
 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
Diversifying livelihoods and land 

management 
 

A case study on the prospects and challenges of a 

permaculture project in rural Las Pavas, Nicaragua 
 
 

Susanna Dobrota  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Supervisor: Lowe Börjeson 

Globalization, environment and social change 

Department of Human Geography 

Stockholm University 

SE-106 91 Stockholm / Sweden 



1 

 

 

Abstract 

Dobrota, Susanna (2015). Diversifying livelihoods and land management – A case study on 

the prospects and challenges of a permaculture project in rural Las Pavas, Nicaragua 

Human Geography, advanced level, Master thesis for Master exam in Human Geography, 

30ECTS credits.  

Supervisor: Lowe Börjeson 

Language: English  

 

 

 

The socioeconomic context of many biodiversity rich countries is argued to be heavily 

dwarfed in current conservation and development debate, resulting in that projects that 

intersect complex issues of development and conservation are often simplistically deemed as 

being unsuccessful. The aim of this research has therefore been to attain a more profound 

understanding of how socioeconomic conditions and local neoliberal contexts effect ICDP 

projects and to an extent also agroecological transition. In this case study ten qualitative life-

story interviews were carried out during a minor field study in rural Las Pavas, Nicaragua. 

These were further analyzed through the use of the sustainable livelihood approach in order 

to identify what impacts the local socioeconomic contexts had on participant livelihoods and 

also what prospects and challenges C.I.P.P’s permaculture project presented in this regard. 

The empirical evidence shows that participant livelihoods were subjected to several 

constraints that were buttressed by the neoliberal development context which signified a great 

reliance on cattle raising as main financial activity at the expense of other important natural 

assets such as forest and water. Furthermore, demonstrating that permaculture projects had to 

provide the widest range of benefits with the least amount of risk in order to be adopted.  

Key words: Permaculture, Nicaragua, Las Pavas, rural livelihoods, diversification, land 

management, sustainable livelihood approach 
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1.Introduction 

Biodiversity decrease has been argued one of the greatest environmental issues of our time 

(Perfecto et al 2009: IX). The cumulative loss of natural resources and species varieties is 

often, by some scholars, unjustly ascribed to issues of increasing populations in the 

developing world which in turn puts higher pressures on ecosystems when food demand 

increases, leading to subsequent degradation, habitat loss and biodiversity decline (Robbins 

2012:12). The argument, which to a great extent underpins conventional conservation policy 

stresses the need to separate nature from human activity as a means to protect the continued 

existence of valuable eco-systems and species varieties. As a result, the growing number of 

humans and the related expansion of agricultural production has increasingly become 

perceived as one of the largest threats to the natural environment (Perefecto et al 2009).  

 

The World Trade Organization (WTO) has also in line with these perceptions, argued for 

responsible investments in land acquisition as a way to address increased demand for food 

and also safeguard more land for conservation, an approach closely related to neoliberal 

conservation practices (Igoe & Brockington 2007). The general idea is to increase the 

production of what has been referred to as underutilized land in the developing world through 

private funding. It’s argued that by maximizing production of already cultivated land, through 

the use of more sophisticated technology, more of the untouched pristine land can be set aside 

for conservation, thus stating that the answer is a further intensification of conventional large 

scale agriculture (McMichael 2013:34). This approach has within scholarly circles been 

referred to as the land sparing argument.   

 

Opposing research has however argued that it is not agriculture per se, but rather large scale 

industrial agriculture in itself that poses the largest threat to the natural environment. It has 

been argued responsible, amongst other things, for the increasingly growing issues of falling 

water tables, deterioration of range land  and widespread soil erosion (Lang & Heasman 

2004:147). The negative impacts on the environment due to the extensive use of chemical 

fertilizers and pesticides associated with large scale agricultural production have also been 

extensively documented (Weis 2007). The conventional model is argued also responsible for 

issues of biodiversity decline as specific species are narrowed out and genetically 

standardized increasing issues of decreasing species variety and thus adding to issues of 

genetic erosion (Weis 2007:16). Thus, leading scholars to argue that further continuation of 

large scale monoculture is like recycling the actual problem as a solution and that finding 

alternatives to the conventional model of agriculture and food production is imperative if we 

do not want to face complete exhaustion of all ecosystem services (McMichael 2013). 

 

Efforts of safeguarding biodiversity and environmental resources should thus focus on the 

transition into more environmentally benign practices of agricultural production such as in the 

case of agroecology (Perfecto et al 2009), this approach has therefore as it opposes the 

arguments of land sparing, been referred to as the land sharing argument, which instead sees 

agricultural production and ecology as compatible. In relation to this, it has been argued that 

research carried out on agroecological systems of production have been found to be rich in 

biodiversity, consequently disproving simplistic claims generalizing all agricultural 

production as harmful to biodiversity and also generally accepted statements arguing that 

contiguous forests hold the largest varieties of species (Rochelau et al 2001).  
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When it comes to conservation efforts, countries located in the tropical regions such as 

Nicaragua have been centered out as the most important in terms of biodiversity conservation 

as the general pattern, apart from some exceptions is that the number of species increases with 

proximity to the equator (Perfecto et al 2009:15). As rural poverty is a widespread issue in 

this region, with a large amount of the population dependent on agricultural production for 

their subsistence, projects intersecting socioeconomic development with more 

environmentally sustainable practices of agricultural production, also referred to integrated 

conservation and development programs (ICDP’s) have since the 1980’s increased steadily 

(Znajda 2014).  

 

ICDP projects have however become increasingly criticized in the past decade, favoring those 

who argue for a return to restrictive fortress based conservation. It has been argued that ICDP 

initiatives are unable to provide results of success in relation to conservation and development 

goals (Znajda 2014). Adding also, that the projects are inherent to issue such; as unequal 

distribution of benefits from projects, lack of local community participation and conflicting 

priorities between conservationists and community members (Brechin et al 2003:12), thus 

also failing many times to enhance rural livelihoods. Development goals, however, use 

household economic increase as primary measure of development, which is also in many 

cases perceived as the only incentive for community members to join projects (Znajda 2014). 

