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Rural migration in Bolivia: the impact of climate change, economic crisis 
and state policy 

 

Introduction  
 

This case study analyses current migration dynamics in two regions of Bolivia: Northern 
Potosí, one of the main areas of outmigration in Bolivia, and the municipality of San 
Julián in the Department of Santa Cruz, a major destination for internal migrants, some 
of whom come from Northern Potosí. 
 
The research was qualitative in nature, with specific attention to breadth and accuracy in 
the information and analysis. The methods used were participative and the research was 
done in collaboration with the rural and indigenous organisations in the two selected 
areas: the Federation of Indigenous Ayllus of Northern Potosí (Federación de Ayllus 
Originarios Indígenas del Norte de Potosí Charka Qhara Qhara - FAOI-NP) and the 
Federation of Intercultural Communities of San Julián (Federación de Comunidades 
Interculturales de San Julián).  
 
The information gathering process examined a wide range of factors that may trigger 
migration, including the possible influence of climate change and public policies on 
migration. 
 
The key challenge was to understand current patterns of migration, the processes 
involved and the social, cultural, economic and political causes and effects, taking into 
account issues that are increasing in importance, such as climate change, and seeking 
to discover the extent of their influence in the midst of other factors that drive migration. 
It is well known that migration is not a simple occurrence. In fact, it involves a series of 
processes, motivations, causes and decisions. Because it is a collective rather than an 
individual process, it takes on the character of a “social phenomenon” that is historically 
and geographically determined. 
 
In many cases, there are cultural practices of transhumance, such as agriculture on 
different ecological levels or the use of winter and summer pastures. This involves 
people moving from one place to another, sometimes travelling long distances and 
crossing districts for several months at a time. These transhumance practices add a 
further layer of complexity to the analysis of migration. 
 
In general terms, migration may be related to state policy stimuli such as the drive to 
settle the country‟s territory, reduce pressure on the land or improve living conditions, or 
it may be a spontaneous social response of adaptation to political, socio-economic or 
environmental changes.  
 
This paper analyses migration dynamics in two rural contexts that may be considered 
diametrically opposed. The first location is the region of Northern Potosí on the high 
plateau, with a cold climate and an altitude of more than 3,000 metres, whose 
inhabitants are highland indigenous people who have lived there for thousands of years: 
the Charka Qhara Qhara Nation. Since colonial times, this region has been affected by 
economic crises and the environmental phenomena of desertification and drought; 
excluded from state policies, it is considered the poorest region of Bolivia and has the 
highest rate of out-migration in the country. The second location is the municipality of 
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San Julián in the Amazon lowlands, with a tropical climate and an altitude of less than 
300 metres, whose inhabitants are indigenous and non-indigenous migrants. In recent 
years, this region has been favoured by state policies and it is currently considered one 
of the main destinations for migrants due to the agro-export economy based on soya. 

Section one analyses migration in the historical context of the pre-Hispanic, colonial 
and republican eras. The study analyses the impact of the colonial era, starting with the 
imposition of slave labour arrangements in the silver mines and servitude in the 
agricultural estates. In the republican era, it analyses the historic milestones which 
influenced migration by indigenous people and giving rise to new forms of migration. 
 
Section two describes the geographical characteristics of Bolivia, taking its latitudinal 
location and topography into account as relevant aspects that determine the country‟s 
varied ecology and climate. This section also looks at the influence of environmental and 
climate change processes, giving an idea of the country‟s ecological vulnerability. 
 
Section three describes the current environmental and socio-economic features of the 
two regions studied. On the environmental side, the diversity of ecological levels and 
climate variability are described in greater detail. On the socio-economic side, the 
description includes the characteristics of each region‟s population, its particular history 
and levels of poverty. 
 
Section four addresses the issue of migration in Northern Potosí, incorporating the 
information gathered during the fieldwork. The analysis looks at the causes, 
destinations, objectives and effects of migration and the characteristics of the migrants 
themselves. 
 
Section five looks at migration in the municipality of San Julián from two perspectives: 
in-migration and out-migration. In both cases, the causes, destinations, objectives and 
effects of migration and the characteristics of the migrants themselves are analysed. 
 
Section six addresses the subject of public policies. As well as looking at the influence 
of public policies on migration processes, it analyses how migration and climate change 
are included in state policies. 
 
Section seven sets out the study‟s conclusions and offers recommendations on how to 
address policy issues related to migration, taking into account the influence of the 
economy, environmental changes and climate change. 
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Methodology  
 
The research was qualitative in nature. We selected two different rural contexts for our 
research: Northern Potosí, one of the main areas of outmigration in Bolivia, and San 
Julián considered a major destination for internal migrants. Our selection was made on 
the basis of statistics on migration provided by the National Institute of Statistics (INE). 
 
In each area we paid specific attention to the parameters of breadth and precision of 
information and analysis so that the data collected could be representative of the 
population of the region as a whole and valid generalisations may be produced.    
 
As we opted for a participative methodology, we worked in close collaboration with 
peasant and indigenous organisations of the selected areas: the Federation of 
Indigenous Ayllus of Northern Potosí (Federación de Ayllus Originarios Indígenas del 
Norte de Potosí Charka Qhara Qhara - FAOI-NP) and the Federation of Intercultural 
Communities of San Julián (Federación de Comunidades Interculturales de San Julián). 
 
The methodology used was the following: 
 

a) Induction of the research process. This early research phase was intended to 
stimulate participation, generate trust, collect perceptions of migration and produce a 
participative research plan. 
 
After a series of preliminary meetings, a workshop was organised to present the 
research to local indigenous/peasant authorities. Approximately 15 leaders, both male 
and female, took part in the event. After explaining in detail the origin of the study, the 
institutions involved, the objectives and the basic research scheme – mapping of 
migration, focus groups, workshops of reflection and analysis and interviews – the 
authorities proceeded to deliberate. We then began negotiations which led to the 
subscription of an interinstitutional agreement. 
 
In a later reunion together with the leaders of the organisation we discussed the terms of 
the research. The key issues debated in this meeting were the places and times for the 
mapping which could guarantee the maximum possible participation. We also agree on 
where in-depth interviews (life histories) should be conducted.   
 
Working with indigenous/peasant organisations bore the advantage that in research 
activities, such as workshops and focus groups, the participants expressed their 
opinions and recounted their experiences with confidence. However, it also bore the 
disadvantage of being partly dependent on the rhythms and agendas of the organisation 
which sometimes resulted in delays in research activities.   
 

b) Mapping of migration. We organised several workshops with the participation of 
communities‟ representatives – men and women, adults and youngsters – with the 
intention to identify the types and forms of migration, the destinations and their 
incidence.   
 
In the case of Northern Potosí the main themes debated were the destinations and 
reasons for migrating - such as access to land, education, additional income - and the 
activities in the new place of residence.  
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In the case of San Julián, since it is a destination for internal migration, we also mapped 
the origins of migrants. This made us realise that San Julián too is an area of 
outmigration. 
 

c) Focus groups of reflection and analysis of migratory flows. We organised three 
types of focus groups: i) adults; ii) young males; iii) young females. The aim was to 
identify the main characteristics of the migrants such as their age, socio-economic 
condition, gender and education. We also gathered perceptions of the reasons for 
migrating and the impact of migration for the family and community. 
 
The categories of „adult‟ and „youngster‟ were identified by the participants themselves. 
The category of „adult‟ – jaqe in aymara, runa in quechua - refers to all married persons 
who own land and take on communal duties and responsibilities. The category of 
„youngster‟ – lloqalla both in aymara and quechua - refers to all unmarried persons, 
supposedly dependent, who are not allowed to take on communal duties and 
responsibilities.  
 

d) Reflection workshops. We organised workshops with communities‟ representatives 
aimed at identifying and analysing the main factors determining migration: economic, 
social, climatic and environmental factors as well as state policies. 
In such workshops we used historical diagrams which enabled us to decipher the impact 
of climatic, economic and political events on migratory flows in the last fifty years.   
   

e) Life histories. We interviewed men and women, adults and youngsters with the 
intention to collect concrete experiences of migration. 
 

f) Other interviews. We also realised short interviews to members of the municipal 
governments, local and national institutions with the objective of collecting the different 
perceptions of migration and comprehend state policies on migration and climate 
change.  
 

g) Secondary sources. We analysed a variety of documents trying to identify relevant 
aspects of the historical, socio-economic, cultural, demographic and ecological context 
as well as the consequences of state policies. 
 
The main challenge was to understand the contemporary migratory phenomena, its 
flows, causes and effects. We begun with the assumption that migration is a complex 
phenomenon determined by a concomitance of socio-economic, cultural and 
environmental factors as well as state policies. The inclusion of these factors in our 
analysis of migration was key to develop a more precise comprehension of migration, 
particularly in Northern Potosí. 
 
Mappings and focus groups reflections showed three „new‟ characteristics of migration. 
First, they revealed that in the case of Northern Potosí contemporary migration is 
temporary and recurrent – twice a year, every year. The main destination is the city of 
Cochabamba where men work in construction and women as maids. Given such 
patterns, migration has become a common and important strategy for the livelihood of 
families and communities. The second important characteristic was that migration to 
gain access to land is not anymore so important as it was from the sixties to the 
beginning of the nineties. The third characteristic is that contemporary migration is a 
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generational phenomenon which mainly affects youngsters (men and women) due to the 
scarcity of means of survival, particularly land.     
 
The method of the historical diagram of climatic and economic events and state policies 
enabled us to identify the decade of the eighties as the moment when the confluence of 
an extreme drought, the economic crisis of the mining sector and the policies of 
„structural adjustment‟ brought about the migratory phenomenon in the Northern Potosí / 
San Julián. 
 
In-depth interviews or life histories constituted a crucial instrument to collect information. 
On the one hand, they allowed us to establish with certain precision how migratory flows 
develop, how working networks are constituted in the place of destination and how 
remittances are used. On the other hand, we have been able to comprehend the 
vulnerability of migrants and their aspirations of social mobility.  
 
In general the methodology has been applied in a reasonable and complete form. The 
difficulties encountered were either of a logistic nature or related to the coordination with 
the indigenous/peasant organisations: i) in some occasions we did not have access to 
suitable spaces for the comfortable realisation of workshops and focus groups; ii) the 
lack of electricity in the communities made it difficult to use digital video recording; iii) the 
lack of public transport; and iv) a few times the agenda and the emergencies of the 
indigenous/peasant authorities forced us to reschedule our research activities. 
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1. Transhumance, migration and social mobility  
 

Transhumance and migration have always been important practices in the life of rural 
Andean communities in Bolivia. 
 
The settlement of South America is the result of the migration and movement of peoples 
going back thousands of years. The great Andean civilisations (Tiwanaku, Pucara, 
Moche and Inca), the Spanish and Portuguese colonial states and the republican 
regimes all used migration as a key instrument in their policies of territorial control. 
However, power and geopolitics are not the only reasons migration took place. For 
thousands of years, migration has been an adaptive response to significant changes in 
the climate, the economy or population dynamics. 
 
The territory of what is now Bolivia was inhabited by countless peoples and cultures. The 
archaeological evidence shows that these lands were inhabited more than 4,000 years 
ago, by peoples whose identity is no longer remembered. Today, we are only aware of 
the presence of three great civilisations: Tiwanaku, Inca and Moxo. The Tiwanaku 
civilisation is generally associated with the Aymara culture, although this is not fully 
accepted by archaeologists and social scientists. In any case, it is important to mention 
that the Aymara territory covered the length of the Andean high plateau, from the area 
near Cuzco to what is today Northern Argentina, and extended from the Pacific coast 
(southern Peru and northern Chile) to the foothills of the eastern range of the Andes, a 
region known as the yungas. The territory of the Inca empire, which is associated with 
the Qhechua culture, overlapped with that of the Aymara and also extended northwards 
to what is today Ecuador. The settlement of these territories was partly due to the 
migratory movements organised by the Inca state; these migrant populations were 
known as mitimaes and yanaconas. 
 
The Andean peoples also practised complex agriculture and livestock farming systems. 
These enabled to them to subsist for thousands of years and are still used in some 
places. These farming systems were based on the vertical control of discontinuous 
“ecological levels,” so that every community had access to a variety of food, ranging 
from items produced at an altitude of nearly 4,000 metres to products obtained at 
altitudes of 1,000 metres. This system of vertical control required people to move 
continuously within this altitudinal range, so they became “transhumant” farmers who 
moved seasonally from one level to another, depending on the time of year. 
 
