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The neoliberal food regime in Latin America: state, agribusiness
transnational corporations and biotechnology

Gerardo Otero∗

Department of Sociology and Anthropology, Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, BC, Canada

ABSTRACT Biotechnology has become the central technological form in agriculture since the
neoliberal reformation of capitalism in the 1980s. The food-regime perspective introduced by
Friedmann and McMichael (1989) anticipated a transition to a third regime from the second,
nation-centered regime of the post-World War II years. This paper proposes and develops
the concept of ‘neoliberal’ food regime which captures the regime’s central dynamic
components: the state, which promotes international and national neoregulation that impose
the neoliberal agenda; large agribusiness transnational corporations (ATNCs), now the
crucial economic actors in global capitalism; and biotechnology, the driver behind the
modern agricultural paradigm.

RÉSUMÉ La biotechnologie est devenue la forme centrale de technologie dans l’agriculture
depuis la réforme néolibérale du capitalisme pendant les années 1980. Le système
agroalimentaire introduit par Friedmann et McMichael (1989) a anticipé l’avènement d’un
troisième régime, dépassant celui centré sur l’État-nation durant les années d’après-guerre.
Cet article propose et développe le concept d’un système agroalimentaire et ses composants
essentiels et dynamiques: l’État, qui promeut la néorégulation nationale et internationale et
qui impose l’agenda néolibéral; les grandes corporations agroalimentaires, les acteurs
économiques clés dans le capitalisme global; et la biotechnologique, la force derrière le
paradigme agriculturel moderne.

Key words: biotechnology; food regime analysis; agribusiness transnational corporations;
neoliberalism; neoregulation

Transgenic crops, the product of advanced genetic-engineering techniques based on recombinant
DNA, started to be commercialised in the mid-1990s. Since well before their commercialisation in
the 1980s, biotechnology in general and transgenic crops in particular have been touted as mir-
aculous technologies: if only given a chance, they would make deserts bloom and do away
with world hunger. The intensity of these assertions has not been tempered by the fact that
most transgenic crops are not even geared for direct human consumption. Transgenic soybeans,
grown in huge industrial monocropping operations (which amount to two-thirds of global food
production grown with biotechnology), corn (a fourth of global production), cotton and canola;
all these crops are sold in volatile global markets as raw materials to produce livestock feed,
agrofuels, cooking oil and sweeteners, among other products.

The purpose of this special journal section on the neoliberal food regime and agricultural bio-
technology in Latin America is to offer English readers several new chapters from the forthcom-
ing Spanish edition of Food for the few (Otero 2008). The English version of Food for the few
was written prior to the onset of the 2007/2008 global food-price crisis, but it was the first
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book-length, empirically based assessment of the socioeconomic impacts of the deployment of
agricultural biotechnologies in Latin America. The structural analysis to understand the roots
of the food crisis was already contained in the book, so it was re-issued in paperback by the
University of Texas Press in 2010. The present introduction and the three articles that follow
are all new contributions for the Spanish version of the book, which will be published by
M.A. Porrúa in Mexico as La dieta neoliberal: globalización y agricultura en América Latina
by 2013. Given the centrality of these papers, we thought it appropriate to make them available
to the English-reading public.

The next section discusses the neoliberal food regime and two of its chief dynamic factors: the
state and neoregulation, on the one hand, provide the political and policy context, while agribusi-



While there is no doubt that corporations have become the dominant economic agents,
especially after the neoliberal turn of the 1980s, I argue that we must continue to take full and
explicit account of the specific role of the state. In contrast to McMichael’s characterisation of
the “corporate food regime” (2005, 2009), therefore, this article subscribes to the naming of
this regime as the “neoliberal food regime” (Pechlaner and Otero 2008, 2010). This characteris-
ation takes into account national-level states and local or domestic-level resistance struggles. This
contrasts, for instance, with the prominence that McMichael gives to one particular social move-
ment, Vı́a Campesina, which is, admittedly, the most important grassroots organisation that wages
struggle at the transnational level. What must be recognised, however, is that the struggles of con-
stituent organisations of Vı́a Campesina are firmly rooted at the national level (Desmarais 2007,
2008): their objects of struggle are primarily their national state and the state’s involvement in
local-level legislation as well as in international regulations promoted and enacted by suprastate
organisations.