Controversially, research has shown that financial gain does not ensure success in projects 

and that the success of projects are instead reliant on non-economic components of improving 

livelihoods (Brechin et al 2003:34-36). New knowledge, increased self-confidence, safety, 

feelings of empowerment, and social integration are in many cases what participants value 

higher than economic gain and make them feel project ownership which in turn increases their 

the prospects of the projects survival (ibid).  

 

It has thus been argued that the complex contexts, shaped by neoliberal socioeconomic 

policies that these projects have to operate within are portrayed with exaggerated simplicity in 

global negotiations. Instead of arguing that these projects are unsuccessful scholars highlight 

that we must attain a deeper understanding of the complexity that this kind of work entails 

and focus on achieving an enhanced understanding of why ICDPs projects have not 

accomplished greater success to date (Znajda 2014:326).  

1.2 Motivation and aim 

 

This research wishes to contribute to the ongoing land sharing / land sparing debate through 

insights attained from a case study on Centro integral para la propagación de permacultura 

(The integral center for permaculture expansion) (C.I.P.P.) and their work in rural Las Pavas, 

Nicaragua. Previous research has focused on ICDP projects in Nicaragua, however few have 

addressed projects that operate within a permaculture framework. This in turn has contributed 

to the perceived contemporary lack of scholarly work on permaculture (Ferguson & Lovell 

2014:252). It is this research gap that research wishes to fill, arguing that this case study on 

permaculture can offer new important insights of the prospects and challenges of ICDP 

projects that strive towards an agroecological transition of food production as a means to 

conserve biodiversity. The aim of this research is thus to attain a more profound 

understanding of how socioeconomic conditions and local neoliberal contexts effect ICDP 

projects and to an extent also agroecological transition. 
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1.3 Research questions 

- What has been the historical trajectory of C.I.P.P’s work when focusing on collaboration 

networks and general strategies of operation since its establishment in Las Pavas from 2010 

until present times?  

 

- How are projects implemented in order to support small-scale farmers, and can particular 

prospects and/or complexities in terms of improving social and economic situations whilst 

promoting conservation aims be identified? 

 

- How does the specific socioeconomic context of Las Pavas affect C.I.P.P’s project of 

agroecological transition and conservation in the community? 

1.4 Structure of thesis  

The following section, on previous research, will firstly introduce the reader to the larger 

scientific discussion related to the conservation and development debate and various 

environmental and social contestations that exist within it. It will then move on to explaining 

what the largest challenges are in terms of intersecting socioeconomic issues and 

environmental safeguarding with specific focus on ICDP projects operating in biodiversity 

rich areas in Latin America. This is done in order to provide the reader with a background of 

the scientific context before the agroecological transition and permaculture is then introduced 

in the following section as a land sharing strategy. A summary will then follow in order to 

connect the discussions and position this study of livelihoods and permaculture projects in Las 

Pavas within it.  

 

The third section will familiarize the reader with the theoretical framework of this thesis 

which is the sustainable livelihood approach (SLA), it will firstly give a brief historical 

background to its origin in relation to ICDP work and rural livelihoods and will then move on 

to explaining the different concepts within it and also how these in turn are interrelated. A 

discussion on some of the critique towards the SLA will then follow, the chapter will be 

concluded with a clarification of why this framework was considered suitable for this 

particular study.  

 

The methodology section thereafter presents the research design of the study and is also 

discussed in relation to the SLA. The motivational factors behind choosing Las Pavas as study 

site and the selection of participants through C.I.P.P. as a gatekeeper will also be brought 

forward. Data collection through the use qualitative semi-structured interviews, participant 

observations and group discussions will also be explained as well how and why a thematic 

analysis was carried out. Triangulation of findings through the use of different methods to 

strengthen findings and results is also elaborated, and to conclude an outline of the ethical 

considerations is provided.  

 

A presentation of the study sites background and context is provided in the fifth section with 

specific focus on some of the most prominent effects the implementation of neoliberal 

policies have had on rural livelihoods since the 1990’s in Nicaragua. This will give the reader 

a brief overview of the origins of the current livelihood conditions in Las Pavas which is the 

study site of this thesis.  

 

 



8 

 

In section six the empirical material is presented through an SLA framework pinpointing the 

most important aspects which project participants have elucidated during interviews when it 

comes to sustaining their livelihoods in Las Pavas, also highlighting some important aspects 

in relation to permaculture and the agroecological transition. The material is then analyzed 

through the conceptual framework that the SLA provides and major trade-offs and 

contestations related to the socioeconomic context are highlighted.  

 

Section seven provides a discussion on findings in relation to the discussion on the land 

sharing and land sparing debate and the complexities of C.I.P.P’s work in terms of 

intersecting development and conservation issues from a permaculture framework. It also 

elucidates the findings bigger implications in relation to ICDP work and also in terms of 

attaining an agroecological transition.  

 

In the las concluding section, the answers on the research questions are presented and also 

discussed in relation to their implication on research done on sustainable rural livelihoods.  
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2. Previous research and background 

This section will provide an outline of the current scientific development and conservation 

also referred to as the land sharing land sparing debate and the most prominent contestations 

of the land sparing argument. It will then move on to elucidating the issues of ICDP’s in 

contexts of biodiversity rich areas in the global south, with particular focus on Latin America. 

It will then move on to giving the reader a presentation of the discussion on the 

agroecological transition as a land sharing strategy and will further also give an introduction 

to permaculture as an agroecological movement. 

2.1 The contradictions of the land sparing argument  

There are currently two contending agricultural production systems that are competing for the 

predominance (Perfecto et al 2014:121) consequently polarizing scholars around either the 

intensification of the current industrial model, or a transition to an agroecological mode of 

production (ibid). Land sparing implies the intensification of industrial production especially 

in developing countries where it is argued that there are large portion of underutilized land 

than can be improved for maximum production (McMichael 2013). The argument is thus that 

by doing this more pristine and untouched land can be set aside for conservation thereby 

protecting it from the detrimental effects of humans. On the other hand there is however those 

that argue for land sharing practices stating that agriculture does not occur in a space 

separated from nature, and thus the intensification of the industrial model would only signify 

an increase in detrimental effects already associated with large scale agriculture as well as 

further biodiversity decrease (ibid).  

