aspiration 
to send their children to study. In the early days, the first settlers did not apply for a primary school 
because they wanted their children to help on the farm (See Household case H8; GD, H1). With these 
new dynamics unfolding, the future livelihoods of Naranjal might well look different than the present 
ones. But it also poses a current challenge for parents on finding a balance between subsistence 
farming and generating cash through off-farm work and commercial agricultural activities.   
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6. Discussion  
This thesis work answered three research questions:  

RQ1:  How have community members engaged with the state in the past and present in order to gain 
and maintain access to livelihood resources? 

In the Findings, it was described that Naranjal have needed to organise the village according to the 
government’s formalities in order to access certain livelihood resources. For instance, becoming first 
a caserio and then a Native community, and organising the village with individual land titles helped 
to receive state benefits such as road construction, legal support in indigenous affairs and other 
development initiatives. Although most of these moves have been effective in helping them in some 
way to improve living conditions, others are inhibited by political interests of the government (e.g. 
ancestral territory to access old-growth forest vs. conservation area). Thus, their functional and 
dysfunctional relationship and interactions with the state play a crucial role in this web of access 
mechanisms, both historically and in the present. 

RQ2:  What are the broader political trends and evolving institutional landscapes that have 
influenced livelihoods in Naranjal? 

In broad terms, the political landscape around Naranjal is marked by a strong focus on commercial 
farming, especially in relation to agrarian policies from GORESAM. These tendencies could also be 
seen in the past. They became visible by exploring the different cash crops booms and their 
implications on villagers’ lives as described by some households. Currently, new commodities 
entering are the Tahiti lime and different tree species promoted by private reforestation projects 
(shiringa, manchinga, majambo). Simultaneously, NGOs working in Naranjal encourage a balance 
between subsistence farming and agricultural commodities.  

RQ3:  How do households build up and secure their livelihoods under these given circumstances? 

The Findings showed that the indigenous community Naranjal relies on several diversification 
approaches to construct, maintain and secure livelihoods. These refer to agricultural and non-
agricultural income, commercial and subsistence farming as well as extended access approaches such 
as customs around sharing. In this diversified repertoire, tensions between different options arise, 
such as trade-offs between traditional livelihoods (e.g. hunting, subsistence), market-focused 
activities (wage labour, commercial agriculture) and new livelihood trajectories (e.g. apprenticeships, 
working and educating children in urban areas).  

In this chapter, some of these livelihood activities and tensions will be discussed and problematised 
by situating them into a broader perspective and exploring implications for future research and policy 
development. In this, potential features for ‘sustainable livelihoods’ found in Naranjal’s households 
and development projects will be explored.  
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6.1. A spectrum of access mechanisms  
In the Findings, it was analysed that the interviewed households rely on various access networks to 
resources crucial for their livelihoods. These included relations to the state (RQ1) and ‘extended 
access approaches’ focusing on social and relational mechanisms (See 5.4.1). Among these, social 
identity, custom and social relations were accentuated in Naranjal.  

These access mechanisms are interdependent and merge into each other. Ribot and Peluso (2003) 
describe this as ‘complex social patterns of benefit distribution’ (Ribot and Peluso, 2003: 173). 
Therefore, they should not be seen as rigid and readily defined categories but as a spectrum. In Figure 
9, this spectrum of access mechanisms found in Naranjal is illustrated.  

On the left, the different resources are shown such as fertile farmland, harvest or food, labour, old-
growth forests, water resources, state benefits and other commercial and development programmes. 
In the bottom, the different actors on which those access mechanisms depend are listed. They start 
with the larger scales (e.g. state) and continue with smaller scales such as community or individual 
level. As can be seen, some of the access mechanisms are placed between different actors (e.g. sharing 
food, land inheritance) as no clearcut definition can be made. It is rather a continuum merging 
different theoretical categories. The colours of the different approaches show through which means 
access becomes possible (e.g. property, custom, social identity). Similarly, there are some access 
mechanisms which lie in-between and include several means (e.g. informal permission from other 
communities) or are new to the spectrum of access mechanisms defined in the Theory (e.g. improved 
fallows; See 3.2).  

Figure 9 also illustrates how some of these mechanisms interact, enable or undermine each other as 
described in the Findings. This demonstrates the complexity of such systems. In the following 
paragraphs, some of these relations found in Naranjal will be discussed further and set into relation 
to larger political and societal contexts. It will be argued that some of these mechanisms offer 
potential features contributing to a sustainable future for villages such as Naranjal.  
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Fig.9: A spectrum of access mechanisms (developed by author)  
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Access to land through traditional property schemes (e.g. sales contract, inheritance) are amplified 
by structural and relational mechanisms of access. In the present case, these can include approaches 
for renting and sharing land through social networks. These mechanisms gain in importance in the 
presence of external threats such as growing land pressure, shrinking landholdings, and increased 
land prices (See 5.2 and 5.4).  

However, the Findings suggest that interviewed villagers highly value law-based territorial titles and 
land titles (property rights) to protect from external threats or state confiscations (See 5.2). These 
modes of access certainly bring the highest level of security, as they encompass having control over 
a resource and be able to lawfully legitimise this claim in relation to the state (Alston et al., 1999; 
German et al., 2014). 