Spanish colonisation was in itself a process of migration overseas. It is not this migration 
that we are interested in analysing here, however; instead, our focus is its effect on the 
native population, and particularly on population movements. The presence of the 
Spanish led to the introduction of a system of virtual enslavement of the Aymara and 
Quechua peoples and others in the Amazon lowlands. The Spanish migrants did not 
come to work as farmers or labourers. Instead, they took on the role of managing 
economic processes and dominated all trade. Their priority was to ensure that the silver 
and gold mines continued to be exploited and that the agricultural surplus went to feed 
the Spanish population who had settled in the cities of the “new world.”  
 
To work the silver mines in Porco and the Cerro Rico in Potosí, a system of tithes was 
established in which every community or ayllu had to send 10% of its population of 
young men to work in the mines, where they laboured until they died. Although this 
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system also existed in the Inca empire, where it was known as the mit’a, the work in the 
mines was temporary rather than until death. In agriculture, the quasi-feudal system 
called the encomienda was set up. This involved distributing the ownership of land – 
including the “indians” who lived there – to the Spaniards. The landed estates or 
haciendas were likewise established under a system of servitude. These two institutions, 
but especially the mit’a, triggered the movement of indigenous people who wanted to 
escape death. They migrated in two directions: one was to places far away from the 
centres and circuits of colonial power, and the other was to the cities, where they sought 
work as labourers, either in domestic service or in the manufacturing workshops, or as 
porters in trade. There was a growing demand for such services in the cities: in the 17th 
century Potosí became the most populous city in the world. 
 
The social structure was simple and rigid. Society was divided into three classes: i) 
Spaniards and the descendants of Spaniards, who were the dominant, governing class; 
they had a monopoly on power and controlled the silver mines, the landed estates and 
overseas trade; ii) the “indian nobles”1 and mestizos who worked in skilled trades or local 
commerce; and iii) the “indians” subjugated to a regime of servitude in the haciendas 
and cities, as mit’ayos in the mines or as tribute-payers in the ayllus. This last group had 
practically no rights at all. 
 
The founding of the Republic of Bolivia (1825) meant political independence from the 
Spanish crown, but the social structure inherited from the colonial era was kept almost 
intact throughout the 19th century. Even so, there were some significant changes. The 
system of the mit’a or forced, unpaid labour in the mines was abolished and replaced by 
a system of wage-labour based on capitalist enterprise. This had little impact at the start 
of the republican period, as silver mining was in sharp decline. The agrarian system of 
servitude in the haciendas, in contrast, was not only maintained but expanded, and 
indigenous communities and ayllus were dispossessed of their land. 
 
Toward the end of the 19th century, as the industrial era took hold, mining shifted to tin 
production. New mines were opened, including those in Uncía, Llallagua, Siglo XX and 
Huanuni in Northern Potosí. Migrants from rural areas flocked there to work as mine 
labourers, traders came from the cities and from abroad, and professionals and foreign 
capitalists all converged on the mining centres. From 1920 onwards, tin mining became 
the largest sector of the economy.  

As a result of this new economy, Bolivian society started to undergo some slight 
changes. The social structure that emerged was more complex and also more 
permeable to processes of social mobility. Firstly, mine ownership ceased to be a 
privilege reserved for the descendants of Spaniards. The so-called “tin barons,” for 
example - Patiño, Aramayo and Hochschild2 - had very diverse social backgrounds. 
Secondly, the development of capitalist enterprises required the participation of 

                                                      
1
 The Spanish Crown awarded the title of nobility to the Curacas who had occupied the third rung 

in the power hierarchy during the Inca Empire. As nobles, they enjoyed certain privileges, such as 
being exempt from paying tributes or providing service in the haciendas or the mit’a, and being 
allowed to own land and work in trade. 
2
 Simón I. Patiño was a mestizo from a poor family. He came to amass one of the largest fortunes 

in the world and was the most influential businessman in Bolivian politics. Carlos V. Aramayo 
came from a family originally from Spain, which had arrived in the Americas in the 17

th
 century 

and had been involved in mining for three generations. Mauricio Hochschild was a middle class 
German mining engineer who migrated to the Americas in 1919. 
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professionals and office workers, both Bolivian and foreign. This gave rise to the 
formation of a middle class. Finally, this period saw the emergence of the mining working 
class, composed of indigenous and foreign workers.3 In addition, a set of activities 
providing services to the mining industry sprang up, including trade in fresh and tinned 
food, supplies and machinery, transport, skilled crafts and recreational activities. This 
booming economy also had an impact on the growth of cities such as La Paz, Oruro and 
Cochabamba, as well as the increase in state bureaucracy.  
 
To a great extent, the racial prejudice inherited from the colonial era was maintained, 
especially with regard to the exclusion of indigenous people and those with ties to the 
land in particular. They were considered Bolivians but they had no rights as citizens. 
With the tin mining industry, however, channels that allowed processes of social mobility 
opened up. On this point, it is worth mentioning that entry into the working class 
represented a change in social status, especially for indigenous people. Being a worker 
meant, firstly, their inclusion as citizens and, secondly, access to education for their 
children, which would lead to different prospects in terms of employment.  
 
The most important change came in 1952 with the National Revolution. The result of a 
popular insurrection that ousted the old landowning oligarchy and the tin barons from 
power, it brought about a democratising structural change. Amongst the most important 
measures were the universal vote,4 the agrarian reform, the nationalisation of the tin 
mines, and universal, free, public education.5 The state grasped the reins of the 
country‟s life with the aim of promoting diversified national industrial development. 
 
One of the most significant changes was the inclusion of indigenous people as citizens 
with rights and obligations. This, together with their liberation from the yoke of the 
hacienda and access to education, had a major and far-reaching impact on the country‟s 
social and demographic structures. 
 
The agrarian reform abolished the hacienda regime and distributed land with two 
objectives: i) to forge a class of independent smallholder farmers producing for the 
market; and ii) to create an agroindustrial business sector. This process was conflictive 
for the indigenous communities and ayllus, particularly the ayllus of Northern Potosí, 
because it went against their tradition of farming based on the vertical control of 
discontinuous ecological levels.  
 
As part of the agrarian reform process, the state also designed a resettlement policy. 
Right from the start of the Republican era, one of the state‟s main preoccupations was 
the need to “occupy” the whole of the nation‟s territory. Bolivia started life as a republic 
with a territory of 2.4 million km2 and approximately 2 million inhabitants, concentrated in 
the Andean region in the west of the country, where the colonial cities linked to mining 
had been founded. It was assumed that most of the territory (the eastern lowlands, the 
north and the Chaco region) was uninhabited. Until the mid-20th century, various 
measures were tried out to promote the settlement of the eastern lowlands, without 
                                                      
3
 Although not much information is available, the foreign workers seem to have come from 

Europe and Chile. They made up the skilled workforce in the mining industry, as the indigenous 
workers were illiterate. 
4
 Up to that time, the right to vote and to be elected only applied to men who were literate and 

had a certain level of income. 
5
 Up to that time, indigenous people were excluded from school education. 
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much success. Spontaneous migration to the cities and mining centres continued, 
however. In time, these migration processes gained a dynamic of their own and, despite 
the disappearance of the original causes, people continued to migrate with the same 
idea of escaping exploitation in the countryside, even after the agrarian reform. 
 
A migration policy known as directed and semi-directed “colonisation” or human 
settlement was designed with the same objective of populating the nation‟s territory. 
“Colonisation areas” were identified in the Andean foothills and lowlands in the 
departments of La Paz, Beni, Cochabamba, Tarija and Santa Cruz.6 Between 1969 and 
1992, people were moved from rural areas in the Andean region (Altiplano, puna and 
valleys) and from the departments of Potosí, Chuquisaca, La Paz, Oruro and 
Cochabamba, under state programmes that included the provision of land, tools, food, 
and health and education services. In time, these colonisation areas became “magnets” 
for an increasing number of people, leading to waves of spontaneous migration. 
Although no precise figures are available, it is estimated that the majority of the 
inhabitants of these areas today are spontaneous migrants. San Julián is one of these 
areas. 
 
This “colonisation” policy remained in force until 1992, when a moratorium was declared 
on the agrarian reform process.7 Although the new agrarian reform law passed in 1996 
stipulated that the state would take forward resettlement programmes, implementation of 
these was weak and so far they have produced no significant results. 
 
But these were not the only migration processes that resulted from the National 
Revolution. Migration to cities increased sharply and new channels for social mobility 
opened up. Firstly, the displacement of the dominant classes created a vacuum in the 
sphere of commerce, especially in the trading of agricultural products, which was filled 
by new actors. Whereas before the landowner had been the supplier and distributor of 
agricultural products, after the agrarian reform the suppliers were thousands of rural and 
indigenous people, and this required the development of storage, transport and 
distribution capabilities. Secondly, the fact that the state had taken control of the 
economy and development led to the growth of a middle class that was linked to the 
state apparatus and, therefore, urban.  
 
The purpose of the National Revolution was to transform Bolivia into an industrial 
country. The state encouraged the formation of an industrial business sector, which 
acted as an incentive to migration, as labour was needed for the industries. This 
industrial development idea was unsuccessful, however, due mainly to the narrowness 
and segmentation of the domestic market. Despite the state‟s efforts, the economy 
continued to be dependent on mining. Nevertheless, this did not discourage rural-urban 
migration. Migrants began to find new livelihoods in commerce, transport, the 

                                                      
6
 The directed and semi-directed colonisation areas were: Ixiamas and Caranavi-Palos Blancos in 

Alto Beni (Department of La Paz), Yucumo-Rurrenabaque (Department of Beni), Chimoré 
(Department of Cochabamba), Yapacaní and San Julián-San Pedro (Department of Santa Cruz) 
and Bermejo (Department of Tarija). 
7
 In 1992 the government decreed a moratorium on the agrarian reform process because it was 

affected by institutional chaos and corruption as a result of the dictatorships (1964-1983). The 
consequence of this was legal insecurity in land ownership, inequity in the distribution of land and 
an increase in social tension and violence in rural areas. Between 1992 and 1996, the agrarian 
sector remained without a law; Law 1715 was enacted in 1996. 
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construction sector, the sale of food, artisanal activities and the provision of innumerable 
services needed in urban areas, collectively known today as the “informal economy.” 
Nowadays, much of the country‟s commerce and transport is controlled by indigenous 
migrants from rural areas. These activities are the channels for processes of social 
mobility.   

It is necessary to mention another historical moment that is relevant to migration 
processes. The 1981-1990 ten-year period saw the occurrence of two events that were 
unprecedented in Bolivian history: i) a prolonged drought from 1983 to 1985, which 
completely impoverished rural and indigenous people in the valleys and on the high 
plateau; this may be considered the moment when climate change started to manifest 
itself; and ii) an economic crisis from 1985 to 1990, which pushed the country‟s economy 
into a deep depression; the most important social consequence of this was the mass 
layoff of mine workers. 
 
These two events triggered huge waves of migration in different directions: to the largest 
cities (La Paz, Cochabamba and Santa Cruz), to rural areas in the lowlands, mainly El 
Chapare (Cochabamba), San Julián (Santa Cruz) and Yucumo-Rurrenabaque (Beni), 
and abroad (the United States and Argentina). From that moment onwards, migration 
has become part of life for Andean communities. It could be said that migration has been 
incorporated in people‟s livelihoods. 
 
Finally, from the year 2000 onwards there have been significant flows of migration to 
Europe, mainly to Spain. The causes of this migration have not yet been fully studied. It 
seems that most of these migrants come from urban areas (large cities and medium-
sized towns). This may be a reflection of constraints in the labour market. Other 
motivating factors include the fact that during this decade the European economy was 
growing fast and the labour market was expanding, which acted as a magnet for 
migrants. Furthermore, during this time it was very easy to enter Spain and no visa was 
required. The distinguishing feature of this type of migration is the sending of 
remittances.  
 

Bolivia: Direct foreign investment (NET) and remittances 

                                (Millions USD). Central Bank of Bolivia, www.bcb.gob.bo 
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The global amount of remittances begun increasing in 2003, reached a peak in 2006 and 
2007 before falling again in 2009 as a consequence of the global economic crisis.  