While Vı́a Campesina and affiliated organisations have been quite successful in derailing the
WTO’s Doha Round of negotiations, the central goal of which has been further to liberalise agri-
cultural trade, this sector was already substantially liberalised through the passage of the WTO’s
Uruguay Round in 1993. The extent to which such liberalisation is materialised in each country’s
agriculture largely depends, however, on domestic mobilisation and resistance.

Thus, it is not simply that the ‘core principle’ has been displaced from the state to the market
with the move from the second to the third food regime, as McMichael (2009) posits. Rather, the
state continues to play a central ro27(e)]Tu2.7(f49.5v8
0 -its.)-2]Tu2.8-



Green Revolution approach. But transgenics are only a small part of what they do. Biotechnology
as a wider suite of technologies – including, for example, the use of molecular markers – has seen
a broader range of involvement at CIAT. ATNCs have been able largely to monopolise the
research results of the publicly funded International Agricultural Research Centres; yet they
cannot be patented. Although CIAT and other international centres use new intellectual-property
rights to patent what they do, this is done so as to preserve the possibility that others in the public
sphere use their research results. They have practiced this in keeping their germplasm/seed bank
material available for use, while ensuring that it cannot be privately patentable. This is different
from public university research, which is often funded by and then later patented by private enti-
ties for private benefit. This is a complex situation in which publicly funded or publicly preserved
resources (such as germplasm in seed banks) can be tapped by ATNCs (Kenney 1986). CIAT’s
ambivalence is that, while these resources can be tapped, they cannot be privately patentable
without significantly changing the variety involved – ATNCs have to sign a legal-material use
agreement to this effect.

Government or public support has not been limited to research and development funding. It
has included the issuing of new policy and legislation to protect intellectual-property rights, as
will be discussed below. Although US farmers also participated in this alliance, they never
played a determining role with regard to what technologies were to be developed or produced;
they were simple recipients of technological innovations that responded to the profit-maximising
logic of ATNCs (Pechlaner, forthcoming).

While other international agreements relevant to agricultural biotechnologies exist, to date the
most significant supranational regulatory body remains the World Trade Organisation. Agricul-
ture has featured prominently in WTO negotiations since it replaced and absorbed the General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in 1995 (Pechlaner and Otero 2010). The issue of redu-



dependency on Monsanto, one of the world’s leading ATNCs. Such dependency has become
economically disadvantageous, as Monsanto skims off the bulk of the profits. In her article,
Karine Peschard documents this resistance from Brazil’s traditionally very strong agrarian
bourgeoisie.

Agribusiness transnational corporations (ATNCs)

Five agrochemical companies dominate biotechnology product development and production,
while their customers are primarily mid- to large-size farms, well endowed with capital, whose
main production logic is geared by the profit motive. As highlighted singly in McMichael’s
characterisation of the food regime, corporations are indeed the central economic actor. But
states have regulated the markets even if such regulation has been mostly to the corporations’
own advantage. Thus, corporations as an explicit feature of the neoliberal food regime have
come to dominate such markets: there is an increasingly limited number of horizontally and ver-
tically integrated corporations dominating agricultural production. This concentrated – oligopo-
listic – market structure squeezes producers between few input sellers, processers and food
retailers, and also limits consumer options (Hendrickson and Heffernan 2007). As the US Agri-
business Accountability Initiative put it succinctly:

This [ATNCs-controlled] system isn’t working for farmers. The power of large agribusinesses on the
buying and selling sides means that farmers have less and less control over what they produce, how
they produce it, where they can sell it, and what price they can get for it. The system isn’t good for
consumers and rural communities either: we are all affected when agribusinesses squeeze the rural
economy or put profit above environmental and health concerns, community values, or fair wages.
(AAI, n.d., 1)

Furthermore, the pervasiveness of ATNCs in the agrifood system is important both with respect to
their influence over neoregulation and with respect to their ability to deflect resistance to any
socially undesirable features of the new regime – such as some groups consider agricultural bio-
technologies. The lack of labelling for generically engineered (GE) content in North America is a
case in point. It could be argued that farmers of all classes, including the agrarian bourgeoisie,
have become subsumed under agribusiness capital.