 

Perfecto et al (2009) argued in their book Nature’s Matrix: linking agriculture, conservation 

and food sovereignty that apolitical assumptions about nature and biodiversity which underpin 

a large deal of neoliberal conservation policy are flawed and threatens the future of 

biodiversity conservation. The assumptions were that there was a natural environment out 

there that had been destroyed and that we must to let what is left of it remain untouched and 

protected and that there needed to be efforts made to restore nature to its more primal state 

(Perfecto et al 2009). The loss of biodiversity has by neoliberal conservationists been ascribed 

to issues of an increasing population in biodiversity rich areas of the developing world. This 

in turn is argued to put higher pressures on eco-systems when food demand increases, leading 

to subsequent degradation, habitat loss and biodiversity decline (Robbins 2012:12). An issue 

which is likely to enhance as biodiversity is argued to have become pushed into sixth 

extinction phase by human activity (McCallum 2015). This argument, that underlines a great 

deal of conservation policy, has thus made the protection of biodiversity into a zero-sum game 

where we either can have people that increase the pressure on the expansion of agricultural 

production, or wildlife and biodiversity, thus framing agricultural production in the 

developing world as one of the largest threats to the continued existence of species varieties 

(Perfecto et al 2009:199). 
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The perception of “wilderness” has been highly debated referring to an idea of the existence 

of still pristine landscapes in the world that have yet not been modified by humans and needs 

to be preserved (Dahlberg et al 2010:210), this romanticized perception has also been related 

to the discussion of; second nature, social nature and humanized nature referring to nature that 

has allegedly lost is primal state as it has been tampered with by humans (Biersack 2006:14). 

In reality, it is in very few cases that these kind of untouched lands exits, only in the tropics it 

has been estimated that 70% of the land is somehow used and managed by people (Perfecto et 

al 2009: 199). It is therefore argued that the idea of a pristine and wild landscapes, usually is 

used as a way to write humans communities out of the environmental history of a place 

(Robbins 2012:180) and to further strengthen the arguments for conservation through the 

restriction of access. It is pointed out that in reality, the task of striving towards biodiversity 

protection through banning or limiting human activity in certain areas, in most cases is rather 

futile, and argued to instead serve other purposes that do not take environmental concerns into 

consideration but that are rather more interested in the control that such measures bring 

(Robbins 2012:181).  

 

From an ecological perspective there are scholars from fields, such as political ecology, that 

argue that the creation of bounded spaces poorly resonates with the ecosystem functions and 

flows of diverse natural elements and that putting such restriction will eventually be more 

harmful to biodiversity protection, resulting in an even larger possibility of extinction through 

isolation as the survival of many species depend on the possibility of moving through larger 

landscapes (Zimmerer 2000, Perfecto et al 2009). Currently the largest part of earths 

biodiversity is embedded in and moves through a setting that has been referred to as the 

agricultural matrix (Perfecto et al 2009), where fragments of contagious tropical forest existed 

surrounded by agricultural land managed by humans (ibid:7). Biodiversity conservation 

efforts have to a large extent only focused on the isolation forest fragments instead of taking 

into consideration the whole landscape which biodiversity moves through. These efforts are 

argued to be unsuccessful if focus is not instead redirected towards the agricultural activities 

that occur in the matrix. 

 

Conservation efforts should thus strive for making agricultural activities occurring in the 

agricultural matrix as benign as possible for biodiversity, Perfecto et al (2009) refers to this as 

a high quality matrix. Thus, stating that a model of rural development which encompasses 

both social and ecological complexities within a matrix framework will result in far greater 

development and safeguarding of biodiversity than a model of an imagined wild on the one 

side and industrial agriculture on the other (Perfecto et al 2014). Rochelau et al (2001) have in 

relation to this and also to the discussion related to the perceived harmfulness of all 

agricultural practices, argued in opposition to what many conservationist and development 

analyst have believed, that contiguous forests do not necessarily contain the greatest number 

of species and thus do not automatically hold the most potential maintaining genetic diversity. 

Instead, managed agroecological systems have also been documented rich in species diversity 

(Roceleau et al 2001:468). Therefore, highlighting the importance of strengthening these 

practices in terms of future biodiversity conservation.  

 

Countries with high biodiversity located in tropical regions are stated to be places of ongoing 

social and political contestations and are often prone to issues such as; high levels of poverty, 

insecure land tenure and landlessness and as well as questionable democratic political systems 

built upon histories of regressionist states (Brechin et al 2003:1). Furthermore, the processes 

of increased globalization have exacerbated already existent issues of inequality and 

marginalization.  
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The United Nations development program has stated that globalization has caused dangerous 

polarizations between the “haves” and “have nots” with little in the way of regulatory 

structures to counter its risks or threats (Peet & Watts 2004:3). Scholars perceive the 

increased emergence of social movements as concrete effort by local and global civil society 

to impose regulation of some sorts on public-private export oriented initiatives which they 

argue further strengthen distributional conflicts and environmental issues in an increasingly 

deregulated world economy (ibid:4). Global economic processes are often perceived as main 

drivers of processes of marginalization and environmental degradation, as they in many cases 

in the name of development push production systems into overexploitation of natural 

resources, leading in most cases already poor people to suffer the hardest consequences of 

environmental degradation. These kinds of scenarios have, in fields such as political ecology, 

been referred to as falling under the degradation and marginalization thesis (Robbins 

2012:159-160).  

 

The social and political reality and the processes that effect the practices in the agricultural 

matrix in biodiversity rich tropical countries thus pose a complex issue for civil society and 

NGOs that intersect the issues of development and biodiversity conservation. Approaches of 

alternative livelihood practices, for example must be implemented and mediated in complex 

neoliberal contexts where focus lies on further development and intensification of industrial 

agricultural production. Integrated conservation and development projects (ICDPs) have 

however been increasingly criticized by those in favor of land sparing practices which argue 

that ICDPs have failed to produce successful results in biodiversity conservation and 

development (Znajda 2014). The critique is however argued to dwarf the socio-political 

context which ICDPs operate in and perceive it in a simplistic manner that does not recognize 

the constraints which it poses, additionally arguing that we need instead attain an enhanced 

understanding of why they have not achieved greater success to date (ibid).  