 

 
IBCE. 2008 

The value of remittances varies significantly depending on the source. According to the 
calculations of the Central Bank of Bolivia, based on formal sources, in 2006 and 2007 
remittances reached the sum of US$ 570 million and US$ 884 million respectively, 
nearing the public investment of those years. However, according to the calculations of 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development and the Inter-American Development 
Bank (IFAD-IDB), based on surveys, the amount of remittances in 2006 was US$ 972 
million, almost doubling the public investment of that year. 
 
For what concerns the impact of remittances, there are not grounded studies enabling to 
make general and solid statements. An exploratory study conducted in the regions of 
Cochabamba and Chuquisaca (Gery Nijehuis 2009) reveals that remittances have 
contributed to increase non-productive consumption. In general, the money of 
remittances is used for improving housing, buying vehicles and supporting relatives. 
  
Finally, it is worth pointing out that state institutions (municipal governments) do neither 
have resources nor power to direct remittances towards investments in the productive 
sector. The same happens with NGOs with the aggravating circumstances that they 
have not incorporated into their priorities the use of remittances in sustainable productive 
activities. 
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2. Geographical and climate context  
 

Bolivia covers an area of approximately 1.1 million km2 

and is situated in the south-western hemisphere,8 between 
the tropical and sub-tropical regions of the world. 
However, the presence of the Andes mountain range, 
which crosses the country from North to South, means 
that the western side of its territory is highly uneven with 
pronounced elevations and depressions. Altitudes range 
from more than 6,000 metres above sea level in the 
extreme west of the country to 100 metres in the eastern 
lowlands. This gives rise to a diversity of temperature 
levels. In addition to these characteristics, the country‟s 
distance from the Atlantic Ocean determines the presence 
of dry regions. Furthermore, its location at the centre of 
South America means that it shares three of the 
continent‟s major hydrological systems: the Amazon river 
basin, the La Plata river basin and the Altiplano closed 
watershed.  
 
These geographical characteristics have configured a 
complex variety of climates or “ecological levels”: the 
macrothermal level is in the region of the Amazon basin, 
with an altitude of 100-1,000 metres, an average 
temperature of 22-24°C, and average annual rainfall of 
1,000-2,000mm. Another macrothermal region is the Plata 
basin, also known as the Chaco, with a hot, dry climate 
and rainfall of 200-1,000mm. The subtropical level is in the 
last foothills and piedemont of the eastern mountain 
range, with an altitude of 1,000-1,500 metres, an annual 
average temperature of about 18°C and average annual 
rainfall of 1,000-7,000mm near the Amazon basin and 
wind-borne and orographic rainfall of 500-1,000mm near 
the Plata basin. The mesothermal level is in the foothills of 
the central and eastern ranges of mountains, an area 
known as the “inter-Andean valleys”, with an altitude of 
1,500-2,800 metres, an annual average temperature of 
15-20°C and average annual rainfall of 500-800mm. The 
microthermal level also known as Puna, with an altitude of 
2,800-4,200 metres,  has an annual average temperature 
of 7-10°C and average rainfall of 200-700mm. Finally, the 
glacial level, is located on the high peaks of the mountains 
at an altitude higher than 4,000 metres, with temperatures 
below 0°C and rainfall of less than 500mm.  
 
 

                                                      
8
 Bolivia is located between meridians of longitude 57º26‟ and 69º38‟ west of the Greenwich 

Meridian and parallels of latitude 9º38‟ and 22º53‟ south of the Equator. 
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Although these are the general features of the different climate zones, inter-seasonal 
temperature variations and changes in temperature between daytime and night-time 
may be as much as 15 to 20ºC. 
 
Because of the country‟s location in the southern 
hemisphere, at a transitional latitude between 
tropical and subtropical and with such a range of 
altitudes, it is more vulnerable to certain factors that 
alter the environment and climate such as the 
macroprocesses of desertification and climate 
change, due mainly to the influence of the 
phenomena known as El Niño and LaNiña. 
 
Forty-one percent of Bolivia‟s territory is affected by 
the process of desertification, and its impact is 
severe in the mesothermal and microthermal 
climate zones. Although desertification is an ancient 

environmental macroprocess, its combination with the 
more recent process of climate change means that 
drought and erosion are increasing, producing drastic 
changes to the landscape. 
 
The macroprocess of climate change manifests itself 
mainly in changes to the wind-borne and orographic 
rainfall system: an increase in the length of dry periods, 
a decrease in the number of days of rain, and the 
appearance of torrential downpours. The temperature 
of the land is also increasing, bringing with it changes 
to periods of frost and hail and the melting of the 
mountain glaciers. 
 
It is well known that climate change does not in itself 
generate new climate phenomena and that it acts by inhibiting or stimulating climate 
variability. Accordingly, scientists and the IPCC use the exacerbation of extreme climate 
events – heat and rain – as indicators of climate change. 
 
The El Niño/La Niña Southern Oscillation, commonly known as the El Niño/La Niña 
phenomenon, is a naturally-occurring climate pattern whose effects are felt on a global 
scale. In the case of El Niño, the main effect is an increase in temperatures and a 
decrease in rainfall due to the weakening of the trade winds. In the case of La Niña, the 
effect is a fall in temperatures and an increase in rainfall due to the stimulation of the 
trade winds. El Niño occurs more frequently than La Niña.  
 
Under normal conditions, this cyclically-recurring phenomenon is estimated to manifest 
itself strongly every 9 years and moderately every 3 to 6 years. However, since 
1982/1983, when an unprecedentedly harsh El Niño occurred, changes in both the 
intensity and the duration of the phenomenon have been observed. In the last few 
decades, warm events (El Niño) have predominated over cold ones (La Niña), and have 
been more frequent and more intense. The 1982-83 El Niño was the strongest on 
record, that of 1990-95 the longest, and 1998 (El Niño 1997-98) was the hottest year 
since 1860. Although scientists do not maintain that these changes are directly 
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influenced by global warming, there is growing suspicion that climate change could 
increase the frequency, intensity, length and development pattern of El Niño.  
In any case, the important point is that the two phenomena are acting in a 
complementary manner. On the one hand, climate change is causing a gradual 
reduction in the amount of rainfall and the number of days of rain, increasing the periods 
of drought within any one annual climate cycle. On the other, El Niño causes the whole 
of the annual climate cycle to be hit by drought. 
 
The 1982/1983 El Niño was an important climate milestone worldwide. Its effects were 
felt from east to west and from south to north. It affected Indonesia, the Philippines, 
North-Eastern Australia, the North-East of Brazil, India, southern and central Africa, 
Spain, South America, Central America and North America. 
 
In the case of Bolivia, this El Niño caused two contradictory phenomena: prolonged 
drought in the Altiplano, Inter-Andean Valleys and Chaco regions, and an excess of rain 
in the Amazon forest, causing flooding. The drought was undoubtedly the effect that had 
the greatest impact. The consequences of the 1982/1983 El Niño can be summarised as 
follows: 
 

 It affected 38% of the country‟s territory: almost the whole of the high plateau, 70% of 
the inter-Andean valleys and 10% of the lowlands, mainly the Chaco region.  

 It caused deterioration in the living conditions of 1.6 million people in rural areas, 60% of 
whom lived in the departments of Potosí, Cochabamba and Oruro.  

 85% of the potato crop and 50% of quinoa and broad bean crops were lost.  

 It was impossible to quantify the number of livestock that died. 

 National average calorie consumption, which stood at 2,100 calories per day before the 
drought, fell dramatically to 1,200 calories per day.  

 Water sources dried up, causing shortages in rural areas. 

 Total losses were estimated to amount to US$400 million.  

 It caused a reduction of 8% in GDP, while national farm income fell by 22%. 

 For the first time, the government had to import basic foodstuffs at a cost of US$150 
million.  

 The drastic reduction in the food supply contributed to unchain an epoch of 
hyperinflation. 

 Rural out-migration increased drastically. 

It was starting with this major drought that the country began to feel the effects of climate 
change, such as alterations in rainfall patterns. In many cases this generated a change 
in farming practices leading to a delay of the planting season and a fall in the yields of 
some crops. The reduction in the number of days of rain and the appearance of dry 
periods at any time of the year is having a major impact by speeding up processes of 
soil erosion, changing the landscape. 
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3. The case study areas  
 

3.1 The Northern Potosí Region 
 

The Northern Potosí region is composed of 5 provinces and 13 
municipalities and covers an area of approximately 13,600 km2. It is in 

the centre-south of the country, at a tropical to subtropical latitude, 
but the climate is determined by the eastern 
branch of the Andes mountain range, with 
depressions and peaks that vary in altitude 
from 1,600 to 4,200 metres. Almost all of its 
hydrological system forms part of the larger 
Amazon and La Plata river basins. To a 
lesser extent, its rivers contribute to the 
Altiplano closed watershed in the Lake 
Poopó area. 
 
The region‟s climate levels are mesothermic 
and microthermic, with an average 
temperature of 7ºC and a minimum of below 
0ºC in winter. Average annual rainfall is 532 
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mm, with a maximum of 720 mm and a minimum of less than 400 mm. In the last 20 
years annual rainfall has diminished in quantity but the rains are more intense.9 Climate 
phenomena such as hailstorms, which in normal years have little impact on crops, have 
also become more frequent. The same is the case with frost in winter, which the Charka 
Qhara Qhara people take advantage of to turn certain varieties of potato into the 
ch’uño10 that is essential for their food security. 
 
The ecological levels are classified as follows: 
 

Ecological level  Altitude 
(m.a.s.l)  

Aptitude for farming 

Summits 
and 
slopes 

Peaks  > 4,200 Natural grassland with extensive rocky outcrops, 
eroded and steep slopes. 

Puna High 3,800-
4,200 

Pasture for camelid livestock and sheep. Agriculture is 
limited to bitter potatoes and barley. 

Low 3,400-
3,800 

Andean tubers (potato, oca, lisa), grains (wheat, barley 
and oats), legumes (broad beans and tarwi) and 
traditional livestock farming. 

High 
valley 

High 3,200-
3,400 

Puna crops and, to a lesser extent, valley crops 
(potato, oca, lisa, isaño, maize, barley, wheat, broad 
beans, tarwi, cactus fruit, alfalfa) and traditional 
livestock farming. 

Low 3,000-
3,200 

Valley crops and, to a lesser extent, puna crops 
(maize, potato, broad beans, peas, wheat, alfalfa, 
peaches, cactus fruit), sheep, goats, cows and small 
livestock farming. 

Valley High 2,800-
3,000 

Non-irrigated wheat, maize, potato and peas, alfalfa, 
vegetables, peaches. Traditional valley livestock 
farming (goats and cattle). 

Intermediate 2,400-
2,800 

Non-irrigated maize and wheat, vegetables, potato, 
irrigated valley fruit crops. Livestock is mainly goats 
and cows. 

Low 1,640-
2,400 

Irrigated areas in the lower stretches of the Caine, San 
Pedro and Chayanta rivers. Corn, citrus fruit and sub-
tropical crops (sweet potato, sugar cane, peanuts, 
vegetables, custard apple and guava). Cattle and goat 
farming. 

Source: Description of the economy and ecology of Northern Potosí, Espinoza et al, 2000. 

As the table shows, this classification identifies eight levels of altitude that imply small 
differences in temperature and rainfall. These, however, are decisive for the different 
types of crops. In other words, minimal variations in the climate can lead to major 
changes in agriculture and livestock production. 

The region is also severely affected by the desertification and erosion process. It is 
estimated that the average amount of soil lost is between 51 and 100 tons per hectare 

                                                      
9
 PROAGRO-GTZ. 2008 

10
 Freeze-dried potato that can be stored for several years. 
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per year.11 This causes the gradual loss of cultivable land and changes to the landscape, 
mainly in the ecological levels of the valleys and high valleys, and constitutes one of the 
region‟s most significant problems. 
 
The region‟s inhabitants have historically been the Charka Qhara Qhara people, an 
indigenous nation with Aymara origins. The language most commonly spoken today is 
Quechua, which spread during the Inca Empire and the Spanish colonial period, 
together with Spanish. A little over half the population is trilingual. 
 
For these peoples, the Spanish colonial regime brought about profound changes in their 
social, political and economic structures. The mining enclaves that were established 
implied not just forced labour in the mines for the members of local communities but also 
the seizure of their land by the large agricultural estates. This broke up their ancestral 
system of farming on different ecological levels. 
 