Biotechnology, modern agriculture and neoliberalism

The fact that the biotechnology revolution coincided with the neoliberal reformation of capitalism
has exacerbated and deepened the socioeconomic effects of the prior agricultural revolution, the
so-called Green Revolution (1940s–1970s). This section briefly describes the Green Revolution
as part of the modern agricultural paradigm and the impacts of the converging biotechnology



genetic material into plant varieties, we acknowledge that there are other forms of modern bio-
technology that do not involve such genetic alteration.

The Green Revolution was the incarnation of what had earlier emerged as the modern agri-
cultural paradigm in US agriculture. The technological paradigm of modern agriculture involves
a specific package of inputs made up of hybrid and other high-yielding plant varieties, mechan-
isation, agrochemical fertilisers and pesticides and irrigation. “Green Revolution” is the name
given to this technological package when it was exported to developing countries. While the
Green Revolution technically began in Mexico in 1943, with a program promoting high-yielding
wheat varieties (Hewitt de Alcántara 1978), its origin and initial development were located in the
agriculture of the United States, dating from the 1930s (Kloppenburg 1988a). This exported
package then became the technological paradigm for modern agriculture throughout the twentieth
century (Otero 2008).

The Green Revolution has been called a technological ‘paradigm’ (Otero 2008) in the sense
that the range of solutions to problems emerging in agricultural production tends to be solved
within a narrow variety of options shaped by the paradigm. In analogy with Thomas Kuhn’s
‘scientific paradigm’, Giovanni Dosi (1984) suggested that technological paradigms move
along technological trajectories shaped by the ‘normal’ solution to problems. Such technological
paradigms not only select solutions but also have exclusionary effects on alternative solutions that
do not pertain to the paradigm. The technological paradigm, then, defines both the agendas for
research and development and the technologies that are excluded from the frame of vision and
technological imagination of engineers and, in our case, plant breeders and other agricultural
researchers.

Modern agriculture has thus ‘normally’ involved large areas of land, the application of heavy
machinery, irrigation infrastructure, heavy doses of agrochemicals, monocropping practices, etc.
Therefore, problems emerging in agriculture will likely be solved along the lines determined by
this technological trajectory. It is not surprising, then, that the application of agrochemicals has
increased dramatically with the extension of the modern agricultural paradigm from its place
of origin, the United States, to most regions of the world that practice capitalist agriculture. It
should not be surprising either that the agribusiness multinationals involved in their production
have become dominant economic actors in world agriculture, as seen above.

In what ways is biotechnology part of the modern agricultural paradigm? From its start at the
laboratory stage in the 1980s, proponents described agricultural biotechnology in general and
genetic engineering in particular as potent tools for sustainable development and for ending
world hunger, food insecurity and malnutrition. It is well known that these problems are dispro-
portionately concentrated in developing countries, which also have larger proportions of their
population dedicated to agriculture. But the technological profile of modern agriculture centres
above all on improving the productivity of large-scale operations: those that are highly specialised
on a single crop and are very intensive in the use of capital inputs rather than labour. Compared
with this productive and technological model and bias, therefore, the majority of smallholder,
peasant cultivators in developing countries has been rendered ‘inefficient’.

In the FAO’s calculation, 20 million to 30 million peasants were displaced by new policies and
technologies in the 1990s (Araghi 2003). Some of these peasants were transformed into wagewor-
kers for large, capitalised farms, while countless joined the unemployed. Many of these people
have contributed to the growing trend toward internal and international migration, separating
them from their communities and families for prolonged periods of time or permanently.
Hence Castells and Miller (2003) have called neoliberal capitalism the age of migration. In
Mexico, for instance, hundreds of thousands became redundant in agriculture (Corona and
Tuirán 2006), while the rest of its macro economy was incapable of absorbing them (Otero
2004, 2011). As a result, Mexico became the number-one sending nation in international

Special section / Section thématique 287
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migration: between 2000 and 2005, Mexico economically expelled 2 million people, mostly to the
United States but also increasingly to Canada (González Amador and Brooks 2007). By compari-
son, as reported by theWorld Bank, China and India sent fewer migrants abroad during this period
even though they are more than ten times bigger than Mexico in terms of population (González
Amador and Brooks 2007).