Structural and relational mechanisms of access (e.g. social identity)  and rights-based access through 
custom can have the power to overcome external threats imposed by the state or other actors. This 
has been seen in relation to conservation areas (e.g. government not granting territorial title and other 
Native communities not letting them pass their territories). In fact, this combination of access 
mechanisms (custom, social identity) enables the enforcement of specific user rights such as the 
collection of mountain salt in some parts of the ACR (See 5.2.1).  

The combination of social identity in terms of indigeneity and custom are particularly used as an 
inclusionary strategy to confront resource controlling institutions and claim access or specific 
benefits (e.g. legal framework for Native communities, old-growth forests). Such process can be 
described as a way of ‘customising indigeneity’ and has been observed in other communities in San 
Martín (Biffi Isla, 2021b: 13). For instance, Biffi Isla (2021b) conducted research on 10 indigenous 
communities in several provinces of San Martín, including Lamas, which participated in the National 
Programme for the Conservation of Forests. She showed how these communities recognised the need 
to enter into the government’s bureaucratic and legal procedures and used their indigeneity as a right 
to access development initiatives. Hence, indigeneity can help to pool power for Kechwa-Lamas 
communities towards the state. In this sense, it enables access to authority as described by Ribot and 
Peluso (2003).  

One must differentiate between having access to resources through social identity when the access 
holder is someone with the same social identity (e.g. other Native communities) or an external 
resource controller such as the state. In both cases, social identity can be a strong mechanism for 
access. However, power relations in the two cases profoundly differ. To derive benefits from the state 
as a resource controller is more complicated and involves bureaucratic hurdles. This has also been 
shown by the Findings, as villagers need to adapt to the state’s formalities in order to enter ‘the game 
with the state’ to receive development projects from the government and other actors (See 5.2).   

Changes in ecology such as decreasing soil fertility can undermine the ability to use the farmland for 
agricultural production. I argue that agricultural practises such as improved fallow management are 
an approach to maintain access to the following resources and benefits farmland can provide: Fertile 
soil, water springs, food and cash crop production, wood for construction and firewood.  

Maintaining access is then not necessarily limited to either rights-based access or structural and 
relational mechanisms of access as described in ‘A Theory of Access’ (Ribot and Peluso, 2003). In 
this case, the notion of access becomes more attached to a discussion about approaches of access 
rather than mechanisms to which villagers are exposed passively. Therefore, I argue that some of 
these access mechanisms involve a certain level of agency and could be situated in an even broader 
context of adaptive practises (De Haan and Zoomers, 2005; Parlee et al., 2021; Walker and Salt, 
2006).  

Apart from improved fallows, several of the access mechanisms could be described as coping 
strategies to external threats. Returning to the example of old-growth forests, the application to 
receive a territorial title in the ACR is aspired. As the state is hesitant or unwilling to hand out these 
titles due to own political interests, villagers started to claim specific user rights and customary 



 49 

permission from other Native communities. Further, although individual land titles are granted by 
the state, it was noted that they themselves are seen as a protection from confiscations by 
governmental authorities (See 5.2.2). In a similar way, services provided by the government such as 
piped water are used but are not fully trusted as they are not available every day. Instead, villagers 
conserve their water streams as an extra security (See 5.4.1). It is therefore without saying that 
villagers equally depend on social networks within the village and to other Native communities as 
well as relationships to authorities, as none of the options provides sufficient security for livelihoods.   

The distrust in the government is rooted in the fragile and ambiguous relationship between 
Amazonian indigenous communities and the state, historically characterised by discrimination and 
exclusion (See 2.2.3). Although the Peruvian government has sought to integrate indigenous people 
into Peruvian society since the mid-20th century, their interventions have been based on a Western 
understanding of development (Biffi Isla, 2021b).  

This treatment explains today’s livelihood and access approaches sought by communities such as 
Naranjal, in which they combine their traditional ways of seeing the world and Western beliefs and 
culture based on individualism (Filipovic, 2016). Scoones (2015: 47) describes this process as a form 
of ‘legal pluralism’. If several social processes and organisations govern access to livelihood 
resources, people try multiple channels and tend to choose what suits them best on a case-by-case 
basis. The most prominent example of this in the present case is probably the aspiration to have a 
communal territory in the ACR while at the same time organising the village with individual land 
titles. In fact, this is their ‘game with the state’, a game between their traditions focused on kinship 
and the state’s formalities based on individual property rights schemes (Filipovic, 2016; K1N).  

According to Scoones (2015), legal pluralism plays an important part in land access mechanisms. I 
argue that these multiple access channels could be seen as another way of diversifying livelihoods to 
spread risks and not rely solely on one channel of benefits. Especially reciprocal sharing in Naranjal 
is a strong means for amplifying access to different resources such as land, labour and harvest. These 
characteristics could be especially critical for groups without the ability to inherit or buy sufficient 
farmland, as for example unmarried women or younger generations. In this sense, multiple access 
mechanisms and a focus on reciprocal sharing could be features contributing to social sustainability 
in terms of livelihood security for vulnerable households.  