During the republican period, although obligatory unpaid labour in the mines was 
abolished, it was replaced by the development of capitalist enterprises, particularly from 
1900 onwards. Mining enclaves were established in Colquechaca, Uncía, Llallagua and 
Siglo XX in Northern Potosí, and mining towns sprang up around them. This enabled 
part of the rural population to get involved in wage labour (through rural-urban migration) 
and become consumers in the local market for agricultural and manufactured products. 
From this time onwards, the economy of Northern Potosí has revolved around mining 
booms and bust cycles. In addition, mining led to widespread deforestation and the 
large-scale use and pollution of water, and this speeded up the erosion process. 
 
The mining enclaves brought with them an expansion of the haciendas or large 
agricultural estates, mainly in the ecological levels of the valleys and high valleys. They 
also gave rise to the emergence of local oligarchs who, together with the state, imposed 
a new political-administrative division of the region based on the haciendas. Both factors 
forced the break-up of the indigenous people‟s territories, limiting their access to 
different ecological levels. This laid the structural foundations for poverty among the 
Charka Qhara Qhara indigenous nation. 
 
It is important to point out that the mining economy is based on the extraction and export 
of raw materials, so the profits are not reinvested in the region. This has kept the region 
isolated and underdeveloped. 
 
In 2001,12 Northern Potosí had a population of 243,000 and a population density of 18 
inhabitants per km2. With only three urban settlements – Llallagua, Uncía and Chayanta 
– the population was mostly concentrated in the countryside making it the most densely 
populated rural area of Bolivia. At the same time, it is the region with the highest rate of 
out-migration. The net annual migration rate in 2001 was negative in the 13 
municipalities of Northern Potosí. Llallagua, Ravelo, Ocurí, Pocoata and Uncía were the 
municipalities with the highest rates of negative migration or out-migration in 2001. In the 
municipalities of Caripuyo, Sacaca, San Pedro and Acasio the net annual migration rate 
was lower but still negative (Prefectura del Departamento de Potosí, 2004). 

                                                      
11

 Bolivia: Atlas Estadístico de Municipios. INE, MDSP, COSUDE, 1999. 
12

 The year of the last National Population and Housing  Census. The next census will take place 
in 2011. Statistical projections exist but they are not trustworthy given the region‟s population 
movements. 
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According to the Poverty Map (UDAPE 2001), the region has a poverty rate of 98%, with 
the exception of the municipalities of Llallagua and Uncía which have a large urban 
population and where the poverty rate is slightly lower: 94% and 96%, respectively 
(quoted in GTZ 2008). 
 
According to the same source, the region has very low levels of formal schooling, 
especially among women. With the exception of Llallagua, Uncía and Chayanta (urban 
municipalities), the percentage of people who complete the third grade of primary school 
ranges between 22% and 72%, while for secondary school it is between 0 and 41%. 
 
The rates of infant mortality in the municipalities of Northern Potosí are the highest in the 
country; they are also much higher than the national average of 66 deaths per thousand 
live births. The infant mortality rate in the region‟s municipalities ranges from 95 to 170 
deaths of babies under a year old for every 1,000 live births. The region also has high 
fertility rates, as women have an average of 6 or 7 children during their fertile lives. 
 
Despite the high levels of migration and mortality, most of the municipalities have 
positive rates of population growth, although they are still the lowest in the country.  

3.2 The municipality of San Julián 
 
In contrast to Northern Potosí, the 
municipality of San Julián is located in the 
eastern lowlands of the country in a tropical 
latitude. At an altitude of 250 metres, it has a 
macrothermal climate, with temperatures 
higher than 20°C and rainfall of 1,000-
2,000mm. 
 
The municipality of San Julián is bordered to 
the west by the River Grande and to the east 
by the River San Julián. Both rivers form part 
of the Amazon basin. For the last ten years, 
this location has become a problem because 
of the constant flooding of the River Guapay 
(Río Grande). 
 
According to the National Land-Use Plan, the whole of the municipality is in the area of 
the best agricultural land in Bolivia. The land is classified as suitable for “intensive 
farming”,13 and this means that it has become a magnet for migrants from different social 
groups. 
 
The settlement of San Julián began at the end of the 1960s14 with the directed 
colonisation programmes implemented by the state. Since that time, it has become one 

                                                      
13

 According to the Land Use Plan, only about 3% of the land in the country is suitable for 
intensive farming. 
14

 It is important to clarify that what is today the municipality of San Julián was part of the territory 
of lowland indigenous peoples, mainly the Guarayo and Chiquitano, since time immemorial. 
However, as in many other cases, the republican state took decisions that ignored these former 
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of the main destinations for migrants. To start with, the migrants were small-scale 
farmers practising family subsistence agriculture, but since the boom in soya production 
that began in the 1990s, it has become a mechanised agricultural area. There are 
different types of agrarian property: the family smallholding, with up to 50 hectares of 
land, and agribusiness holdings ranging from 500 to 20,000 hectares in size.  
 
Until the mid-20th century the municipality was covered in tropical forest with important 
timber species. However, the constant expansion of land used for agriculture, logging 
and the clearing of land for oil exploration destroyed half of the forest and caused the 
impoverishment of the forest that remained. 
 
On average, each colonist was given 50 hectares of land. By 2004, they had each 
cleared an average of 28 hectares for farming. Fifty-six percent of the land clearing done 
by this group took place after 1992 as a result of the soya economy. The agribusiness 
holdings are newer and vary from 500 and 15,000 hectares in size. Between 50% and 
90% of this land had been cleared for farming by 2004. For many years, the smallholder 
farmers were classified among the poorest in the department, but since the end of the 
1990s they have joined the soya agroexport sector, and this has enabled them to 
increase their income many times over. 
 
According to the 2001 census, the municipality of San Julián had a population of 38,027, 
9,337 of whom were involved in farming.15 They had cleared a total area of 515,000 
hectares of land for agriculture by 2004, which is equivalent to an average of 42 
hectares per person. Sixty percent of this land was cleared after 1992. The Mennonite 
settlers16 are among the oldest groups of farmers in the municipality, as they had cleared 
63% of their land for agriculture before 1992. 
 

4. Migration from Northern Potosi today  
 

The catalyst for migration from Northern Potosí was the break-up of the vertical control 
of ecological levels, the economic uncertainty caused by the mining enclave and the 
devastation of the environment. These historical-structural factors are the cause of the 
region’s impoverishment. The triggers were climate change, with the great drought of 
1983-1985, and the (neoliberal) structural adjustment policy. 
 
It may seem curious to explain today‟s migration from Northern Potosí by citing events 
that have been taking place for more than three centuries, but the inefficacy of 
Republican-era governments has maintained the colonial legacy. As explained before, 
transhumance between ecological levels was one of the cultural practices that 
constituted the backbone of the economic and social reproduction of the ayllus. During 

                                                                                                                                                              
territories. The colonisation programmes served as the “beachhead” for the arrival of other 
migrants and the indigenous peoples were dispossessed of their territory. 
15

 The explanation for this figure is that the definition of the economically active population 
includes everyone over the age of 10, which in the case of San Julián is 66% of the population. 
Furthermore, it is possible and almost certain that most of the census respondents under the age 
of 18 would have stated that they do not work because they are still at school. Nevertheless, it is 
well known that in the small-scale farming economy all members of the family work. 
16

 Several Mennonite colonies fleeing religious persecution were established in the eastern 
lowlands of Bolivia as early as the 1950s. The Mennonite „colonization‟ coincided with the desire 
of the Bolivian state to found human settlements in the scarcely populated eastern provinces 
bordering Brazil and Paraguay.  



 

20 

 

the Spanish colonial and republican periods, a new political-administrative division was 
imposed and new land tenure systems were introduced (the “feudal” landed estate and 
agrarian reform). These broke up indigenous territories and fractured the vertical control 
of ecological levels, laying one of the structural foundations of indigenous 
impoverishment. 
 
The installation of the mining enclaves made the indigenous peoples dependent on the 
economic cycles of growth and depression in mining. This generated economic 
uncertainty, both in the trade of agricultural products and in the local labour market. This 
was another structural factor in indigenous impoverishment.  
 
Mining, the new land tenure and production systems and the disruption of indigenous 
production systems, in an area whose ecology was extremely fragile and affected by the 
desertification process, brought with them the devastation of forests, soil and water 
pollution and the acceleration of erosion processes. This constantly reduced the amount 
of land available for farming. 
 
These historical-structural factors causing poverty among indigenous peoples in 
Northern Potosí constitute the catalyst that triggered contemporary migration. However, 
this process of impoverishment was immeasurably worsened by the El Niño event which 
acted as the trigger that set off the migration “explosion.” Since that time, subsequent 
events such as the crisis in mining, structural adjustment policies (which launched the 
neoliberal model) and climate change consolidated the migratory “fate” of the members 
of the Charka Qhara Qhara nation. 
 
4.1 The 1980s 
 

The 1980s was a particularly important decade for Northern Potosí. It might be said that 
today‟s migration took shape during that decade. Whereas migration in the past was 
motivated by political, social and cultural oppression, from the 1980s onwards migration 
became eminently economic in nature. Two important events occurred one after the 
other: the great drought and the mining crisis. 
 
In 1983 an El Niño event caused a drought without precedent in climate history. It seems 
that it was in Northern Potosí where it was felt most severely. The drought lasted until 
1985. Its impact was so devastating that it disrupted the agricultural cycle: not even 
seeds were left. The unanimous response of the inhabitants of Northern Potosí was 
mass migration in two directions: i) to the large cities of La Paz, Cochabamba and Santa 
Cruz, the men to work in whatever jobs they could find and the women to beg in the 
streets; and ii) to rural areas of the departments of Santa Cruz (to Montero to work in the 
sugar cane harvest or to San Julián to obtain land), Beni (to the semi-directed 
colonisation area of Yucumo-Rurrenabaque to obtain land) and Cochabamba, to the 
Chapare region and Chimoré. The people who migrated to rural areas hoped to solve 
their problems by gaining access to new land. Many did not manage to adapt to the 
environment in the tropics. When they heard at the end of 1985 that it was again 
possible to farm the land in Northern Potosí, many returned there. 
 
The second important event was that in 1985-1986 the country underwent a widespread 
economic crisis in which inflation rates reached 27,000 per cent, caused to a great 
extent by the crisis in tin mining. This was unprecedented in the country‟s history and 
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resulted from the catastrophic fall in international tin prices to below the cost of 
production. In 1986, the government of the day introduced a set of measures known as 
structural adjustment. These included the closure of the mines – which since 1952 had 
been in the hands of a state enterprise – and the mass layoff of mine workers. This 
caused a wave of migration away from the mining centres, which led to depression in the 
local economy. This happened at the same time as the members of indigenous 
communities and small-scale farmers were returning to their land after the great drought. 
In the wake of the miners, a new wave of migration by rural and indigenous people took 
place. According to the testimonies gathered during our field work, “we have never 
managed to recover from these blows.” It is as though they were shouldering the 
insolvency of an unknown debtor: Who would enable them to recover from this disaster? 
 
1983 is also identified as a turning-point year in climate variability. This is when 
temperatures started to increase, frost and hailstorms began to occur when potato crops 
were flowering, and rainfall patterns changed: “The rain doesn‟t come at the right time: it 
rains when it shouldn‟t, and there is no rain when we need it.” The length of the dry 
season increased and torrential rains started to appear: “Now we get as much rain in a 
day as we used to get in a month, and in a month what we used to get in a year.” 
Agriculture has therefore become an unstable and uncertain activity. These new features 
of the climate are an indication that this is the manifestation of the climate change 
process. This description of changes in climate variability coincides with that of the 
IPCC17 on the effects of climate change.  
 
The effects of these manifestations of climate change differ depending on the ecological 
level. They have a negative impact on the valleys and high valleys levels and a positive 
impact on the puna. The impacts in the valleys and high valleys are, firstly, acceleration 
in the erosion process and the consequent loss of cultivable land, and, secondly, a 
reduction in productivity as a result of changes in the rainfall pattern. The impacts on the 
puna are the possibility of growing certain crops such as maize and potatoes at altitudes 
where it used to be impossible due to the cold. Now, with the increase in temperature, 
maize can be grown at an altitude of 3,900 metres and potatoes above 4,000 metres. 
This has enabled new land to be used for agriculture at altitudes that used to be 
destined exclusively to pasturing llamas and sheep. Despite these positive impacts, 
agriculture is an activity with uncertain results, mainly because of the changes in rainfall 
and frost patterns. 
 