The neoliberal reforms that started in the 1980s had deep consequences, many of them nega-
tive, for the agricultural sectors of Latin America for a large proportion of agricultural producers.
The ideological preamble of these reforms is constituted by what has been called neoliberal glo-
balism (Otero 2004, 2008). This ideology, which vilified state intervention and glorified the



national markets. By definition, petty-commodity producers are content to produce quality use
values for human consumption that generate enough revenues for the simple reproduction of
their household units. Such production may occasionally generate income above and beyond
simple-reproduction needs. In this case, such income may contribute to improve their living stan-
dards or even set the conditions for bourgeoisification. Most of the time, however, petty-commod-
ity producers are in economic-survival mode given the structural constraints under which they



More direct adoption of transgenic crops leads to greater dependency on the import of capital-
intensive inputs, lowering demand for labour and thus further threatening peasant agriculture.
This trend will exacerbate the socially polarising effects brought about by the Green Revolution
(Hewitt de Alcántara 1978; Pearse 1980).

Adopters of transgenic crops to produce soybeans or corn for the export market, which may be
more lucrative than the domestic market in Latin America, are large-scale farmers with substantial
capital endowments. Export agriculture will, of course, take agricultural land away from pro-
duction for the domestic market. Hence we had the Argentine paradox at the turn of the
twenty-first century (Teubal 2008): having been the second-largest soybean exporter after the
United States (until it was displaced by Brazil), and one of the leading agricultural exporters in



respond to mobilisation and pressure from below. Subordinate groups and classes, and even the
agrarian bourgeoisie, would benefit from having a clear picture of where to put their mobilisation
efforts; not just against corporations but also against the state.

While ATNCs are the key economic agents, they are not almighty. States can control them.
Even a small state like Guatemala can keep them and their technologies at bay if they face suffi-
cient pressure from organised social movements.

Biotechnology emerged in the 1980s as an industry in its own right, driven as it was by the
association of venture capitalists and academics with promising products based on molecular
biology and genetic engineering (Kenney 1986). Yet, biotechnology was eventually absorbed
by the pre-existing giants in the chemical and pharmaceutical industries and turned into an
‘enabling’ technology (Otero 2008). Biotechnology thus enabled these industries to extend the
technological paradigm represented by modern agriculture.

While the technology itself may indeed theoretically contain unsuspected promise to alleviate
human and ecological problems, the question is who actually drives technological development,
as a function of what and whose technological problems, and in whose interests. The research
agendas driven by the modern agricultural paradigm and their main economic actors – large
ATNCs – have primarily served the goal of maximising these actors’ own profits. It is not
clear that even large capitalised farmers can benefit from the technology, let alone peasant or
entrepreneurial farmers. Given the role of the ATNCs in agrifood production, it would seem
that the vast majority of cultivators who come into the orbit of biotechnology have become con-
tract managers to deploy biotechnology products. Even the agrarian bourgeoisie is becoming sub-
sumed under agribusiness capital.

As for future research on the food regime, supermarkets have become a major driver since the
late 1980s (Reardon et al. 2003; Burch and Lawrence 2005, 2007; Brunn 2006), a phenomenon
which has not been addressed here. It remains to be seen whether supermarkets will have any
influence in reorienting ATNCs in a more sustainable direction. Their direct relation with consu-
mers could make supermarkets more responsive to consumers’ health and food-quality concerns.
Although many of the transgenic crops end up on supermarket shelves, many others end up being
distributed at gas stations as agrofuels.

The three articles that follow nicely illustrate the operation of the neoliberal food regime and
highlight the relevance of national-level analysis and some points of struggle for resistance. Our
concrete case studies put these dimensions into play in powerful ways, giving grounded content to
the theoretical framing of the neoliberal food regime idea. Christina Holmes’s article addresses the
challenges for a publicly funded international agricultural research centre in Colombia to set its
research agendas in the midst of a privately dominated market. James Klepek documents the suc-
cessful resistance struggle against transgenic maize in Guatemala. Finally, Karine Peschard
describes the unexpected discontent and turn-around by large Brazilian farmers: having been
key defenders and adopters of transgenic crops, they are now leading the resistance against
Monsanto.
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