Whereas harvest sharing is still present in everyday life and is practised particularly when there are 
little resources, reciprocal labour exchange is gradually disappearing as the mode of agriculture 
increasingly focuses on crops for sale and farmers become more included into the market economy. 
If this path is to be continued in the future, households with little land, labour and financial resources 
might be profoundly affected as their livelihoods are the ones being most dependent on these 
mechanisms of access (e.g. Household case H5).  

This could result in a growing inequality between households in the future in comparison to Naranjal 
being a relatively homogenous village at the moment. Such increasing inequality among indigenous 
farmers due to higher levels of market engagement has been observed in other world regions. Li 
(2014) describes in her book Land’s End: capitalist relations on an indigenous frontier how 
indigenous farmers living in the Indonesian highlands stopped traditional land sharing practises as 
they started to compulsively engage with cash crops. Families who could not compete on the market 
consequently lost their ability to sustain themselves.  

Development interventions of any form addressing livelihoods should thus consider multiple access 
channels and embrace sharing practises and their importance for lower income households in rural 
villages such as Naranjal. More concrete and detailed examples of this will be part of the next 
sections.  
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6.2. Political ecology and ‘sustainable’ livelihoods 
Returning to the definition of a Sustainable Livelihood, a livelihood is defined as sustainable when 
the natural resource base is not undermined (Scoones, 2015). In the present case study, one could 
understand the natural resource base as fertile land, forests and water resources. Villagers in Naranjal 
take care of and conserve the natural resource base by applying practises such as improved fallows. 
However, the micro-analysis about whether a certain object of inquiry (e.g. village) follows a 
sustainable livelihood strategy and does not undermine the natural resource base needs to be 
understood in relation to the wider socio-political and ecological changes affecting this object of 
inquiry. As described in the Theory, a political ecology focus helps to understand such external 
influences and the corresponding adaptive responses of rural populations. This leads to more 
sophisticated perspectives on sustainability (Scoones, 2015).  

In Naranjal, the notion of not undermining the ecological basis for farming livelihoods is closely 
related to other factors such as deforestation dynamics in San Martín, lack of land due to migration 
from the Andes and a growing political focus on cash crops and conservation areas (See Background 
and Findings). Implications of such trends will be explained in the following sections. It will also 
address questions concerned about sustainable futures for farmers livelihoods, and what features 
found in Naranjal could contribute to build such pathways (apart from reciprocal sharing and multiple 
access channels described in Section 6.1).  

6.2.1. A segregated development: and the fallows?  
The complexity of Sustainable Development issues has been demonstrated by different actor’s 
opinions on livelihoods in the contested institutional landscape (Morse and McNamara, 2013). 
Sustainability for the interviewed NGO representatives is connected to subsistence agriculture based 
on crop diversity and food production. They argue that their corresponding development 
interventions could contribute to and empower farming villages such as Naranjal to engage into self-
sufficiency (See 5.3.3).  

In contrast, the regional government emphasises their intentions to conserve and reforest landscapes 
while using natural resources ‘sustainably’ in the ‘Concerted Regional Development Plan for San 
Martín 2030’ (GORESAM, 2018: 9). For interviewed representatives of GORESAM, the Productive 
Revolution is the path forward to such a Sustainable Development. Their point of departure is that 
environmental sustainability is created through establishing ‘ordered’ permanent agriculture and 
agroforestry fields while traditional smallholder agriculture focused on food production and fallow 
management is neglected. According to them, this would halt the expansion of the agricultural 
frontier (See 5.3.1; K3N, K4G, K5G).  

This logic resembles a very specific idea about Sustainable Development and a traditional view on 
ecosystems. As described in the Theory chapter, this view sees forests and agriculture as separate 
entities. Agricultural production should be intensified to spare ‘untouched’ forests. Hence, the way 
how some smallholders such as those in Naranjal actively include fallows of secondary forest 
regrowth in their agricultural systems stays in contrast to this theoretical view on land sparing. 

Assumptions about land sparing are not only supported by GORESAM officials but also by one NGO 
representative. This shows how deep-rooted such narratives are in biodiversity conservation agendas 
(Tscharntke et al., 2012; K3N, K4G, K5G). These assumptions also connect to political narratives on 
the national scale which claim that small-scale subsistence swidden farming is the main cause of 
deforestation (See 1.2). However, recent studies suggest that projects promoting perennial cash crops 
such as coffee and cocoa do not stop the need for cropping food in swidden fields, i.e. the intensified 
production system seem to fail sparing forests as initially assumed by promoting institutions such as 
the government (Pain et al., 2021a). 

In Peru, the vision of separating forests and agriculture is reinforced by a sectorial, disciplinary 
development pathway in ministries and governments (K3N). According to K3N, each ministry 
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follows their own agenda without collaborating and building up on synergies between sectors. 
Traditional views on forest ecosystems prevail in Peruvian policies and are centred around conserving 
primary rainforests (See 3.3). Hence, ambitions of interdisciplinary approaches and integrated 
development are lacking and the value of local knowledge which might span among different 
disciplines is rendered invisible (K3N). In such political landscape, people do not receive the 
necessary institutional resources to build up on their regenerative practises such as improved fallows.  