As mentioned earlier, the response to the great drought was migration that took two 
forms. For the few who gained access to land, migration was permanent. In the case of 
those who went to the cities, migration was mainly temporary. This latter type of 
migration is the one that became widespread. It was repeated in the second wave of 
migration and became consolidated as a strategy of adaptation to the changes in climate 
variability. The purpose of this temporary migration is to obtain the money people need 
to cover family expenditure. 
 
However, as indigenous territories have become fragmented, not every member of the 
community has access to the puna level and not every community can access the 
valleys and high valleys levels. This means that the economic constraints are different, 
as are the migration responses. In the communities that do not have access to puna 
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land, the tendency is to consider migrating permanently because of the severity of 
erosion. In the communities that do have access to the puna, in contrast, the tendency is 
to migrate temporarily.  
 
In about 2004 mineral prices began to rise. This led to the reactivation of mining, but 
under different working conditions. During the 10 years of recession, the property of the 
state enterprise was ceded to mining cooperatives set up by former mine workers. The 
cooperatives were characterised by very low levels of investment, self-exploitation and 
very few safety measures. As prices continued to improve, economic activity also started 
to recover. Trade and construction increased and the towns of Llallagua and Uncía did 
not merely recover their population but grew in size. 
 
4.2 Destinations 
 

In the migration mapping workshop, the main destinations were identified as:  
 

DESTINATION PURPOSE 

City of Cochabamba Construction work 

Llallagua Mining, construction work, trade and education 

Huanuni Mining 

City of Santa Cruz Construction and other work 

 
As this shows, the migration destinations are urban and there is currently no evidence of 
migration to rural areas. Participants stated that the waves of migration to rural areas 
such as the Chapare region (Cochabamba), San Julián (Santa Cruz) and Yucumo (Beni) 
took place in the 1980s and ‟90s.  
 
We also asked about migration abroad. The destinations people mentioned were 
Argentina, Spain and Chile. However, they said that people do not migrate abroad 
directly from the ayllu or rural community; they go to a city first. The following circuit was 
identified: 
 
Valleys → Puna → City → Abroad 
  Llallagua   
  Huanuni   
  Amayapampa 

This circuit reflects the process of saving or accumulating enough money to be able to 
migrate abroad. 
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4.3 Who migrates 
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 The three groups used in the table refer to relevant „indigenous‟ categories which have 
emerged in the ethnographic research. The terms young men/women attempt to translate the 
Quechua and Aymara words llokalla/imilla referring to people, generally youngsters, who have 
never been married and taken on communal duties and responsibilities. The term adults intends 
to translate the Aymara word jaqe – runa in Quechua – which refers to persons who are or have 
been engaged in a marital relation and are entitled to hold communal duties and responsibilities.        

Group 1: Adults Group 2: Young Men Group 3: Young 
Women18 

Llallagua. Mining. 
Men aged 25-50. 

Young men migrate to the mines. 
They can work when they reach the 
age of 15. 

Men and women aged 14-
18 go to Cochabamba, S. 
Cruz, Oruro, La Paz, 
Yungas. 

Llallagua. 
Education. Young 
people aged 18-20 
(mostly men) 

They start to migrate at the age of 10. Adults (with children) go to 
Cochabamba, Oruro, 
Yungas 

Cochabamba. 
Young people and 
men aged 15-45. 

Women over the age of ten also 
migrate to the cities of Cochabamba 
and Oruro. 

Mothers weave blankets, 
aguayos. Llallagua, Oruro, 
Huanuni.They leave after 
the planting season and 
after the harvest. 

Cochabamba. 
Young women 
aged 15-30. 
Domestic service. 

Most young men go to the cities to 
work in construction as skilled or 
semi-skilled workers or labourers. 

Khari Warmi (women) go 
to Oruro to pasture llamas 
for 3-6 months after All 
Saints Day. They come 
back before Carnival. 

Santa Cruz. Men 
and women of 18 
and older. Mostly 
men. 

In the family, fathers are the ones 
who migrate more frequently.  

Young men work in 
construction in the 
holidays. 

Oruro. Young 
people aged 18-45. 

People with lower incomes are the 
ones who migrate. 

Young women work in 
domestic service during 
the holidays or after the 
planting season. They 
come back for the harvest. 

 Young people finish secondary school 
but because there are no 
opportunities in the community, they 
leave to work as unskilled labourers 
in construction (the men), and as 
vendors or domestic workers (the 
women) 

 

 Some get scholarships to continue 
their studies after secondary school at 
the university in Llallagua (aged 18-
25). Also distance learning. 
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What is recurrent here is the reference to migration by young people, which could be 
indicating a new trend in migration differentiated by age-group. This is logical, insofar as 
the scarcity of land, due mainly to erosion, means that young people are increasingly 
excluded from access to land. 
 
4.4 The causes of migration 

 

The causes of migration mentioned most often by the groups are environmental and 
climate problems, which reflect the instability of agricultural production. The introduction 
of the need for money is a result of young people‟s need to find a livelihood, as they can 
no longer survive from agriculture.  
 
However, the importance assigned to the causes varies from group to group. In the adult 
group, the causes are related to agricultural production: land, productivity and climate 
factors. The groups of young men and women see the lack of income as the priority. 
This reflects the economic pressure young people are under. On the one hand, their 
access to land is limited and productivity is low due to climate and environmental factors. 
On the other, they are saying that agricultural production is not sufficiently profitable to 
satisfy their needs as consumers: clothes, a radio, an MP3 and education. 

P Group 1: Adults Group 2: Young Men Group 3: Young Women 

1 Insufficient land Lack of income within the family. 
Farming production is only enough 
for family consumption. Not enough 
is produced to be able to sell it or to 
pay for education or clothes. 

Young women leave 
because there is not 
enough money to pay for 
their education. 

2 Scarce 
production 

People earn very little from the sale 
of crops and animals. 

Young women need 
clothes – that‟s why they 
migrate 

3 Natural disasters 
Frost 
Hail 
Drought  
Torrential rain 

There are years of drought and 
hailstorms that affect the valleys. 

Insufficient land for 
agriculture 

4 Subsistence Plots of land used to be larger. Now 
they are smaller and insufficient for 
the family. 

Parents migrate due to a 
lack of money or clothes.  

5 Malnutrition Sometimes young people are left as 
orphans. This is due to the lack of 
money, medical care and food. 

Scarce production – only 
enough for family 
consumption. 

6 Westernisation Before, irrigation wasn‟t necessary 
as it rained at the right time. Now, 
because of climate change, 
irrigation is necessary.  
We also put chemicals on our crops. 
We are more dependent on the city. 

The land is eroded by 
water and because of how 
the soil is used. 

7   Frost and hailstorms 
destroy the crops. 
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4.5 Impacts of migration 

When analysing the impact, people mention both negative and positive effects. The 
negative ones have to do with the cultural changes caused by migration. Usually, neither 
the families nor the communities know how to deal with these. Another negative effect is 
abandonment, in some cases of children and in others of parents. Here it is worth 
remarking that as a result of the drought of 1983 and the consequent famine and mass 
migration, certain community ties of solidarity have been broken. This means that 
whereas in the past the community used to look after abandoned children and older 
people, this no longer happens. 

The perception of migration differs according to gender and generations. The group of 
adults tends to place emphasis on the care of youngsters, issues of abandonment and 
education. The groups of young men and women tend to emphasise the changes in 

Group 1: Adults Group 2: Young Men Group 3: Young Women 

Children are 
abandoned 
Parents are 
abandoned 

When people who migrate come 
back, they no longer want to eat 
potatoes and chuño, they want 
other types of food … Their 
mindset has changed. 

Women who migrate for a 
short time improve their 
houses. 

Children‟s education is 
curtailed 

People get used to a different 
lifestyle.  
Work in the city is easier, 
cleaner. 
They only want to earn money to 
buy fashionable things and 
clothes. 
They no longer value their 
indigenous culture (clothing, 
music, dance) 

After migrating, some young 
women don‟t value their 
family; they lose their 
culture, their education. 

Improvements in food 
and clothing 

They want to reproduce city 
culture in the rural community.  

Some young women don‟t 
want to speak their 
indigenous language. They 
prefer to speak Spanish. 

Improvements in 
behaviour 

They invest their savings in the 
community, improve houses, buy 
land. 

When parents migrate they 
bring back money, food and 
clothes for the family. 

Loss of young people 
(3% of young people 
do not return) 

Children grow up on their own, 
without being looked after by 
their parents who have migrated. 
The children who migrate can‟t 
find work and learn to steal. They 
are left traumatised. 

Women who migrate and 
come back many years later 
are refined and proud. They 
no longer respect the 
structure of the ayllu. 

Changes in clothes. 
Increase in the need 
for money and trips to 
the city. 

There is no discipline. They don‟t 
respect the authorities, the 
hierarchy, the traditional social 
structure. 

They bring back other 
cultures. 

Loss of ancestral 
knowledge and skills. 

 Some women abandon their 
family. 
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lifestyle and the integration to the urban way of life. It is often the case that women 
mention the disruptive effects of migration for the family.   
 
Among the positive effects mentioned are improvements in food and housing. During our 
field work we found that these impacts can be relative. As far as food is concerned, 
people are referring to the inclusion of processed food in their diet, such as pasta, white 
rice and tinned fish (sardines and tuna). Although these make the daily diet more varied, 
they hardly represent an increase in levels of nutrition. With regard to housing, the most 
significant change is the introduction of corrugated metal roofs, which do not necessarily 
represent a substantial improvement in housing conditions. 
 
In a similar way, the perception of the positive effects of migration also varies according 
to gender and generations. In the case of adults, the improvement of the diet is highly 
valued, although, as explained earlier, this refers more to the availability of food than the 
actual improvement in the quality of the diet. Young women tend to value the 
improvement of housing which coincides with their preoccupation for the negative effects 
of migration for the family. Young men do not encounter any positive effect.  
 
We attempted to prioritise the effects but it proved impossible. Neither was it possible to 
establish the weight of the positive and negative effects. People‟s feelings are 
ambivalent: on the one hand, they are not happy about the changes migration brings to 
community life, but on the other they feel that migration solves their problems of 
subsistence. 
 
During our field work, we were told about the presence of the “vinchuca” (Triatana 
infestans) – the carrier of “Chagas Disease” – at both the lower and upper levels of the 
valleys. Due to the increase in the temperature, this insect is migrating to increasingly 
higher altitudes. 
 

5. Migration in the municipality of San Julian today  
 

The process of “colonising” these lands was arduous and difficult. The first settlements 
took place under the state policy of “directed colonisation.” This system, promoted and 
assisted by the state through the National Colonisation Institute, included training, 
transport in trucks, the provision of food until the first harvest, primary health care, 
donations of tools and title to the plot of land. Despite this support, many were unable to 
adapt to the new environmental conditions. It is estimated that about 60% of the 
colonists abandoned the project in their first year.  
 
Most of the first colonists were Quechuas from the departments of Potosí, Oruro and 
Cochabamba, who had come from much colder and dryer climates. Their adaptation to 
the new environment was a torment: “The mosquito bites left us with wounds;” “We 
would get sick with diarrhoea;” “The water was not clean.” Preparing the land for 
agriculture was a task they were not accustomed to. Most cleared an area of half a 
hectare, and everyone helped to clear each other‟s land. They had to cut down hundreds 
of trees whose trunks were very thick: “We had to keep chopping at them for days and 
days;” “Afterwards, we had to burn everything.” The rice was planted manually. 
 
San Julián in the 1960s was a very inaccessible place, deep in the thick Amazon forest. 
A dirt road had been cut through the forest but it was only passable in the dry season. A 
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few tracks had also been opened up by loggers exploiting the forest. To start with, the 
only means of transport was the lorries that brought out the logs, so the colonists were 
occasionally able to get in and out by riding on top of the logs. This difficulty prevented 
many of the migrants from keeping contact with their places of origin and meant that 
migration would be consolidated as permanent. 
 
In the 1970s, the National Colonisation Institute organised new settlements. In time, the 
colonists were able to sell their surplus rice and a local market started to operate, 
attracting traders who bought the produce. Little by little, a local economy started to take 
shape. 
 