 

 

This subchapter has outlined some of the main contradictions of the land sparing argument. 

The following section will present the scientific discussion on some of the largest constraints 

to changing land management practices and livelihood activities with specific relation to the 

context of many countries located in Latin America.  

2.2 Achieving changes  

 

The dialectical relationship between the rural landscape and the human activities which shape 

is often seen as the typical object of inquiry within academic geography (Batterbury 

2001:438). Rural landscapes are in this manner understood as the context where the natural 

environment intersects with production processes, social relations and meaning. They are 

consequently not perceived as just physical environments but also as outcomes of different 

ways of viewing the landscape and placing value on different parts and resources that exist 

within it. How landscapes are being shaped and reshaped therefore also both mirror dominant 

ways of giving meaning to a landscape but can also the contestations that exit within it (ibid).  

 

In many countries of Latin America, neoliberal policies have increased the privatization of 

land which has been argued to have restricted possibilities of small-scale farmers to acquire 

access to it due to the cut in government support and subsidies as well as the access to 

government credits (Horton 2013:128). This process is often referred to as accumulation 

through dispossession and is a concept found within political economy.  
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It describes the circumstances under which land is appropriated from local small holders 

through the use of political measures such as privatization enforced by the state. These 

political measures further serve the interests of local elites which are presented with the 

opportunity of increasing their own accumulation of land and other resources in order to 

expand their productivity for exports. Additionally they also attain access to cheap workforce 

consisting of the previously expropriated small scale landowners (Benjaminsen & Bryceson 

2012:336). The state in these cases tends to prioritize elite interest thereby exacerbating the 

issues of already existent inequality and further marginalization (Blaikie & Brookfield 

1987:17). The state has thus historically acted more as a facilitator for the capitalist expansion 

and its harmful effects on the environment and society in developing countries rather as a 

protector (Bryant & Bailey 1997:54). The issues of land holding have been further related to 

problems of so called poverty traps where household are caught up in dynamic poverty traps 

when unable to attain access to assets such as sufficient land, equipment, or livestock in order 

to adopt a more efficient production that could transcend them out of poverty (Coomes et al 

2011).  

 

Studies have in relation to these issues focused on the connection that exist between issues of 

increased marginalization and poverty through intensified political measures of development 

and the subsequent exacerbation of ecological issues and overexploitation of natural 

resources. Already marginalized populations, such as small-scale farmers are pushed by 

government incentives into an increased production of their previously innocuous land 

management systems in order to adjust to increasingly difficult and squeezed livelihood 

situations, resulting in an augmented pressure on the natural resources around them. This in 

turn can then lead to cyclically increased poverty and marginalization as access to resources 

are diminished or degraded by overexploitation (Robbins 2012:159). In many tropical 

countries of the global South, issues of natural resource decline and biodiversity decrease is 

often attributed to poor management practices rather than increased pressures on livelihoods 

caused by development initiatives. In many cases it is argued that if better e.g. agricultural, 

pasture and livestock practices were implemented as a technological fix then environmental 

problems such as deforestation could be substantially mitigated. Research done in this regard 

does however argue that technological fixes in most cases are likely to only have marginal 

impact unless other underlying socioeconomic factors are also addressed (Hecht 1993:694).  

 

Agricultural producers are often at the center of discussions related to land management 

practices and natural resource use. It is often their livelihoods and activities which are focused 

upon in an extensive amount of ICDP work. The organizations often strive towards improving 

the socioeconomic situations of agricultural producers by incorporating projects of alternative 

more sustainable livelihood practices that thus also are to result in biodiversity conservation. 

ICP’s can be implemented in order to provide an alternative livelihood income when natural 

resource use for example is restricted by extended protected areas (Dahlberg & Burlando 

2009) or in order to provide alternative production systems with lesser negative 

environmental impact such as in the case of agroecology and agroforestry projects (Znajda 

2014). Implementing such projects is argued to be a complex endeavor which often poses its 

own context-dependent challenges. Mal-informed projects have in some cases exacerbate 

already existent community issues such as unequal distributions of benefits and gender 

inequality (Rocheleau et al 2001). Additionally, the possibility of encompassing the 

participation of land less rural poor is also seen as an inherent issue (Amekawa 2011).  
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Agricultural producers have historically been argued ignorant and conservative with an 

unwillingness to change. Likewise does current neoliberal conservation narratives portray 

them within the rational actor framework which sees them as opportunistic only interested in 

maximizing their own benefit and thus only responding to economic incentives almost always 

at the expense of nature (Peterson & Isenhour 2014:229). Other research has however in 

contrast to these perceptions argued that agricultural producer’s hesitance to adopt new 

livelihood strategies is in fact a sign of risk aversion due to their precarious livelihood 

situations (Blaikie & Brookfield:197:35). It is argued that agricultural producers live and 

work under constant uncertainty, never being able to predict yields fully (ibid). In the tropical 

context these issues of uncertainty and risk are further aggravated by issues such as poor soils 

and issues with pest that threaten crops (Hecht 1998:688).  

 

The constrained access to assets and opportunities imposed by socioeconomic development a 

as well as the dependence on the direct access to natural resources for their livelihoods is 

argued to be an incentive for many ICDP projects to focus on agricultural producers as actors 

of a more environmental sustainable production. Firstly, the dependency on natural resources 

would imply that it is in the interest of agricultural producers to sustain the natural resources 

which they are dependent upon. It is then furthermore elucidated that this is not because they 

would have some kind of implied larger “respect” towards ecology but rather because their 

livelihoods depend on its maintenance and safeguarding in a way that is that is not found 

equivalent amongst more powerful actors (Bryant & Bailey 1997:160). Secondly, 

agroecological methods are argued to be able to mitigate rural poverty by naturally boosting 

production without the need for costly inputs which in turn could mean that it has the 

possibility of enhancing household economies (Hathaway 2015).  