It further has to be emphasised that even if a more integrated development would be followed, the 
lack of institutional and financial capacities could still pose a challenge to Peruvian authorities to 
invest and build up on local peoples’ regenerative practises. As described by the German Agency for 
International Cooperation, institutional capacities and collaboration between different actors in Peru 
are not sufficient to effectively combine aspects of environmental protection and forestry (GIZ, 
2022). In this thesis work, the lack of financial resources by the government could be observed in the 
case of the Tahiti lime project (See 5.3.1).  

Still, new commercial projects such as ‘Participative reforestation’ connote a new form of combining 
the work of both smallholders and natural regrowth in restoring forest landscapes. Improved fallow 
management could be an interesting feature for these reforestation initiatives and other schemes such 
as REDD+ as well as governmental agroforestry projects, as it builds on farmer’s knowledge adapted 
to local resources and ecologies (Marquardt et al., 2012b). As has been shown by the Findings and 
other authors, the practise of improved fallows helps the farmer to maintain the fertility of acid soils 
without agrochemical inputs and can contribute to restore degraded farmland. It holds potential to 
increase biodiversity in successional forest regrowth and enhance food production for smallholders 
(e.g. Marquardt et al., 2012b; Pain et al., 2021b; Tscharntke et al., 2012).  

Building up synergies between these projects and farmer’s own knowledge and practises could 
therefore be a valuable feature, among others, to contribute to forest recovery and environmental 
sustainability in future small-scale Amazonian farming systems (Pain et al., 2021b).  

6.2.2. Agricultural modernisation vs. features of resilience  

The Findings showed that the current agricultural politics from GORESAM focus on commercial 
agriculture to increase farmer’s incomes and to ultimately improve their quality of life (See 5.3). This 
sole promotion of cash crops, as currently seen in the ‘Productive Revolution’, can also be interpreted 
as an example of segregated development interventions and politics in which a narrow set of 
commercial objectives is favoured. Such politics connect to status-quo ideas about sustainability 
which are primarily concerned with economic outcomes (See 3.3).   

As has been discussed in the Theory chapter, this development perspective is not unproblematic as it 
overlooks the value of rural food sovereignty generated through subsistence farming. Due to insecure 
commodity and labour markets, rural farming families still heavily rely on their own food production 
for livelihood security (See 3.3; Tscharntke et al., 2012). The Findings have shown that aspired 
income growth under this current development pathway can compromise income stability and 
biodiversity on farms. This is especially problematic as these commercial projects are subject to 
uncertain budgets and political trends (See 5.3).  

The politics of ‘Productive revolution’ also feed into narratives about agrarian change. In contrast to 
the theoretical assumption, agrarian and landscape transitions seem to unfold differently in Naranjal. 
Instead of linear transitions, Naranjal’s history was marked by cyclic patterns of commercial crop 
booms such as coffee and cocoa and the corresponding landscape changes (See 5.3.2 and 5.4.2). 
Farmers first moved from rural livelihoods based on subsistence agriculture and secondary vegetation 
to agricultural commodity landscapes, but then returned after price shocks (Jin et al., 2021). It was 
commented that fields for food production were changed into permanent coffee fields (H4). When 
coffee production stopped, these fields were turned into fallows for food production (See 5.3.2). 
These land use dynamics instead speak to the non-linearity of socio-ecological systems (See 3.3.1).  
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Such cycles also show that cash crops can result in a temporary trade-off for subsistence farming and 
food production (e.g. disappearance of rice production; See 5.4.2). However, commercial activities 
do not provide sufficient stability on the long term to completely absorb smallholders into the market 
economy, as originally argued in agrarian change theories. In fact, cash crop booms can leave 
relatively few traces in people’s lives. This equally applies to off-farm work, as it can lead to a 
temporary negligence of subsistence, but low payments do not provide sufficient incentives to leave 
farming (See 5.4; Sugden et al., 2022).  

Insecure market conditions led farmer’s to diversify their commercial production already in the early 
days of Naranjal’s history (See 5.1.1). Diversification strategies bring the Discussion back to the 
Sustainable Livelihoods Framework and resilience theory.  

The Sustainable Livelihoods Framework defines a livelihood as sustainable when adaptation and 
resilience are enhanced. Vulnerable livelihoods are characterised by a lack of resilience (Scoones, 
2015). It is argued that conventional specialised agriculture reduces resilience to price shocks and 
increases economic vulnerability as systems become too rigid to adapt properly (Fath et al., 2015; 
Jin et al., 2021). 

In support of resilience theory, the Findings have shown that relying on one main income activity 
(e.g. coffee production) can cause huge shocks to livelihoods and agriculture, making them 
temporarily less resilient until people find coping strategies (e.g. wage labour). Diversifying 
livelihoods through non-agricultural incomes and crop diversity thus shows a certain level of adaptive 
capacity. Studies on livelihoods in other world regions such as Africa and Southeast Asia have 
demonstrated similar diversification approaches by farmers after price shocks and cash crop booms, 
demonstrating decreasing vulnerability and better adaptation to fast-changing external circumstances 
(Jin et al., 2021; Valbuena et al., 2015).  
 

Currently, the visited households in Naranjal practise diversification in several ways: farming 
activities (commercial, subsistence, fallow management, small livestock), crop diversity, off-farm 
income (e.g. for remittances), uses of food crops (sharing, consuming, selling), benefits from state 
and other institutions and social networks for extended access approaches.  