The 1980s was when the waves of spontaneous migrants started to arrive as a result of 
the drought of 1982/1983. For them the settlement process was even more difficult, as 
they had no support from the state. Also during this period the government launched the 
“Eastern Lowlands Project” which sought to expand the amount of land planted with 
soya, requiring the promotion of an agroindustrial sector. With this project, the road 
started to be built. 
 
The last wave of migrants arrived in the 1990s and the early years of the 21st century. 
The settlement process was less difficult for these migrants, as the conditions had 
improved substantially. The soya economy was beginning to boom, the asphalted road 
was built, the weekly local market started to operate on a daily basis, and transport was 
available every day, which meant a constant supply of products. This decade also saw 
the arrival of the agroindustrial enterprises – both Bolivian and Brazilian – and the 
Mennonite settlers, factors which opened and dynamised agrarian property commerce. 
The site of the market had begun to turn into a small town. Shops and branches of 
financial services institutions moved in, the water cooperative was set up, a teacher 
training college was established and a higher education institution affiliated to the 
Gabriel René Moreno Autonomous University was opened. The creation of the 
Municipality of San Julián in 1999 led to the start of an urbanisation process.  
The colonists‟ economic situation improved substantially with the production of soya. 
This enabled them to diversify their activities into trade, transport and the sale of food in 
restaurants. 
 
The Municipality of San Julián has thus become a powerful magnet for different types of 
migrants. The quality of the soil, which is suitable for intensive farming, was what mainly 
enabled the growth of the soya agro-export economy.  
The area has several different categories of migrants: 
 
Small Farmer Colonists 
 

This category comprises the Bolivian migrants who came from the western highlands 
(Puna, Altiplano and Inter-Andean Valleys) in the departments of Potosí, Chuquisaca, 
Oruro and Cochabamba. As well as their origins, this category of migrants is 
characterised by their form of land ownership. This is usually a collective form of 
ownership, based on communities known as colonies. In each colony the land is 
distributed equally in 50-hectare plots. There are two types of colonist: those who came 
under the state programmes and those who settled there spontaneously. These 
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settlements took place between 1968 and 199219.Many of the small farmer colonists 
came from Potosí (6,288 people) and Chuquisaca (7,469 people), where their standard 
of living was even lower. Thus, from the point of view of the colonists, San Julián 
probably was a better option.  
 
Mennonites 
 
The Mennonites started to arrive in Bolivia in 1956. The policy at that time was aimed at 
populating the eastern lowlands of Bolivia, especially the department of Santa Cruz. 
Settlements of migrants from Japan and, later, the Russian Orthodox community were 
also promoted at that time. 
 
The first Mennonites came from Germany and were followed by migrants from the 
United States, Mexico, Paraguay, Belize and Brazil. There are currently some 27 
Mennonite colonies occupying about 500,000 hectares of land all over the eastern 
lowlands of Bolivia. There is no exact information about the number of colonies, their 
population and the amount of land they occupy in San Julián because their rate of 
immigration is very fast, as is the speed with which they buy up land. 
 
Among several particular features, the Mennonites are characterised by practising 
intensive agriculture on the whole of their land. This means that they completely deforest 
their land. They usually exhaust the land quickly, and this drives them to move to new 
land which they acquire either by buying or by renting it. This practice has meant that the 
Mennonites have bought or, more usually, rented land from the small farmer colonists in 
San Julián. 
 
In 1990 the Mennonites were producing 50% of the soya destined for export. Today their 
share has fallen to 25% due to the entry of other players onto the soya production stage, 
such as the agribusinesses. 
 
Agribusiness Entrepreneurs 
 
The business sector started to arrive in the San Julián area in 1990. In about 1980, the 
national government formulated the programme known as the “Eastern Lowlands 
Project,” part of which involved the design of an agro-export production proposal around 
the cultivation of soya. The land identified for this was the best land in the country. To 
start with, the government encouraged the distribution of land to “entrepreneurs” in the 
municipality of Pailón. The process then continued to expand into the municipalities of 
Cuatro Cañadas, San Julián, San Ramón, El Puente and Ascensión de Guarayos. 
 
The origins of the business sector are very diverse, but most of it is made up of Bolivian 
businesspeople from the department of Santa Cruz and other areas of the country. They 
usually gained access to land for free through the agrarian reform process or by simple 
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 In theory the agrarian reform guaranteed the free access to the land for all categories of land-
owners. However, the National institute of Colonisation took the decision to charge a symbolic 
sum to the beneficiaries since the new human settlements were established with the assistance 
of the state. In the case of new spontaneous settlements, the settlements were first constituted 
individually and later legalised. A symbolic sum for the land was also paid. Some settlers gained 
access to the land through the purchase of another settler; however, such a practice was not 
common. 
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de facto appropriation. There are also businesspeople from Brazil and Argentina, who 
obtained land by buying it from Bolivian entrepreneurs. 
 
The business sector introduced the mechanisation of farming and launched the soya 
agro-export model. It employs 3,700 farm workers. Its farming systems are intensive and 
involve large areas of land: plantations ranging from 5,000 to 15,000 hectares can be 
found. They carry out the wholesale deforestation of thousands of hectares and use 
large quantities of inputs, including chemical fertilisers, herbicides and pesticides. They 
have recently introduced genetically modified seeds. Like the Mennonites, these 
agribusinesses also exhaust the soil in just a few years. They sell the exhausted land or 
turn it into pasture for cattle farming, and then they buy new land. 
 
From the point of view of the environment and climate change, the farming methods 
practiced by the agribusinesses and the Mennonites make them the sector responsible 
for the highest rates of deforestation and greenhouse gas emissions in the region. 
 
5.1 The Urbanisation Process 

 

Starting in the 1990s, the municipality of San Julián began an urbanisation process 
based on the local market set up by the colonists in 1968. The growing soya economy 
required increasing amounts of services and trade. Today, San Julián has a town in 
which small farmer colonist families live side by side with migrants who have no 
involvement in farming. The small farmer colonists have expanded their economic 
activities into trade in goods and food, as well as local and inter-provincial transport, both 
to the city of Santa Cruz and to San Ramón and San Javier, two equally dynamic nearby 
towns. These activities, especially transport, have offered employment opportunities to 
young people. 
 
As in the case of any urbanisation process, the town attracts migrants from different 
parts of the country, many of whom work in independent commercial and service 
activities. There is also a non-permanent migrant population of seasonal labourers who 
work on the farms run by the Mennonites and the agribusinesses. 
 
Today, San Julián also has higher education institutions: a teacher training college and a 
branch of the Gabriel René Moreno Autonomous University of Santa Cruz. This has 
likewise attracted young students from neighbouring municipalities. 
 
5.2  Mapping migration to San Julián and away from San Julián 

 

Our work to explore migration was done with the small farmer colonists who settled in 
the area through the state-run programmes of directed colonisation. It was found that 
two types of migration process are underway in the area: in-migration and out-migration. 
Consequently, we carried out two migration mapping exercises: one looked at the origin 
of the inhabitants of San Julián and the other mapped the destinations of the people who 
migrate away from the area. 
 
Migration to San Julián 
 
With regard to the origin of the migrants who came to San Julián, most of them are from 
the departments of Potosí and Chuquisaca. Those from Potosí come from – in order of 
importance – the central area of the department, Southern and Northern Potosí, from the 
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provinces of Tomás Frías, Cornelio Saavedra, Nor Chichas, Quijarro, Linares, Chayanta 
and Charcas. Those from Chuquisaca come from the central area of the department, 
from the provinces of Zudáñez, Yamparáes and Tomina. What all these places have in 
common is that they are areas affected by the processes of erosion and desertification. 
Although the flow of migrants to the area began in 1968 with the first settlement 
organised by the National Colonisation Institute (INC), the largest wave took place from 
1974 onwards under the directed colonisation programmes. Spontaneous settlers 
started to arrive in 1985. 
 
The settlement process under the state-run directed colonisation programmes included 
food rations until the first harvest, title to a plot of land with an area already cleared for 
the building of a house and the planting of the first crop, rice seeds and farming tools. 
Because the colonists came from different communities, the INC played a mediation role 
to organise the work and encourage mutual cooperation in the new settlement. Even so, 
many of the colonists were unable to get used to the conditions in the new environment 
– the heat, mosquitoes and other insects, snakes and other wild animals in the forest – 
and abandoned their land, some temporarily, some for good. 
 
The spontaneous settlers, in contrast, had no support of any kind, either from the state 
or from private organisations. The conditions for these colonists were therefore much 
more difficult and they suffered from higher rates of malnutrition, illness and death. 
When people were asked about the causes that led to their migration to San Julián, they 
mentioned environmental factors such as erosion and the lack of land, as well as climate 
factors such as drought and frost which made agriculture impossible. 
 
On balance, their settlement in San Julián has been positive. They started by solving 
their subsistence problems, and they are now able to diversify their livelihoods. The 
negative thing was having left their culture behind. The change to San Julián meant the 
gradual loss of their cultural values, their music, their food and their community life. 
Those who migrated under the directed colonisation programme were mainly families. 
The men went first, and after a time (almost a year later) they were joined by their wives 
and children. In the case of young single men, after the first harvest they went back to 
their communities of origin to find a partner. 
 
They used to visit their relatives and their community of origin every year for the annual 
fiesta. As time went by, however, these visits became increasingly infrequent until in the 
end contact was definitively severed. These migrants do not send money to their 
communities of origin. Their children usually visit their grandparents once or twice. Thus, 
their migration to San Julián has become permanent and caused a rupture with their 
communities of origin. 
 
Migration away from San Julián 
 
With regard to migration away from San Julián, our mapping exercise identified 
Argentina and Spain as the most important destinations, with the United States, Brazil, 
Chile and the city of Santa Cruz de la Sierra (the departmental capital) as less common 
destinations.  
 
In the case of Argentina, these are temporary migrations. People usually go there once a 
year to work on the vegetable and fruit harvest or in the construction industry. They state 
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that sometimes whole families move temporarily to Argentina, but this is usually 
migration by young men, the sons of small farmer colonists. The expectation of these 
young men is to save money to buy a motorcycle or car so that they can work in the 
transport sector, which represents an employment option. 
 
In the case of Spain and the other more distant countries, people migrate for several 
years to work in various different jobs. These migrants send remittances to their family 
and their expectation is to save money to start their own business, either in San Julián or 
in Santa Cruz. 
 
In the case of people who move to the city of Santa Cruz, their migration is likewise long-
term. They migrate to find jobs in construction and, in the case of women, domestic 
service. However, the fact that the city is only a three-hour journey from San Julián 
means that this migration does not cause any conflict. 
 
Apart from this, young people also move to the city of Santa Cruz de la Sierra to study. 
Also, thanks to scholarship programmes, several young people are studying in Cuba and 
Venezuela. Moving in order to study often leads to permanent migration, because 
people with a university degree do not usually find work in San Julián. 
 
Now, it is curious that young people in search of an income have to migrate away from 
an area like San Julián, where – at least for now – there are no livelihood problems and 
subsistence issues have been resolved: they are on an asphalted road, 3 hours away 
from the departmental capital city, trade takes place daily and they are linked to the soya 
agro-export industry that provides them with the highest incomes of any rural area of 
Bolivia.  
 
The problem with the young people seems to be connected to the fact that they have no 
access to resources or land. The owners of the land are their parents, who live and work 
there, take the decisions and determine how the income they earn from farming is to be 
spent. Although their entry into the soya agro-export industry has turned out to be a 
good way to resolve subsistence problems, it also meant that they had to get into debt to 
start producing the crop. In the past, in order to grow rice for family consumption, each 
colonist would farm between 1 and 5 hectares, using family labour. With the change to 
soya, in contrast, they needed to plant 50 hectares. This meant that they had to invest 
capital and buy machinery and inputs on a scale they were not prepared for. This implied 
that they had to get into debt and, at the same time, they needed to expand, because 
farming with machinery on 50 hectares is inefficient. The colonists say that the ideal area 
of land for farming soya would be 150 hectares. 
 

6. Public policies, migration and climate change  
 

6.1 Politics and Public Policy 
 

Although the concept of “public policy” is still controversial (see following paragraph), it is 
usually defined as continuous and progressive action taken by the state with the aim of 
addressing issues and solving problems related to the provision, distribution and 
redistribution of “public goods” and   resources. Public policies are prioritised on a public 
agenda, developed in a collaborative or participatory interaction between the state and 
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society, with the aim of bringing about changes or improvements in the short, medium 
and long term.  
 