2.2 The agroecological transition 

Agroecology refers to the intersection of agriculture and ecology and can be traced back to the 

beginning of the 20th century (Wezel et al 2009:504). It has since then developed into a 

scientific discipline, a set of agricultural practices and a social movement with Vía Campesina 

being one of the most known (Ferguson & Lovell 2014:255). As it has become increasingly 

recognized that human and environment relations under the current development and 

industrialized agriculture is resulting in more unjust and unsustainable outcomes (Lockyer & 

Veteto 2008:47), the transition into agroecological benign methods of agricultural production 

has been argued increasingly pressing if valuable ecosystems and biodiversity are to be 

safeguarded for following generations. 

 

Agroecology is an alternative form of agricultural production which intersects traditional 

knowledge and modes of farming with modern ecological science in order to enhance natural 

processes which in turn minimizes the need for external inputs such as chemical pesticides 

and fertilizers in farming systems whilst producing good yields (Hathaway 2015). An 

agroecological transition implies the substitution of energy intense conventional large scale 

industrial agriculture for smaller community based agroecological framing systems (Lovell & 

Ferguson 2014). This has been argued to be a complex project which will require 

contributions also from the outside of scientific institutions. Agroecology therefore considers 

it paramount to collaborate with other agroecological movements.  
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Permaculture is one of these movements which has grown in parallel with agroecology over 

the past three decades and shares with it the combination of ecology and agricultural 

production as well as a strive towards agroecological transition and an engagement with social 

movements largely consisting of land managers (Lovell & Ferguson 2014:254). Permaculture 

is in this thesis presented as a land sharing strategy, an outline of its history and definition is 

provided in the following section.   

2.3 Permaculture 

Permaculture is a global grassroots development philosophy and also a sustainability 

movement which includes a set of ethical principles and guidelines of design and techniques 

for achieving sustainable agricultural production systems and societies (Veteto & Lockyer 

2008:49). Apart from its own approach to systems design which is underpinned by the ethical 

principles and guidelines, it like many other movements and disciplines that focus on 

sustainable modes of production and livelihoods emerged as a response to the concerns over 

the negative ecological impacts of industrial agriculture, resource extraction and urbanization, 

processes which have intensified over the past fifty years (Ferguson & Lovel 2014:253). It 

also shares with agroecology that its definition can be somewhat complex as it to a large 

extent depends on within which context it is used. It can refer to both an ecosystem based 

design system as well as an international movement (ibid:255). 

 

History and background 

Permaculture emerged in the mid 1970’s and was the result of Australian bio-agronomist Bill 

Molison and his student David Holmberg’s research on perennial polygrop food systems 

(Lockyer & Veteto 2013), and how these in turn could be used as a way to offset the 

environmental crisis facing modern society (Holmgren 2013:XV).  

 

Initially the concept of permaculture focused on systems and techniques that would ensure a 

sustainable mode of agricultural production, but has in recent years developed into a more 

holistic approach that now apart from sustainable smallholder agriculture also incorporates 

human settlements more broadly (Ferguson & Lovel 2014:253).  

 

The concept has thus evolved from the definition of permanent (sustainable) agriculture into 

(permanent) sustainable culture (Holmgren 2013:XIX), and is currently defined as; 

 

“Consciously designed landscapes which mimic the patterns and relationships found in 

nature, while yielding an abundance of food, fiber and energy for provision of local needs” 

(Holmgren 2013:XIX) 

 

The initial reactions from the scientific community was to a large extent negative when 

Mollison and Holmgren came out with their book Permaculture One in the late 70’s. It had 

become increasingly apparent then that the prevailing model of development was causing 

serious socio-environmental contradictions, but permaculture as a solution was nevertheless 

considered to utopian, theoretical and too complicated to apply to the prevailing 

socioeconomic and political context (Veteto & Lockyer 2008:49). Furthermore it has also 

been argued that the interdisciplinarity of permaculture was ahead of its time and that this also 

contributed to the negative responses from specialized scholars which were uncomprehensive 

to the combination of fields such as e.g. agriculture and forestry (ibid).  
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Even though, the scholarly approach to interdisciplinary has changed permaculture is still 

argued to have remained isolated from science (Ferguson & Lovel 2014:253). It is sometimes 

mentioned in relation to agroecology as they both share the approach of combining ecology 

and agricultural production but is in most cases only referred to as an alternative approach to 

other agricultural frameworks (ibid:254).  

 

This perceived lack of scholarly work in relation to permaculture has however become 

increasingly questioned in the light of its high public profile as an international movement 

(Ferguson & Lovel 2014:254). Permaculture has been argued to be the most known and most 

practiced form of agroecology (Hathaway 2015), which would seemingly imply great 

potential in relation to the aspirations of an agroecological transition and thus would 

incentivize more research to be made on the subject (Ferguson & Lovel 2014).  

 

Design   

 

Permaculture departs from the idea that human beings, and indigenous communities in 

particular, have been able to use natural resources for millennia in a sustainable manner and 

that it isn’t until our more recent history that we have begun exploiting natural resources 

unsustainably with serious detrimental effects to our surroundings (Hemenway 2009:5). 

Traditional management systems encompassing intricate techniques such as; agroforestry, 

polycultures, terraces, raised fields etc. which were carefully planned and adapted to various 

local ecologic conditions have been historically documented around the world and continue to 

feed a significant part of the world’s population today (Altieri 2009). The basic approach of 

permaculture is thus to learn from these traditional intricate models and intersect traditional 

agricultural management practices with modern techniques in order to create an agricultural 

system which substantially reduces the need for external inputs and instead enhances the lands 

natural processes in order to create a productive and efficient farming systems (Hathaway 

2015).  

 

This can be done through the use of techniques which involve (Altieri & Nicholls 2012):  

 

- Recycling nutrients from organic matter to enhance the biotic activity and fertility of 

soil.  

- Minimizing losses of water, energy and soil nutrients.  

- Increasing genetic diversity and using mutually beneficial planting and antagonists to 

create inter-cropped polycultures that better resist plagues and sustain soil. 

- Promoting beneficial biological synergies and interactions to enhance ecological 

services.  