These approaches can all help to cope with and recover from external shocks. For instance, improved 
fallows done by farmers in Naranjal is an adaptive practise to correspond to changing ecological 
conditions (Marquardt et al., 2012b). Raising chickens and pigs helped to adapt to the loss of wild 
animals due to deforestation (See 5.4.2). Further, subsistence farming based on a diversity of crops 
helps to generate small incomes and to not solely depend on a few crops for income generation. Crop 
diversity improves ecological resilience as it enhances biological pest control (Redlich et al., 2018). 
Such ecological resilience becomes increasingly crucial in the face of climate change, as the 
likelihood for pest outbreaks in agricultural and forestry ecosystems is said to increase due to warmer 
global temperatures (FAO, 2021). This view on resilience was pointed out by some NGO 
representatives (e.g. K2N).       

In light of an increasing number of commercial projects entering Naranjal, tensions between 
commercial activities and subsistence farming however seem to intensify with limited land and labour 
available. Especially farmers with small landholdings face increasing trade-offs between engaging 
with new commercial projects and food production to meet household needs (H5, H10). As described 
by Marquardt et al. (2012b), food crops for household consumption (e.g. maize, beans, plantain, 
cassava) cannot grow in mature agroforestry fields. The statements by farmers that they will stop 
doing fallows due to the ‘Participative reforestation’ project are striking: Some acknowledged the 
challenge this would pose to carry on with certain food production (e.g. maize, beans) while at the 
same time putting faith into the market this new commodity offers to build up a livelihood (H5, H10). 
This virtually contradicts the emphasis given to diversification approaches to not depend on solely 
one activity. Such tensions exemplify the juggle between different livelihoods which farmers can 
never fully balance and the cyclic patterns to move in and out of markets (See 5.4).  
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As discussed in Section 6.2.1, participatory reforestation projects can be seen as a step forward to 
revalue farmer’s work in successional forest regrowth through market mechanisms. They could also 
be used to diversify income generation. For instance, if no payments for carbons are received, farmers 
could still sell the majambo fruits. Farmer’s often do these diversification approaches themselves. 
For example, some farmers already planted coffee and cocoa on their shiringa agroforestry fields 
while they need to wait for the carbon stock payments (H10, H12). However, the question remains 
what effects it would have on livelihoods if farmer’s compulsively engaged in new commodity 
markets and compromised food production. Considering the historic instability of commodity 
markets, development interventions should consider such aspects of food sovereignty to create more 
socially sustainable projects. Future research would also be helpful to understand the full implications 
of carbon stock markets for farming-dominated villages and their livelihoods in the study region.  
 
Therefore, such reforestation projects and carbon stock markets should not be seen as a universal 
solution but could be part of a larger web of approaches to improve living conditions for rural 
smallholders. These approaches could also include social mechanisms of access (See 6.1). For 
instance, reciprocal sharing could help farmer’s with small landholdings to be able to engage in new 
commercial reforestation schemes while still having enough access to harvest of food crops. In this 
sense, food sovereignty on the village level through embracing reciprocal sharing, could help to 
stabilise livelihoods under increased market engagement if such practises received the necessary 
institutional support. Hence, diversification strategies partly based on subsistence and social 
networks have a potential to reduce inequalities among farmers (Jin et al., 2021).  

Other features potentially contributing to a more sustainable future could be to shift the focus away 
from global markets. The Findings demonstrated that selling surplus of foods in Lamas resulted in 
more stable incomes (See 5.4.2). Another example is the FONCODES project. Farmers were trained 
to focus on local markets rather than cash crops for export. This enhanced the economic situation of 
some households (See 5.3.1).  

Therefore, focusing on the smaller scale systems such as local markets might reduce trade-offs 
between income generation and food production. Similarly, the new politics about the Second 
Agrarian reform considering subsistence agriculture for household consumption might bring in 
different dynamics and aspects (See 5.3.3). Whether and how these will unfold and what implications 
it might have for farmer’s livelihoods could be subject for future research.  

6.2.3. ‘Sustainable’ livelihoods for whom and what purpose? 
The previous sections should not be seen as a blind support for subsistence farming based on swidden 
fallows. Instead, it is a call to deep dive into understanding why people practise certain livelihood 
activities and what the implications of this are for policy and development interventions. It is also a 
call for understanding the mechanisms people rely on to assure access to resources, and what actions 
might undermine these or for what purposes it is necessary to rely on these mechanisms (e.g. cope 
with unequal land inheritance structures). Policies and development therefore need to be more 
flexible, adaptive, and interdisciplinary to encompass and consider this diversified spectrum of 
household activities (Valbuena et al., 2015).  

In contrast, a more segregated development with each intervention only addressing a specific set of 
goals makes it hardly feasible for any entity to observe the full range of activities, resources and 
access networks needed for a stable livelihood in an indigenous farming village. Of course, this is a 
quite challenging task even if a more integrated development would be followed. However, a common 
ground for understanding livelihoods might already help to find synergies between sectors and 
political strategies. 