The art of public policy is in building the “space” for state-society deliberation, dialogue 
and negotiation, also known as the “public sphere.” This is where the public agenda is 
established, based on initiatives coming from the state or society; the players are 
government institutions and social organisations. For this to happen, there needs to be 
an open democratic context, with institutions willing to accept citizen participation and 
public scrutiny, and the political will on the part of the players, mainly those in the state, 
to allocate resources to the issues on the public agenda. The public agenda is at the 
mercy of a dialectical playoff of interests with regard to how to distribute public goods. 
The destination of public resources is thus a product of history and evolution. The state, 
whose main interest is the reproduction of its own power, attempts to gain as much 
autonomy as possible from society, and society in turn attempts to participate as much 
as possible in the state‟s decisions. This playoff is regulated through the political system. 
The greater or lesser autonomy of the state depends on the strength of the political 
system, political organisations‟ capacity to mediate and the legitimacy of the 
government. This latter aspect is in turn related to the effectiveness of the government‟s 
actions and the state‟s capacity to respond to society‟s problems and needs. In this 
sense, not all the actions taken by the state can be categorised as public policy. The 
actions the state takes while making use of its autonomy are simply state or government 
policies. 
 
Once the decision is taken, the public policy must be implemented. Here there is a 
second level of decision-making which is related to the efficacy of the state. Firstly, the 
state‟s ability to act is constrained because: i) it is subject to rules, laws and procedures; 
ii) resources (time, money, personnel) are not sufficient to address every problem with 
the same intensity, which means that priorities must be established. Furthermore, it 
needs to coordinate and make links in many different directions to achieve its ends. 
Since the state has institutions with different areas of specialisation (ministries, 
enterprises, programmes), and various levels (national government, regional and local 
governments) with different powers and jurisdictions, no one institution works on the 
whole problem and each only deals with a part of it. Consequently, state action is always 
collective and involves cooperation between different institutional players. This also 
creates problems of governance. 
 
6.2 Public Policy in Bolivia 

 

Applied to the Bolivian case, this concept can be located in a moment in history that 
coincides with the shift from a model of “public administration” to a model of “public 
management,” which took place from 1985 onwards, starting with the adoption of the 
neoliberal model. This does not rule out the possibility of applying it also at special 
moments such as the National Revolution process (1952-1964), an interregnum in which 
there was a high level of popular participation in the definition of the large and small 
issues in the life of the country. Before the National Revolution, and after it, until 1983, 
plutocratic and autocratic governments alternated with military dictatorships. 
 
In 1983, Bolivia recovered its democratic institutional status following a period of military 
dictatorships (1964-1983). At the same time, a profound economic crisis began to 
manifest itself as a result of the fall in the international prices of tin, which in those days 
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was the state‟s main source of revenue. This, combined with an enormous external debt 
(inherited from the dictatorships), the servicing of which absorbed 90% of the state‟s 
revenue, caused a process of hyper-inflation (27,000%) which deeply affected the 
national economy. The crisis dragged on unresolved until 1985, when the government 
introduced a set of shock measures known collectively as the New Economic Policy 
(NEP). As well as bringing the economic crisis under control, this introduced a new, 
neoliberal-style economic model and, with it, a new structure for the state, which had 
hitherto operated in a centralised way and controlled much of the economy. The main 
and most important features of the NEP were: i) liberalisation of the economy and 
markets, including the labour market; ii) a change in the role of the state to reduce it to a 
stewardship and regulatory function, and the shrinking of the state apparatus; iii) 
stabilisation of the state‟s revenue through taxes; and iv) the transfer of state 
enterprises, including public services, to the private sector. Clearly, these strategic 
guidelines were in tune with an international context that promoted a model of public 
management based on collaboration and partnership between the state and the private 
sector. 
 
From society, there also arose a demand for participation which can be read as having 
three dimensions: i) democratic participation in the election of national, regional and 
local authorities; ii) participation in decisions on major national issues, especially 
decisions about non-renewable natural resources20 and sectoral resources; and iii) the 
inclusion of indigenous issues, not just in public policy but also in the structure of the 
state through the recognition of the indigenous peoples‟ territories and their ancestral 
forms of government.  
 
The model was implemented vigorously in the 1990s, a decade in which all the state 
enterprises were privatised. But fundamental changes aimed at administrative 
decentralisation were also introduced in the structure of the state, and environmental 
issues were included in the state‟s agenda.  
 
In the area of decentralisation, one of the most important innovations in the structure of 
the state was the 1994 “Popular Participation Law,”21 which took administrative 
decentralisation down to the level of the municipality22 and awarded the municipal 
government the following (and other) powers: i) planning and administration of local 
development with a formal system of citizen participation in planning and oversight of the 
use of public resources; and ii) the provision of basic services and infrastructure for 
education and health services. It was expected that the actions taken by the state would 
be more effective under this system, especially with regard to poverty reduction. Another 
objective was to preserve the autonomy of the central or national government in taking 
forward the privatisation of state enterprises. 
 

                                                      
20

 One of the most important issues was, as always, the management of natural resources, 
especially non-renewable ones (minerals and hydrocarbons). This was something that had 
always caused conflict between the state and society, mainly because the autocratic and 
plutocratic governments refused to include the management of these resources in the public 
agenda. 
21

 This was the only change introduced by the neoliberal model that was widely supported. 
22

 The category of the municipality is important because until that time the only municipal 
governments were in cities. The municipality, in contrast, is an urban and rural territory that 
enabled the democratic inclusion of rural and indigenous people, at least formally. Factors such 
as the lack of identity cards continue to restrict their participation. 
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The start of decision-making processes based on the public policy system can be 
located at this time. An inclusive municipal political system was created, which enabled 
the decentralisation of decision-making and the fair distribution of resources to every 
corner of the country. This improved the effectiveness of the state - although not 
necessarily its efficiency. The problems lie instead in the scarcity of resources and at the 
operational level: i) the participatory methods for linking demands to plans and oversight 
of the use of resources; ii) the administration of resources has to comply with a set of 
norms and procedures established not just by the state but also by international 
cooperation agencies; and iii) the difficulties of coordinating between the central level 
and the municipal governments, in order to connect policies and provide financial 
resources. This implied a great deal of negotiation with central government and between 
central government and international cooperation agencies, in order to achieve joint 
investment. Also, the central government set up the so-called “national programmes” 
which worked in a decentralised manner with resources of the international cooperation 
therefore starting, in many cases, to compete with municipal governments. This last 
point is important, because it adds an ingredient to the management of public policy: the 
necessity of consensus-building within the state itself23. 
 
Another of the aspects that need to be mentioned is that the stabilisation of state 
revenue by means of taxes turned out to be insufficient, even for financing the state‟s 
regular activities. Successive governments resorted to multilateral and bilateral 
cooperation agencies to finance some of the state‟s regular activities as well as public 
investment. All the programmes on the state agenda depended on international 
cooperation funds to cover about 80% of their budget.24 This led to a great dependence 
on external funding and the donors ended up influencing policies, based on their own 
agendas. 
 
The decentralisation and municipal participation process represented a partial response 
to social demands, but only at the municipal level. National issues, in contrast, remained 
outside the public agenda, giving rise to growing social pressure and conflict which led to 
the formation of social movements that challenged the political power structure. The 
decline in the “neoliberal” model was due mainly to: i) the congenital weakness of its 
political system, which increasingly lost legitimacy,25 essentially because the political 
parties proved to be unsuitable channels for mediation and the state became vulnerable 
to social pressure; ii) the dogmatic application of a model of collaboration and 
partnership in a context in which the national private sector was small and weak, which 
meant that the state enterprises were transferred to transnational enterprises; iii) the 

                                                      
23

 For instance, municipal governments are supposed to invest in small irrigation projects but in 
many cases they do not have resources for this. On the contrary, the Programa de Apoyo a la 
Seguridad Alimentaria (PASA) decided, according to its own objectives and agenda, to finance 
small irrigation projects without needing to consult or negotiate with the municipal governments. 
In this way, PASA no only was a competitor to the municipal government but was also detrimental 
to the municipal planning and financing of local development plans.  
24

 The reports produced by the Economic Policy Analysis Unit (UDAPE) estimate that the funds 
coming from international cooperation reached an average of US$600 million per year over the 
last 15 years. 
25

 Between 1985 and 2004, governments took office with the votes of less than 35% of the 
electorate. The last government in this period was voted for by just 21% of the electorate. This 
fragmentation of the vote led to the formation of spurious coalitions with no programmatic 
agenda, whose priority was to parcel out government jobs. 
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constraint that the state imposed upon itself with regard to non-intervention in the 
economy, which meant that it lost effectiveness in the “fight against poverty,”26 an issue 
on which great emphasis was placed in the design of public policies; and iv) the lack of 
political will to develop a public agenda, which led to a scenario of confrontation between 
society and the state. 
 
The crisis in the political system began in 2004. The social movements were able to 
come together in an alternative political organisation and in December 2005 they won 
the election with 54% of the vote, a victory without precedent in the history of Bolivia. A 
totally new type of government took office: the social movements had gained access to 
political power. The central themes in this new process are social participation at all 
levels of the state, the inclusion of indigenous identity as part of the state structure and 
the key role of the state in the economy, based on the setting up of public enterprises. 
This implied the reorganisation of the state and bringing the economy under state 
management in the areas of natural resources and public services. Likewise, all state 
issues were put on the public agenda and a Constitutional Assembly was held, which 
redesigned the structure and functions of the state. The new constitution was approved 
in a referendum held in February 2009, so it is now in the process of being fully 
implemented. 
 
The characteristics of the new institutional structure are: i) the Plurinational State, which 
includes all the indigenous nations and peoples in the structure of the state; ii) the 
Participatory State, which recognises the participation of “organised civil society” in the 
planning of development and the definition of public policy, at every level and in all 
institutions; and iii) the Decentralised State, which recognises two levels of government: 
the central level, composed of four branches (the executive, the legislature, the judiciary 
and the electoral authority), and the autonomous level, which comprises departmental, 
municipal, indigenous and regional autonomous bodies, all of which have legislative and 
executive powers. For this institutional structure to function, a distribution of powers has 
been established. This whole structure is in the process of being regulated and 
implemented, so that it will be the institutional framework that governs public policy. 
 
With regard to the environment, the systematic inclusion of environmental issues in the 
state agenda took place in the 1990s, through the adoption of the concept of 
“sustainable development.” Over the course of this decade, all the legislation in force 
today was enacted. The principal milestone was the Environment Law (1992). This was 
followed by the Forestry Law and the National Agrarian Reform Institute Law (1996), 
which introduced norms for the sustainable use of land and forests. The National 
Renewable Natural Resources Regulation System and the National System of Protected 
Areas were set up. 
 
This was also the decade when issues related to climate change became part of the 
agenda. The National Climate Change Programme was set up in 1994 as part of the 
Ministry of Sustainable Development and Environment. That same year, the Framework 
Convention on Climate Change was adopted, the national inventory of greenhouse gas 
emissions was carried out and found that most CO2 and methane emissions are 
produced by the farming sector, and, finally, the Kyoto Protocol was ratified in 1998. 
 

                                                      
26

 Reports produced by UDAPE and the United Nations Development Programme state that 
between 1990 and 2005 poverty increased and the gap between rich and poor got wider. 
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Since 2006, responsibility for environmental issues has been divided up in the 
government structure. A Ministry of Environment and Water was created separately from 
the Ministry of Development Planning, which has led to an eternal debate about how to 
make environmental issues cross-cutting. This institutional arrangement also places 
constraints on the development of public policies. Likewise, it makes it more difficult to 
reach consensus within the state and forge links with the decentralised levels for policy 
implementation. In the institutional structure, the role of the National Climate Change 
Programme is to advise decision-makers in the national government rather than acting 
as a policy implementation body. 
 
6.3  Policies on Migration 

 

Practically ever since the Republic of Bolivia was founded in 1825, one of the state‟s 
concerns has been how to populate the country‟s territory. Already in 1826 the foothills 
of the eastern mountain range was identified as a “colonisation zone” and a system of 
bonuses or rewards was established for anyone who managed to settle one inhabitant 
per km2. However, this policy was not successful. Migrants tended to head for the cities 
and mining centres. In the second half of the 19th century, migrants went to the 
department of Pando in the north of the country, motivated by the boom in rubber 
extraction. This involved an almost forced movement of Chiquitano, Guarayo and 
Ayoreo indigenous people from the department of Santa Cruz and Tacana people from 
the department of La Paz, who were treated as semi-slaves. The rubber economy also 
attracted foreign immigrants, mainly Germans, who dealt with the administrative work 
and also made some investments in cattle farming and sugar cane production in Santa 
Cruz. After the rubber economy declined in about the mid-20th century, the area became 
depopulated. 
 