- Integrating livestock and crops into a holistic system.  

 

Permaculture, being a design framework for ecosystem based agriculture emphasizes the need 

to carefully observe the landscape and the energy flows in it especially the interactions of 

wind solar and water before implementing a design for the production system. Landscape 

components can be arranged in a manner that manages these forces and enhances the 

efficiency of the production system e.g. through the construction of windbreaks and water 

control features (Ferguson & Lovell 2014:263). Permaculture is to a large extent underpinned 

by systems thinking and has been particularly influenced by the work of the ecologist H.T 

Odum (Holmgren 2011). 
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In Odum’s framework of systems ecology, landscapes and its ecosystems are seen as 

interconnected schemes through which energy flows, is stored and transformed. The 

components of these systems can then be modelled in a way similar to how one would model 

electronic circuits. Different species can thus be seen as interchangeable components that can 

be selected from the global pool without regarding its initial place of origin. By designing 

new assemblages one can then pinpoint the systems that create the maximum advantages  in 

terms of exchanges in energy and resources and thus needs the minimal amount of labor input 

(Ferguson & Lovell 2014:254). 

 

Multi-layered systems of trees, plants and livestock with different zones modelled in to almost 

concentric circles is usually what characterizes a permaculture system. The inner zones 

usually encompass the area with species and components that requires the most human 

attention and labor whereas the outer ones require the least (Hathaway 2015). Permaculture 

design systems have their own framework which is guided by a set of twelve principles. 

These principles in turn were fashioned in a manner that would make the applicable to a 

variety of contexts and environments (Holmgren 2011):  

 

1. Observe and interact: design begins with prolonged and thoughtful observation of place. 

2. Catch and store energy, nutrients, and water: collect energy and water while they are 

abundant and store them for times of need. 

3. Obtain a yield: ensure that the system can produce necessities in the most self-reliant 

manner possible. 

4. Apply self-regulation and accept feedback: create appropriate negative feedback loops to 

maintain a healthy system balance. 

5. Use and value renewable resources like sunlight and rainwater; employ processes that 

regenerate soil; avoid external inputs. 

6. Produce no waste: recycle all wastes as useful resources. 

7. Design from patterns to details: use nature’s patterns as templates for effective design. 

8. Integrate rather than segregate: design with synergistic relationships in mind (such as 

mutually beneficial polycultures rather than monocultures). 

9. Use small and slow solutions: start small, experiment, and use local resources. Smaller, 

simpler solutions are easier to maintain than larger, more complex ones. 

10. Use and value diversity: diversity increases resilience, making the system less vulnerable 

to failures. 

11. Use edges and value the marginal: the interface between different zones is often the most 

interesting and creative place. 

12. Creatively use and respond to change: all ecological systems have an evolutionary 

dimension. Observe changes taking place and intervene carefully at the right time and place. 

 

Through the application of these twelve principles the idea is that close-looped farm systems 

and sustainable human habitats will be created. The principles thus go beyond just applying to 

farm systems and encompass a framework that can be applied in order to create a sustainable 

human culture (Hathaway 2015).  
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The next section will therefore move on to a discussion of permaculture as a movement for 

sustainable human culture and agroecological transition and how the dissemination of 

permaculture practices have been an ongoing trend for the past three decades engaging civil 

society groups, land managers and individuals. 

 

Movement 

 

The permaculture movement works from an approach that combines a philosophy of positive 

action and grassroots education (Lockyer & Veteteto 2013:96), and is underpinned by three 

ethical principles; earth care, people care and fair share. With these ethical principles come an 

implicit understanding of that concerns of economic capability and social justice are 

interrelated with functioning ecological systems (ibid:11-12). Bill Mollison, one of the 

founders of the permaculture movement has argued it to be a positivistic approach to the 

current environmental crisis due to its focus on what individuals can do themselves to actively 

create change thus moving away from the negative fixation on what one is oppose and what 

others need to do (Holmgren 2011:X).  

The permaculture movement operates from a set of assumptions which state that (Holmgren 

2011:XV):  

- The environmental crisis is real and of a magnitude that will certainly transform 

modern global industry society beyond recognition. In the process, the well-being of 

and even the survival of the world’s expanding population is threatened. 

- The ongoing and future impacts of global industrial society and human numbers on 

the world’s wondrous biodiversity are assumed to be far greater than the massive 

changes of the last few hundred years. 

 

- Humans, although unusual within the natural world, are subject to the same scientific 

(energy) laws that govern material universe, including the evolution of life.  

- The tapping of fossil fuels during the industrial era was seen as a primary cause of the 

spectacular explosion in human numbers, technology, and every other novel feature of 

modern society.  

- Despite the inevitable unique nature of future realities, the inevitable depletion of 

fossil fuels within a few generations will see a return to general patterns of observable 

in nature and pre-industrial societies dependent on renewable energy.  

 

The permaculture movement currently consist of a worldwide network of individuals and 

groups that operate in countries all over the world in varying contexts, and is also represented 

by several publication such as the Permaculture activist magazine (Lockyer & Veteto 

2008:50). Projects exist both in countries of the global North and the global South and do to a 

large extent operate without the support from large institutions or business. The movement’s 

approach is founded in the belief that it is the current global economy that drives issues of 

both inequality and environmental degradation. Solving these issues thus implies moving 

away from current consumer culture and creating an independency from global markets by 

replacing them with smaller scale household and community economies (Holmgren 2011:7). 

This approach of course has different implications depending on country context. In countries 

of the global North, permaculture provides a way to move away from consumer culture and 

thus take individual action and responsibility (Holmgren 2011:XXI).  
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Whereas in contexts of the global South permaculture practices and projects can be seen as a 

way to counter pressures placed on people’s livelihoods by the global market institutions 

(ibid). The aim of the permaculture movement and the dissemination of its practices is thus to: 

 

 “…restructure society by returning control of resources for living: food, water, shelter and 

the means of livelihood, to ordinary people in their communities, as the only antidote to 

centralized power” (Permaculture Activist 2004:3 cited in Lockyer & Veteto 2008:48). 