These challenges show the complex nature of assessing sustainability. Whether a certain livelihood 
is perceived as sustainable or not finally depends on the aspect one looks at, and consequently on 
different actor’s own interests and opinions. As described by Scoones (2015) and Peterson (2013), 
sustainability often becomes a political rather than a theoretical concept and trade-offs between 
different aspects of sustainability are inherent. In the case of Naranjal, environmental sustainability 
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and economic activity might be enhanced by commercial reforestation projects but might result 
unsustainable for a household’s food sovereignty (if not taken into account).  

The definition of  a sustainable livelihood as ‘not undermining the natural resource base’ also opens 
the discussion for whom or what purposes this should be aspired. Scales highly influence this 
understanding. Smallholder landscapes in rural Amazonia are increasingly linked to international 
climate mitigation goals as has been pointed out in the Introduction and Background chapters 
(Marquardt et al., 2012a; Rasmussen and Lund, 2018). The underlying narratives are to conserve 
global forests for a global community (Bull et al., 2018; CIGDES. n.d.; One Tree Planted, n.d.). 
These tendencies could also be observed in Naranjal (e.g. restriction of conservation areas and carbon 
payments for reforestation).  

Such upstream narratives and policies can impede the visualisation of downstream system of relations 
and lives that are affected by those policies (Mosse, 2004). Especially the creation of conservation 
areas to conserve primary rainforest make rights or access to forest resources even more complex if 
the needs of local people are not considered (German et al., 2014). Therefore, it will be important 
that global climate mitigation discussions and corresponding politics as well as private actors 
consider the implications of these processes on rural livelihoods more in detail as discussed in the 
previous sections.  

On the other hand, micro-analysis about villages might primarily be concerned about subsistence and 
immediate actions, where present needs overwhelm future ones (Scoones, 2015). However, people 
have dreams and ambitions to enhance their future livelihood pathways. Any livelihood study should 
consider these aspirations (Morse and McNamara, 2013). In other words, one approach could be to 
‘throw the question back to the people’ about what they want (Scoones, 2015: 27).  

This study touches upon some perspectives but leaves questions. Farmers expressed contradicting 
views on their well-being, emphasising that their farms are an ultimate security while simultaneously 
worrying about their financial situation. This partly explains the aspiration that children will be better 
off by receiving higher educational levels (See 5.4.2). Investing in education might affect future rural 
population dynamics (Valbuena et al., 2015).  

For subsequent research, it could therefore be interesting to explore this educational pathway as a 
potential future scenario and the implications of it for rural livelihoods in Naranjal. The aspiration of 
better education for children already has implications for farmer’s well-being in the present. Even 
though villagers in Naranjal might receive more income generating activities nowadays, the need for 
more income to finance children’s education and the correspondingly faced pressures might not 
subjectively increase well-being for the current generation (e.g. H11; See 5.4.2). At this crossroads 
between traditional lives based on subsistence farming and modern lives connected to market 
economies, none of the livelihood activities (e.g. wage labour, cash crops, subsistence farming) seems 
sufficiently appealing to specialise into.  

Last, the terminology ‘livelihood pathway’ insinuates that different livelihoods might emerge from 
similar settings (Scoones, 2015: 30). The questions remains if people will further diversify, intensify, 
or follow completely different livelihood portfolios. The pathways followed certainly depend on the 
different actors in the institutional landscape and their corresponding power relations. The 
government as a resource controller and it’s views about commercial agriculture might thus highly 
influence future livelihoods (See 3.4.1; Scoones, 2015).  

Further, other indigenous communities in the same study area could follow different pathways. Some 
insights are already given by Biffi Isla (2021b) and Egerlid (2015). In Egerlid’s (2015) study about 
Alto Huaja in the province of El Dorado, farmers focused on maize as one main income source. In 
general, Kechwa communities around Lamas, such as Naranjal, are less focused on market 
engagement than Kechwa communities in other areas of San Martín, as they receive more 
development aid projects rather than commercial agricultural projects (Biffi Isla, 2021b; Egerlid, 
2015).  



 55 

To conduct comparative analysis between Naranjal and other Native communities in the Lamas area 
could give further insights into different livelihood pathways emerging in relatively similar contexts 
and what those people perceive as well-being. Aspects to think about here could be the strong focus 
on education and the level of market integration. This would be helpful in contributing to a fruitful 
discussion about the creation of ‘sustainable livelihoods’ through villager’s own perspectives.    
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7. Conclusion  
This thesis explored the struggles to make a life in the Peruvian Amazon. More concrete, it analysed 
the livelihood activities of the indigenous community Naranjal in San Martín, one of the upper eastern 
jungle regions of Peru. By using an inductive approach, the conceptual lens of the  ‘Extended 
Livelihood Framework’ and theories of political ecology, both individual struggles and struggles on 
the village level were analysed pointing towards livelihood diversity and household complexity.  

Wider structural and political trends, the trade-offs between various livelihood activities and the 
subtle dynamics between ecological changes and local adaptive practises in non-linear socio-
ecological systems all played a role in this complexity (Valbuena et al., 2015). This included frictions 
between traditional livelihoods (e.g. hunting, subsistence), government policies (e.g. commercial 
agriculture, conservation areas), indigenous rights (e. ancestral territory), and processes of 
deforestation and decreasing soil fertility. 