In 1942 the government contracted an international task-force to formulate a national 
development plan. Named after the head of the mission, this was known as the Bohan 
Plan. Its main proposals were import substitution, diversification of the economy and “the 
march to the east.” This involved cutting a road from Cochabamba to Santa Cruz, 
organising settlements in the eastern lowlands, distributing land and encouraging the 
formation of an agroindustrial business sector to kick-start a dynamic economy, based 
principally on the production of sugar. 
 
It is important to understand that at this time Bolivia was a country that had little in the 
way of a road network. There was one main road that linked the cities of La Paz, Oruro 
and Cochabamba. There was also a railway which, as well as connecting these three 
cities, gave the country access to Arica in Chile on the Pacific coast, to facilitate mineral 
exports. The whole of the road network had been developed to meet the needs of 
mining, first silver and later tin. In 1950 a national census was carried out and counted 
2.7 million inhabitants, 75% of whom lived in rural areas and 80% at altitudes higher 
than 2,500 metres, in an area that represented just 40% of the country‟s territory. 
 
1952 was the year of the National Revolution. A popular insurrection by workers and 
small-scale farmers, this put an end to more than a century of domination by the 
oligarchy, based on the mining enclaves and the large agricultural estates. The oligarchs 
failed to (or did not wish to) integrate indigenous people in the life of the country or 
develop other areas of the economy and trade such as manufacturing industry. In 
programmatic terms, the National Revolution was based on the universal vote, the 



 

37 

nationalisation of the mines, agrarian reform, the reform of education and industrial 
development.27 
 
In this context, the governments of the National Revolution (1952-1964)28 took up the 
Bohan proposals again and put in practice the “march to the east.” They built the 
Cochabamba-Santa Cruz road and, as part of the agrarian reform, took forward the 
distribution of land and the directed and semi-directed “colonisation” programmes. One 
of the objectives of the agrarian reform was to prevent rural-urban migration. The 
attempt was made to replace it by rural-rural migration through land distribution and the 
colonisation programmes. This policy was effective to some extent, but it did not 
succeed in diverting the flow of migrants heading for the cities. Paradoxically, the policy 
of industrial development and economic diversification required increasing amounts of 
labour. Under the colonisation programmes, about 6,000 families were settled on a total 
area of 2 million hectares between 1969 and 1992. However, the colonisation projects 
started to decline in 1986, following the introduction of the neoliberal model. From that 
year onwards, the work of the INC was limited to dealing with the paperwork submitted 
to it by the spontaneous settlements. 
 
At the start of the 1990s, the crisis in the agrarian reform process became evident. The 
land distribution process had become distorted, and the land was once again 
concentrated in just a few hands. At the same time, the emergence of a market in land 
acted as a great incentive for speculators to appropriate land and triggered new waves 
of migration. The agrarian reform institutions had lost control of the land and 
administrative irregularities were detected. The government decided to call a moratorium 
on the agrarian reform process until 1996, when a new agrarian law was enacted. This 
law stipulates that the newly-created National Agrarian Reform Institute has the power to 
undertake human settlement programmes on state-owned land.  
 
However, the state was mainly concerned about one type of migration: the one that 
focused on the colonisation areas for the purpose of populating the territory. Migration 
for other reasons such as education, work or subsistence, and migration abroad were 
not on the state agenda and were always considered part of the private sphere. It is not 
that the state was unaware of the situation. In fact, the last three population censuses 
gathered information about migration and the reports produced by the National Institute 
of Statistics based on regular surveys provide evidence of the migration that was taking 
place. The state‟s inaction is also a political decision and if it took no action this was 

                                                      
27

 Prior to 1952, the only people allowed to vote were men who knew how to read and write and 
had a certain level of income determined by the state. Women, illiterate and rural and indigenous 
people did not have the right to vote. The mining and export of tin was controlled by three 
businessmen: Patiño, Hochschild and Aramayo. Patiño was the most important: he even 
managed to buy and build up a tin smelting business in England. He was one of the richest men 
in the world and acquired a title as part of the nobility. The farming sector was dominated by a 
group of large landowners who made up 4% of the population and controlled 80% of the 
cultivable land at altitudes higher than 2,000 metres. They kept many of the country‟s indigenous 
people in conditions of servitude and unpaid work. Indigenous people in rural areas and many 
women in urban areas had no access to education. The sole concern of past governments was to 
keep mining going as a primary industry, to the point where not even smelting or any other 
related industry was developed. 
28

 Although the democratic governments linked to the National Revolution lasted from 1952 to 
1964, their programmatic influence continued until 1986. After 1964 there was a long period of 
military dictatorships which lasted until 1983. 
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because of: i) the aim of populating the territory: the more people move, the better the 
population distribution will be and if they move under their own steam there is no cost to 
the state (although this is relative, as migrants start demanding services in their new 
place of residence), and ii) the impossibility of providing job opportunities or access to 
land. 
 
At the same time, from the point of view of society, migration has not been included as 
an issue on the social agenda. This can be explained in part by the fact that the rural 
population sees migration as a solution to their problems rather than an additional 
problem. In the cases of Northern Potosí and San Julián that are the subject of this 
study, migration plays an important role in enabling people to adapt to changes in the 
climate and erosion. For young people, it is also a response to the impossibility of 
gaining access to land. 
 
Recognising migration as a fact of life, an NGO working in Northern Potosí took the 
initiative of setting up a training programme for young men and women in trades such as 
building work and cookery, with the aim of enabling them to migrate in a better position, 
with improved employment options in the places to which they migrate. 
 
Municipal governments and communities are also concerned, because migration may 
have a negative or constraining impact on local development. On the one hand, by 
reducing the population, it leads to a fall in the amount of funds coming from the national 
treasury, as these are allocated on a per capita basis. On the other, the loss of young 
people implies that many projects with medium- and long-term objectives, such as the 
provision of basic services and certain types of infrastructure, especially in education, 
could be left without “beneficiaries” in the medium and long term. 
 
6.4 Policies on Climate Change 

 

Dealing with issues related to climate change used to be almost exclusively the domain 
of the state, and more particularly the national government. It is only since 2006 that a 
dialogue has started to open up with civil society organisations. The issues included in 
this dialogue, however, have focused almost exclusively on the country‟s position on the 
world stage. It has not yet addressed the inclusion of climate change issues in 
development planning, let alone adaptation programmes. At the municipal government 
level, the issue is not being addressed practically in any way. It can be said that the 
action taken by the state has been mainly oriented towards the international arena and 
little emphasis has so far been placed on domestic climate change issues. 
It is worth mentioning that the national government has incorporated a certain degree of 
formal participation by social movements in the institutional structure of the National 
Climate Change Programme, by setting up a “liaison” level that facilitates contact and 
consultation with civil society organisations. 
 
In society, although the effects of climate change are perceived, there is not yet a 
defined position on issues that could be included in a public agenda. Some initiatives are 
being taken forward in Northern Potosí by NGOs that are implementing small-scale 
irrigation systems as an adaptation measure. They are also seeking to include these 
activities in municipal government plans.  
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In conclusion, climate change does not yet form part of the public agenda. However, the 
political and institutional foundations have been laid for it to be included. The challenges 
for the future concern the institutional arrangements that would enable a genuine 
dialogue to take place between the state and society, as well as functioning linkages 
between central government and the autonomous or decentralised level.  
 

7. Final reflections  
 
As will have become clear from the above brief description and analysis of migration 
processes, both in Northern Potosí and in San Julián, migration is a complex issue, the 
causes of which cannot be generalised and depend on local realities. 
In the case of Northern Potosí, migration is the result of a lengthy process of 
impoverishment. The rupture of the local tradition of farming on discontinuous ecological 
levels and the fragmentation of indigenous territories, due to the presence of large 
landed estates and the imposition of political-administrative divisions by the state, 
marked the start of a process that weakened the local way of life. Then came the 
economic crises in the mining enclaves and state economic policies and, finally, the 
acceleration of soil erosion as a result of the drought caused by El Niño in 1982/1983 - 
1985/1986 and climate change. 
 
The region has experienced different types of migration. One involved the search for 
work in the mining centres and cities, and another the possibility of obtaining new land in 
San Julián, the Chapare region and Yucumo; in both these cases, migration tended to 
be permanent. Today, the type of migration tends to be temporary, regular moves to 
nearby places such as the city of Cochabamba and Llallagua, not with the objective of 
leaving the region but rather with the aim of sustaining life in the ayllus. From this point 
of view, migration seems to represent an adaptation response to the impoverishment 
caused by environmental degradation (soil erosion) and climate change. This migration 
turns out to be an activity that complements people‟s rural way of life. 
 
In the case of San Julián, it is a destination for migrants and they have settled there 
permanently. This is firstly because of how difficult it is for migrants to return, and 
secondly because of the prosperity the region is enjoying due to the growth of the soya 
agro-export economy. Nevertheless, migration away from San Julián, mainly by young 
people, is also taking place. This may indicate that migration with the aim of gaining 
access to land only resolves the problem of one generation: that of the first migrants. 
Subsequent generations find themselves in the same situation as their predecessors. 
The aim of the young people who migrate away from San Julián is to provide themselves 
with the capital they need to obtain work in San Julián. 
 
What both cases have in common is migration by young people, and for similar reasons. 
This suggests that migration is also age-related, and the underlying issue is young 
people‟s access to livelihoods. In Northern Potosí, land is scarce due to erosion 
problems. Climate variability, affected by climate change, has reduced productivity. In 
San Julián, young people are excluded from the soya economy. 
 
Furthermore, although we have analysed migration influenced by climate change in the 
specific context of Northern Potosí, it may well be more widespread in the Bolivian 
highlands, with varying levels of intensity. The drought of 1983 affected all the altiplano 
communities, and changes in the climate are equally noticeable everywhere in the 
region. In the south and centre of the high plateau, the consequences are similar, but 
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with the disadvantage of not having a large city nearby. In the case of the northern 
altiplano, the differences are firstly that soil erosion is not a decisive factor and secondly 
that it is easier to travel from rural communities to the cities of La Paz or El Alto. In El 
Alto, for example, it is common to find families with dual residence in the city and in their 
rural community or ayllu. 
 
However, population movements may be “adding fuel to the fire” because, in the case of 
migration to the eastern lowlands motivated by access to land, it leads to an increase in 
forest clearance and burning, thus contributing to a rise in greenhouse gas emissions. 
The same can be said of those who migrate to cities such as La Paz, Cochabamba and 
Santa Cruz and find work in the urban transport sector. This leads to an increase in the 
number of vehicles and the burning of fossil fuels. 
 
Furthermore, it is evident that little has been done to develop public policies on the 
issues of migration and climate change. The main difficulties and limitations here have to 
do with the institutional structure and central government‟s ability to forge links with the 
autonomous or decentralised level – a decisive factor in public policy implementation. 
 
In the case of Northern Potosí, public policies should prioritise sustained action to control 
erosion and enable the land and landscape to recover. Everyone knows this. So why are 
no measures being taken? The possible answers are, firstly, that activities of this sort 
require specialist knowledge that is lacking in municipal governments. Secondly, they 
imply the allocation of significant amounts of funds for a very long time, and 
governments (both national and municipal) are only in office for five years. Therefore, 
initiatives of this sort are not “profitable” for politicians, as they would not bear fruit during 
their time in government. 
 
This implies that some thought must be given to a type of institutional arrangement that 
brings in specialist knowledge of the issue and is able to transcend government terms. 
One option is to set up a programme, with its own resources, that would devote itself 
exclusively to environmental issues and adaptation to climate change. 
 
Finally, the other problem – that of young people and livelihoods – is likewise excluded 
from public policy, because young people have no possibility of influencing policies. In 
social organisations, those with the right to speak and to vote are adults, and they are 
the owners of the land. In the two areas studied, however, young people have started to 
get organised and are trying to raise awareness in social organisations to include their 
problems on the agenda. Strengthening and training these organisations could be a very 
fruitful line of action. 
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