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Food sovereignty is a critical concern across thabg as the concentration of power in the hands of
few agro-industrial corporations structures the mgittural economy. Commercialization of intelledtua
property rights for seed certification, deregulatiand liberalization of imports in Colombia recanired
state powers following transnational interests,atileg an extreme case among global controversies.
Tensions culminated in the agrarian strikes of 2ah8 largest scale example of civil resistance in
modern Colombia backed by extensive rural and udmgial movements. This paper analyses the
exercise of political authority governing accesséeds as property, mechanisms of legal contestatio
and networks of civil resistance using an actoented approach based on six months of ethnographic
fieldwork and key informant interviews. Identityliios shaped dynamics of seed rights strugglelegal
rights to participation of indigenous communitietet to contest seed laws on behalf of the entire
peasant sector. Colombia’s information economy ligglts events and issues in the interests of aertai
groups, whilst suppressing others in the contexbooflict. Agro-ecology and seed autonomy movements
are falsely framed as predominantly indigenous mmergs, despite containing a substantial presence of
experienced scientists, lawyers, academics andapésighat are underrepresented within national and
transnational forums.

Introduction

Galtung (1969) defines peaces as relating to asnalesof violence then differentiates categories
of violence; physical and psychological, discussiog violence places limitations on actors’
capacities and perpetuates inequity of power. Apglgaltung’s definitions leaves few spheres
of Colombian society, if any, that are not perpetddy violence as military, economic and
ideological strategies combine at a transnatiocalkesto the detriment of marginalized sectors of
a multi-ethnic society, through rapid urbanizateord land appropriation for commercial
purposes (Chaves-Agudelo, 2015). However, beyoagassive absence of violence, civil
resistance in Colombia is an active mechanismdostructing peace, originating in popular and
community processes seeking to transform violeatsires and civilian arming in the face of
armed conflict, operating in dimensions surpas#uegraditional understanding of forms of
combat (Otalvaro, 2014). Commercialization of ilgetual property rights for seed certification,
deregulation and liberalization of imports triggeethe largest scale example of civil resistance in
contemporary Colombia (Velasco, 2015). In August2protesters marched through the cities of
Colombia, national strikes and road blocks brougatcountry to a halt. These events mobilized
the Colombian agricultural sector and their urbpgmgathizers on a national scale, uniting
peasant, indigenous and Afro-descendent concetma idemocratic movement with common
objectives (Goyes & South, 2015). These events shewColombian citizenship are, in fact,
active in exercising their power of civil resistandespite widespread portrayals of the
Colombian left as active predominantly through &mdlguerrilla movements operating on the
margins of the law in remote areas. These demdiwstsawere triggered by two main factors:



firstly, the 1991 act of the International Uniom fbe Protection of New Varieties of Plants
(UPQV) convention recommends certification riglis$eeds. In the 2006 Republican Congress,
Colombia translated a particularly restrictive vensof UPOV into their national law, stating that
intellectual property could be applied to anythimighout restrictions or exceptions, making it
illegal for farmers to replant certified seedsifasther countries) and due to a specific
amendment, illegal to replant seeds that vgarelar in appearancéo certified seeds in

Colombia (Article 4 of law 1032 of 2006). Therefardecame effectively illegal for farmers to
plant “criollo” i.e. native or traditional seed waties and even to store or exchange seeds for the
purposes of replanting, effectively criminalizirrgditional practices of farmers. Implementation
details of these laws were formalized in Resolufi@f in 2010. Goyes & South (2015) outlines
the legislative framework for seeds in further defehe governmental agricultural institute

(ICA) enforced the seed certification policy by tleging tones of seeds across the country, most
famously rice in Huila, site of the youtube documnaey “Ley 970", catalyzing activist networks.
The second main factor driving the strikes, builtthe “apertura” of the 90s, neo-liberalization of
Colombian markets following the signing of freedeaagreements with the US, farmers have lost
the ability to economically compete with importadgucts that continue to be subsidized within
borders of the US and EU. Chaves-Agudelo (201%héurdiscusses key neoliberal principals of
the Washington convention. These two claims leithéonational agricultural strike and road
blocks of 2013 and early 2014 supported by the law@gricultural sector and urban
sympathizers.