The Naranjal villagers moved back and forth between the different livelihood options, as none of 
them could provide sufficient security. Noteworthy was the ‘legal pluralism’, or the ‘game with the 
state’ households used to access resources, continuously moving back and forth between notions of 
custom, social networks and identity and law-based mechanisms. Legal pluralism and diversity are 
rendered relevant in the face of continuous threats to livelihoods and unstable market conditions.  

However, a political landscape, marked by conventional views on ecosystems and market-oriented 
ideas about agrarian change and Sustainable development, inhibits to see this real-world complexity 
around livelihoods and smallholder farming. An institutional landscape which undermines this 
diversity can make livelihoods vulnerable and less resilient to external shocks. Instead, political and 
development actors should embrace the diversity of indigenous farming livelihoods such as those 
found in Naranjal.  

There is a need for more collaboration between different governmental institutions, ministries, 
private entities and NGOs to build on synergies between several interventions and follow a more 
integrative development. Different approaches and interventions might bring several interesting 
features for livelihood security (e.g. local markets, balancing act between commercial agriculture for 
income generation and subsistence farming), while the dominance of one might be detrimental for 
livelihoods. Further, villagers’ own actions should be rendered crucial in such efforts and could be 
incorporated in development interventions.  

As discussed, some of the features found in the case village could bring potential contributions to 
creating more ‘sustainable livelihoods’, both socially and environmentally. In this sense, they could 
hold responses for SDGs 2, 13 and 15 on a local level. This comprises reciprocal sharing culture as 
a means to buffer through critical periods and decrease inequalities provoked by land inheritance 
structures and unequal financial resources between rural families. It also encompasses farmer’s 
knowledge and practises of fallow management and diversified cropping for reforesting and 
increasing biological pest control, to ultimately not undermine the natural resource base and 
strengthen food sovereignty. To support marginalised groups to build on these features becomes 
increasingly relevant in the midst of an international economic crisis with higher food and commodity 
prices on global markets and growing political instability and riots in Peru (Cinque, 2022; Rivas 
Plata, 2022; World Bank, 2022).  
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11. Appendix 

Appendix 1: Table with overview of the different interviews conducted  

Comment: H11 and H13 were not recorded and transcribed and are only based on field notes. These 
two interviews were done by my supervisor (Kristina Marquardt) as an introductory part of the 
research process. The follow up interview of H11 was done by me. H12 was done by a field work 
assistant from Waman Wasi, as part of my work in the research project was to train the field work 
assistant on how to conduct interviews for research.  

Number and type of 
interview 

Abbreviation 
in text  

Description 

Household 1 H1 Elderly, single Kechwa-Lamista woman living and working 
on the farm of her brothers, two daughters 

Household 2 H2 Middle-aged Kechwa-Lamista man, married, two small 
children, current Apu of the community  

Household 3 H3 Middle-aged Kechwa-Lamista man, married, two sons in 
their 20s 

Household 4 H4 Middle-aged Kechwa-Lamista couple, married, two 
children who are studying or working as farmers, not active 
member, sister of H2 

Household 5 

Household case H5 

H5 Middle-aged Kechwa-Lamista woman, married, working 
and living on the farm of her father-in-law, two children 
who are studying  

Household 6 H6 Middle-aged mestizo man, single household  

Household 7 H7 Elderly mestizo man, married, two daughters, working 
together with daughter on the farm  

Household 8 

Household case H8 

H8 Elderly Kechwa-Lamista couple, married, five children, 
parents of H3, brother of H1  

Household 9 H9 Elderly Kechwa-Lamista couple, married, five children, 
parents of H2 and H4, brother of H1 and H8  

Household 10 

Household case H10 

H10 Middle-aged Kechwa-Lamista couple, married, three 
children in their 20s  

Household 11 

Household case H11 

H11 Middle-aged Kechwa-Lamista couple, married, three 
children, brother of H10 

Household 12 H12 Middle-aged Kechwa-Lamista man, married, four children  

Household 13 H13  Elderly Kechwa-Lamista man, married, seven children, 
father-in-law of H5 

Key informant 1 K1N NGO representative, Waman Wasi, recorded interview and 
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informal conversations during field trips based on field notes  

Key informant 2 K2N NGO representative, Paz y Esperanza 

Key informant 3 K3N NGO representative, CEDISA 

Key informant 4 K4G GORESAM representative, Special Project Huallaga Central 
and Bajo Mayo 

Key informant 5 K5G GORESAM representative, Directorate of Agriculture San 
Martín 

Key informant 6 K6  Field work assistant, Waman Wasi employee, daughter of 
H10, Native to Naranjal, informal conversations during 
field trips based on field notes  

Group discussion GD Seven to eight active participants and five to seven more 
passive participants, mainly based on households 
interviewed: H1, H2, H3, H6, H8, H9, H10, H11, H12, K6  

 
 
Appendix 2: Number of hectares per households (land title or sales contract)  
 

Household 
number  

Number of hectares  Type of property right  

H1 Works and lives on the farm of her brothers, 4 
hectares in total  

No land title or sales contract in her 
name 

H2 4,5 hectares  Land title currently in process  

Inheritance  

H3 5 hectares  Land title currently in process  

Inheritance and partly sales contract 

H4 4 hectares  Land title currently in process  

Sales contract 

H5  None. Works on 2 hectares of father-in-law’s 
land (H13)  

No land title or sales contract in her or 
her husband’s name  

H6 7,5 hectares Land title currently in process  

Sales contract 

H7 Plot of land with house. Works on larger farm 
of his daughter outside of Naranjal.  