  

The overall aim of permaculture is thus to develop symbiotic, close-looped self-sufficient 

human habitats and production system that are both environmentally and socially sustainable 

(Hathaway 2015). The dissemination of the practices and design techniques used within 

permaculture usually occur via so called demonstration and experimentation centers, or farms, 

where classes in permaculture are held. These centers are located all around the world, usually 

on farms, and provide semi-structured courses based on the material and courses initially held 

by the founders, Bill Mollison and David Holmgren (Veteto & Lockyer 2008:50). In many 

cases, people that have participated in these courses start up demonstration and 

experimentation centers of their own thus extending the practices and knowledge further. It 

has been estimated that the vast extension of permaculture classes has resulted in 

approximately 100,000 certified permaculture practitioners around the globe (ibid).  

 

Critique and prospects   

 

A common critique related to permaculture is its perceived disconnect from science, it is 

argued that there is a current lack of scholarly research done on permaculture (Ferguson & 

Lovell 2014, Lockyer & Veteto 2008) and in turn permaculture has also to failed to 

incorporate contemporary scientific perspectives into its literature.  

 

It is also argued to have difficulties in providing a clear description of what permaculture is 

which in turn is argued can lead to difficulties in attaining a rigorous and more systematic 

discussion (Ferguson & Lovell 2014:252). Even though it has been argued that permaculture 

has remained largely separated from science, it has however attained a high public profile 

which has been argued to be one of its fortes in terms of contributing to the process of 

agroecological transition. Moreover, permaculture has been argued to provide a more 

encompassing approach to the agroecological transition as it incorporates design principles 

and guidelines that can be applied to everything ranging from farms to home gardens and 

urban areas (Lockyer & Veteto 2008:51). 

 

Additionally, followers of the permaculture movement have also been criticized for making 

simplistic claims in regards to the current environmental crisis arguing that the technology 

already exists to replace current conventional models of agriculture with permaculture 

systems in all contexts thus mitigating the challenges associated with initiating, planning and 

maintaining such systems in different settings (Lockyer & Veteto 2008:26). In relation to this 

discussion, it has also been argued that the implementation of permaculture and achieving an 

agroecological transition is most likely to succeed in countries of the global South, due to the 

still widespread practice of labor-intensive models and also the extensive use of traditional 

agricultural systems which are also incorporated in permaculture. It is however added, that the 

political and economic context of these countries which currently support the industrial model 

will most likely pose a great challenge (Hathaway 2015).  
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Therefore it has been stated that more research is necessary to fully understand the constraints 

and risks related to implementing and maintaining permaculture projects in different context, 

making countries of the global South particularly interesting contexts as it is argued that these 

countries house some more favorable conditions in terms of current agricultural management 

practices (ibid). 

2.4 Summary  

This section has presented the ongoing scientific discussion referred to as the land sharing and 

land sparing debate as well as some of the most intricate social, economic and environmental 

issues related to ICDP projects that work from a land sharing perspective. Permaculture is in 

this case study presented as a land sharing strategy that has also been incorporated into many 

ICDP projects.  

 

The socioeconomic contexts from within which these ICDP projects have to operate are 

stressed as being heavily downplayed in current development and conservation discussions. 

The motivational factors behind this thesis is thus twofold. Firstly, it has been argued that 

studies on permaculture have been lacking from the scientific debate and that there is a need 

for more studies (Ferguson & Lovell 2014, Hathaway 2015, Lockyer & Veteto 2008). 

Secondly, it has also been argued that more research is needed in order to understand the full 

extent of the affect that the socioeconomic context has on ICDP projects and therefore more 

studies are needed in order to attain a deeper understanding of why they have not achieved 

greater success till now (Znajda 2014).  

 

This case study combines these two concerns in that it will analyze how an ICDP project 

operating from a permaculture framework is affected in its work in a particular socioeconomic 

context. Furthermore, arguing that this also can have implications in the discussion regarding 

an agroecological transition. The next section will move on to presenting the theoretical 

framework that will be applied in order to analyze the context and its effects on an ICDP 

project and rural livelihoods in this study.  
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3. Sustainable livelihood approach 

The sustainable livelihood approach (SLA) is an analytical evidence-based tool that through 

the years has been modified by various currents within development research (Scoones 2009). 

The SLA is often applied to rural contexts and seeks to analyze the circumstances under 

which rural households with limited assets apply various livelihood strategies in order to 

sustain their livelihoods under different adverse conditions with specific consideration placed 

on the concept of sustainability (Amekawa 2011:120). The SLA framework is applied as a 

way of understanding how a local context (of agroecology, policy setting, history, and 

socioeconomic conditions) affects the livelihood resources people combine at a household, 

individual or community level in order to attain certain types of livelihood strategies 

(agricultural extensification/intensification, livelihood diversification and migration) and what 

the outcomes of these use of these are. This is done with particular focus on the institutional 

processes (embedded in a matrix of formal and informal institutions and organizations) that 

then mediate the possibilities of carrying out these particular livelihood strategies and achieve 

(or not) the specific outcomes.  

 

Due to its holistic and cross-disciplinary tendencies it has within academic research become 

widely adopted in fields such as economics, political science, geography and environmental 

studies to name a few (Amekawa 2011:130). Apart from being applied in research the 

framework is also used extensively within development and intervention work carried out by 

different agencies and NGO’s (ibid:120).  