Structurally, the Colombian agrarian sector is agsb the world’s most inequitable and
broadly assembled as two levels of oligarchieskstdon-top of each other, clashing with a
vibrant and dynamic population constantly evolvmeyv forms of resistance. Firstly, large
Colombian owned estates are prominent for cert@amnsodities such as coffee and rice. Much
land is kept under pasture, indicating such lagdihgs fulfil the function of creating scarcity,
as opposed to maximizing production, respondingptxulation over global food supply (De
Schutter, 2011). Land distribution patterns hawsenéeen successfully challenged, despite
attempts by liberal governments of the 30s and &)$fndowning majorities were too strong and
well-connected at the local level (Thomson, 201dmasc, 1992). Small scale farmers are
incorporated into the capitalist system throughcadggural committees organized by sector. This
followed introduction of Integrated Rural DevelopméDRI) in the eighties, improving peasant
yields, yet through rigid and strictly controlletbfocols for choice of seed varieties, use of
fertilizers, agrochemicals and farming practicasctSnarrow practices have strikingly depleted
agro-biodiversity, leaving farmers vulnerable te tmpact of pests such as ‘la Roja’ that have
devastated coffee harvests and thus livelihoodbofibh resistance can be temporarily regained
by supplying new seed varieties, farmers remairomnpensated for their losses. Farming inputs
are compulsorily supplied as extension service pgek to peasants associated through the
agricultural committees, from agribusiness giatits;second level of oligarchies as very few
companies such as Dupont, Monsanto and Syngentaadtenglobally. Furthermore, certain
Colombian produced commaodities including cottorgasand palm oil are completely
monopolized by multinational corporations, holdingequivocal power. Mega-development
projects and mono-cultivation of palm oil have béeked to mass displacement and human
rights abuses of ethnic communities —which supdgdezld inalienable rights granted in the
1993 constitution— for example in the Pacific Cahstgion (Escobar, 2003; Oslender, 2007).

This paper analyses the exercise of political @ithgoverning access to seeds as
property, mechanisms of legal contestation and owsvof civil resistance using an actor
oriented approach. The inequitable power relataescribed above; both inherent in Colombian
society and imposed by legal and economic mechanigmeoliberal transnational relations led
to the build-up of tensions manifesting in the agitural strikes of 2013 and 2014. Results are
used to discuss the identity politics deployedh®/peasant sector to contest the Colombian seed
certification laws, which drew on indigenous idées to represent the entire peasant sector.



M ethodology

The analysis of this article is grounded in an otoke, actor-oriented approach based on six
months of ethnographic fieldwork with organic armhrorganic farmers and community leaders
bordering the sugar mono-cultivations in Valle dmi€a, through participant observation at
collective events for seeds sharing, markets armd ¥ésits and expert interviews in Cali, Palmira
and Bogoté to analyse power dynamics of the agratidkes (2013-2015) and representation of
social groups within the subsequent seed autonoawement. Ethnic (indigenous and afro-
descendent) territories were not visited, althoagelf-sustaining indigenous farming system,
complete with natural herbicides and medicines eva®untered during fieldwork. This research
approach is political socio-ecology of power: 1)ons (under) represented politically and
legally; 2) how are the agricultural practices afigus actors conserving agro-biodiversity and
their biophysical surroundings through conceptgusrdianship or production, shaped by their
access to markets and stratified freedom of speech.

Results and discussion

In contrast to neoliberal philosophies that prontb&econcept of freedom through individual
liberty (Harvey, 2005) the agro-ecology movemera collective strategy for retaining autonomy
of the food supply. Seed “guardians” collect, sterd sow numerous varieties, prioritizing long
term retention of agro-biodiversity situ over production volumes within a given year. Wathi
given territory various contrasting logics of protlan exist. Seed exchanges can take place at
markets, with passing travellers or at organizezhes; displaying a wide cultural variety.
Ancestral knowledge, conserved through the cosnangsof indigenous and agro-ecology
movements conceptualizes food as “encharged witlt@nsciousness”, promoting a holistic,
integrated approach to physical and emotiondtineautrition and the environment. Such
traditional and alternative values are not limitedndigenous farmers, but integrated and shared
amongst peasants involved with agro-ecology, révgal pattern of co-operation between
indigenous and peasant communities and, to a leggemt in the particular study sites visited,
with Afro-descendent communities, although discesirsf ethnic communities as a united force
are emerging.