Land title 

H8 12 hectares before, already bequeathed children 
and works on farmland of his son (H3)  

Land title (still in his name)  

Inheritance and partly sales contract 

H9 11 hectares before, 4 hectares now, already 
bequeathed sons with 5 hectares  

Land title  

H10  2 hectares  Land title currently in process 
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Sales contract  

H11 5 hectares  Land title currently in process  

Inheritance and partly sales contract  

H12  3 hectares  Land title currently in process  

Sales contract  

H13 14 hectares  Land title  

Sales contract  

 
 
Appendix 3: Original map of Naranjal’s borders in the application process to become a Native 
community (provided by Apu for this thesis) 
 
Comment: Some of the newly built houses during the last decade are not included. The thicker lines 
represent the roads and the thinner lines water streams. The thin lines on the outside show the borders 
of Naranjal’s lands. Next to the football field (dotted grey rectangle in the middle of the map), one 
can see the community hall and the community kitchen, which are used for general assemblies and 
special festivities. 
 
Naranjal has three small shops where people can buy products for their daily needs, such as soap and 
flour. According to H5, all households in Naranjal have piped water and electricity (H5). Before the 
piped water was provided to the households, it was common to have to walk regular distances to get 
water from water wells and having piped water made daily life easier (H1). Households in Naranjal 
have received piped water for a decade now (H10). Usually, household in the village centre are 
directly connected to the electric grid (H3, H10, H11), whereas households on the outskirts are 
provided with electricity through solar panels from the Ministry of Energy and Mining (sp.: 
Ministerio de Energía y Minas) (H4, H6). Electricity has been provided to the households since 2017 
and facilitated daily life and improved health standards (H5, K3N). Before phosphorous was lighted 
up, which can be highly harmful when inhaled (H5, K3N). 
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Appendix 4: Tree and fruit tree species used in fallow management by farmers in Naranjal 

This list cannot be seen as complete as it is only based on some of the interviews and transect walks 
(in which these themes emerged). The descriptions and Latin names are partly based on Marquardt 
Arévalo (2008) and Marquardt et al. (2012b).  

Local name  Latin name  

Atadijo  Trema micrantha  

Bolaina Guazuam crinita 

Caimito  Chrysophyllum cainito 

Fapina  Cupania latifolia 

Guaba Inga edulis 

Naranja Citrus sinensis 

Pashaco Parkia sp. 

Pucaquiro Simiria williamsii 

Rujindi  Inga ruizana 

Shaina Colubrina glandulosa 
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Appendix 5: Food and cash crops cultivated in Naranjal  

This list cannot be seen as complete as it is only based on some of the interviews and transect walks 
(in which these themes emerged). The descriptions and Latin names are partly based on Marquardt 
Arévalo (2008).  

Spanish name English name Latin name  Use  

Aguaje Moriche palm  Mauritia flexuosa Food colouring  

Ají Chili peppers Capsicum spp. Spice  

Bijao  none Heliconia cannoidae Food wrapping  

Cacao Cocoa Theobroma cacao Cash crop/ home consumption 

Café Coffee Coffea arabica Cash crop/ home consumption 

Caihua Wild cucumber Cyclanthera pedata Vegetable  

Camote  Sweet potatoes  Ipomoea batatas Tuber  

Caña Sugarcane Saccharum officinarum Sugar extraction  

Cebolla china Spring onion Allium fistulosum Vegetable 

Cereza Cherry Malpighia glabra Fruit 

Chirimoya Custard apple Annona cherimolia Fruit 

Cocona Peach tomato Solanum sessiliflorum Fruit  

Gengibre Ginger Zingiber officinale Spice, medical plant  

Guaba Guaba/Guava Inga edulis Fruit 

Huasca poroto Common bean Phaseolus vulgaris Bean 

Limón Lime Citrus aurantifolia Fruit  

Limón Tahiti Tahiti Lime  Citrus latifolia Fruit  

Maíz Maize Zea mays Cash crop/ for pastries, chicha 

Majambo none Theobroma bicolor Other food stuff 

Mandarina Tangerine Citrus mandarina Fruit 

Mango Mango Mangifera indicata Fruit 

Maní Peanuts Arachis hipogaea Other food stuff  

Maracuyá Passion fruit Passiflora spp. Fruit 

Naranja Orange Citrus sinensis Fruit 
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Palta Avocado Persea americana Fruit 

Papaya Papaya Persea americana Fruit 

Pepino Cucumber Cucumis anguria Vegetable  

Piña Pineapple Ananas comosus Fruit  

Platáno Plantain Musa spp. Staple food  

Puspo poroto Pigeon pea Cajanus bicolor Bean 

Sacha culantro Long coriander Eryngium foetidum Herb 

Sacha inchi Inca peanut Plukenetia volubilis Other food stuff / cash crop 

Tomate Tomato Solanum lycopersicum Vegetable  

Yerba luisa Lemon grass Cymbopogon citratus Herb  

Yuca  Cassava Manihot esculenta Staple food  

Zapallo  Pumpkin Curcubita spp. Vegetable  

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