The most original finding of this research is thghhevel of scientific and professional
education found amongst organic farmers and cudtrgaof urban home-gardens. Many members
of the seed autonomy movement were found to halkewsity level qualifications in natural and
social sciences, or professional practices sudévgsdespite common portrayals of the
movement as champions of traditional knowledge\atdes within national level debates.
Indeed, academics have proposed rational, envirotaie scientific arguments for traditional
agro-ecosystems based on sustained yieldsasitli conservation of agro-biodiversity, by
contrast with storage of varieties in seed bankschvfreeze the processes of evolution (Altieri &
Toledo, 2011). These findings are therefore higalgvant to the importance of “scientific”
critical reflexivity within society and freedom speech as an integral part of the peace process,
in light of Colombia’s history of counter-insurggngolicies rooted in the protection of
inequitable interests. Creative means of expresaierbeing encouraged within this society,
whilst rational analysis is being suppressed thihomgchanisms ranging from lack of funding
and opportunities to forced disappearance of Colamscientists (Novelli, 2010). Within the
agricultural strikes themselves, 12 people diedisdppeared, 483 were injured and 262 arrested
(Goyes & South, 2015). Academics within this statiym extremely high levels of soil erosion
and desertification within Valle de Cauca, basedisnal observations and the turbidity of
rivers. This is likely to be linked to increasedl sxposure and water consumption of mono-
cultivations in the surrounding sugarcane “greesed®& However such hypotheses are difficult
to quantify in light of shortages of funds to contlstudies, as the majority of international



funding is channelled to corporate research cestiel as the International Center for Tropical
Agriculture (CIAT) that are noticeably compromideyglprivate investment interests.

Natural agro-biodiversity is a global commonswhiich Colombia contains a high
proportion, in addition to two global biodiversitptspots. However, governance of this resource
is being unduly negatively influenced by trans-owadil level politics, requiring reflection on the
problem of scale in environmental governance (Hadr2014) and improved state intervention
in neoliberal policies. Regulation of Colombia’sagan sector is beyond invisible, as even the
invisible hand of Adam Smith supposedly requiresesintervention to prevent the formation of
the oligarchies found throughout Colombia and twexd for market failure (Harvey, 2005), such
as soil erosion, which is an environmental extétyarurthermore, power dynamics shaping
peasants’ access to agro-biodiversity determinie ¢apacity for resilience or vulnerability,
which is compounded in the age of climate changleatik2014). Such critical contemporary
issues are currently buried behind a facade oéwuime and threats in Colombia, acting as a
smokescreen through which scientific solutions camffectively pass. This highlights the
importance of scholarly attention to processesab@bian civil resistance as an active
construction of peace.

Conclusions and Outlook

Identity politics shaped dynamics of seed rightsggiles as legal rights to participation of
indigenous communities acted to contest seed lavwzebalf of the entire peasant sector.
Colombia’s information economy highlights events @&sues in the interests of certain groups,
whilst suppressing others in the context of cohfligro-ecology and seed autonomy movements
are falsely framed as predominantly indigenous mwres, despite containing a substantial
presence of experienced scientists, lawyers, adadeand peasants that are underrepresented
within national and transnational forums. Howeadthough less visible at the international level
due to the risk of persecution, Cali contains dgesional and highly organized environmental
network of scientists, academics and lawyers wétades of experience in organizing
conferences and academic forums. This sector st@uédfunding priority to improve much
needed legal mechanisms, build a functional regolatystem for the environmental sector and
investigation claims of widespread environmentgrddation and contamination, such as aerial
glyphosate spraying, air pollution and use of merdni the mining sector.
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