 

The emergence of the concept of sustainable livelihoods has been attributed to the 1980’s 

development debate which sought to move away from simplistic and narrow ideas of poverty 

which only focused on low income as a manifestation of poverty and economic growth as its 

only solution. Thus meaning that they had to a large extent tended to ignore other paramount 

development issues such as vulnerability and social exclusion (Krantz 2001). The concept of 

sustainable livelihoods originates from the 1987 Brundtland report “Our common future” 

which was introduced by the Brundtland commission on Environment and development. It 

was stated that:  

 

“Sustainable development is development which meets the need of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Brundtland 1987:43 

cited in Adams 2009:5 ) 

 

Later on during the Rio Earth Summit in 1992 the concept was extended as it was argued that 

attaining sustainable livelihoods should be considered a broad goal in relation to poverty 

eradication (Krantz 2001:1). The concepts that then were defined by Chambers and Conway 

has now been modified and the Institute for Development studies (IDS) and the British 

department for International development (DFID) currently defines livelihoods and 

sustainable livelihoods as follows:  

 

“A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (including both material and social resources) 

and activities required for a means of living. A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with 

and recover from stresses and shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets, while 

not undermining the natural resource base” (Scoones 1998:5). 
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In more recent years it has thus become more widely recognized that poverty is a complex 

issue which cannot be solved solely by an increase in economic growth. Within the field of 

SLA it is stated that whilst economic growth can be considered an essential part in terms of 

poverty alleviation there exists no automatic relationship between the two. This is due to the 

fact that general economic growth in a country cannot be guaranteed to influence the financial 

situation of the poorest and most marginalized. Rather, it is a question of to what extent they 

have the access and capabilities to take advantage of the expansion of economic opportunities 

(Krantz 2001:2). Low income is also only seen as being one dimension in the manifestation of 

poverty, other important factors that are often experienced are: the lack of social services, bad 

health, a feeling of powerlessness and an increased situation of vulnerability. Therefore focus 

must be drawn to the several processes that either undermine or improve poor people’s access 

and capabilities to improve their livelihood situations in a manner that can be considered 

economically, environmentally and socially sustainable (ibid: 1-2). Arguing that this is the 

only manner in which true development can be attained. 

 

A wider recognition of the fact that poor people know their livelihood situation best and can 

best account for what they need has influenced development work to advance from a more 

top-down approach into the understanding and valuation of participation of those in need of 

intervention. It was this recognition that incentivized the creation of SLA as a means to insure 

that intervention would in fact lead to positive results for those involved and not further 

aggravate vulnerable conditions (Morse & McNamara 2013).  

 

In the following section the SLA framework will be presented and the main analytical 

components will be explained as well as how they relate to each other. In the end of the 

chapter the application of this theoretical framework will also be elaborated on, as well as the 

motivational factors to why it was chosen for the particular project of analyzing livelihoods in 

Las Pavas and how the particular socioeconomic context is effecting current livelihood 

strategies as well as the work of C.I.P.P. to motivate agro-ecological transition through the 

extension of permaculture practices. 
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Figure 1. Sustainable livelihood approach  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 (Source: Morse & McNamara 2013:19) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Morse & McNamara 2013:19) 

3.1 Vulnerability context 

The SLA framework is underpinned by the view that rural people operate within a context 

where the potential or real vulnerability of their livelihoods is a constant overhanging threat. 

A livelihood is considered sustainable when it has the capability of bouncing back from 

adverse trends, stresses and shocks (Scoones 1998:5). Such capability is also often referred to 

as resilience (Amkewa 2011:127). In the rural context, the sustainability of many livelihoods 

and the assets that make up these livelihoods are constantly being affected by surrounding 

social, economic, political, physical and geographic conditions (ibid:131).  

 

The vulnerability to have one’s livelihood damaged in a way that makes it hard to recover 

from is in in SL research perceived as being determined to a large extent by social factors 

including economic and political. This tends to become especially clear under biophysical 

events that threaten people’s livelihoods such as in the case of e.g. a flood or drought. Even 

though natural hazards cannot be prevented from happening, the extent to which it effects 

livelihoods is still in many cases determined by social factors. 
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A person with better financial resources to build a good quality property will for example be 

less vulnerable in case of a storm than a person that does not have the same resources. 

Similarly, different countries or even communities can have better or worse capabilities of 

handling adverse conditions (Wisner et al 2003).  

 

Access to assets is to a large extent determined by social systems and the power relations 

within these, making the outcomes and opportunities different for people of different classes, 

gender or ethnicity (Wisner et al 2003:7). It is thus elucidated that livelihoods often are in 

competition with each other (Chambers & Conway 1991:21). This situation often pictures 

livelihoods as having pressures coming from two sides. The social conditions that to a large 

extent determine the status of vulnerability on the one side and the pressure of the real or 

possible threat to the livelihood on the other (ibid:49). This reasoning forms part of what is 

often referred to as the push and release model (PAR). In this view pressure can only be 

reduced by addressing the social factors that buttress it. However, contradicting perception 

within sustainable livelihood studies highlight the possibilities of instead enhancing people’s 

own capabilities to withstand and capitalize on these adverse conditions (Chambers & 

Conway 199).  

 

In SL studies, trends, stresses and chocks are often used to describe the temporal aspects that 

result in vulnerable rural livelihood situations.  

    
Trends are related to the long-term socioeconomic currents which make effects easier to 

predict. They may influence asset statuses of people in both benign and detrimental ways 

(Amekawa 2011:131, DFID). The concept encompasses: national/international economic 

trends, population trends, resource trends (including conflict), trends in governance (including 

politics) and technological trends (DFID).  

 

Stresses are often predictable ecological pressures that are often ongoing and cumulative by 

nature. (Amekawa 2011:131). In the rural context seasonality which refers to changes in 

availability to different ecological resources is counted as a very serious stress which is 

related to issues of a periodic decrease in the availability of natural resources important for 

livelihoods. Seasonality can however also refer to seasonal changes in prices, production or 

employment opportunities as well as economic downturns which subsequently add to the 

pressures experienced on rural livelihoods (DFID). Ecological degradation such as 

deforestation and land degradation are also counted as stresses which affect rural livelihoods 

in a direct negative manner (Amekawa 2011:131).  

 

Shocks differ from stresses in the way that they affect livelihoods. They are characterized as a 

more sudden pressure whereas a stress is viewed as a more long-term pressure (Morse & 

McNamara 2013: 51). Shocks are often also severe by nature and refer to often unexpected 

and unpredictable adverse ecological events such as floods or droughts (Amekawa 2011:131). 

Human illnesses are also counted as shocks as they can have rapid and severe negative 

repercussions on the income generation of individuals and households (ibid:132).  
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3.2 Livelihood assets  

Assets, or capitals, are understood as the building blocks that together comprise the livelihood 

strategy of a person, they are the necessary components needed in production, interchanges 

between households as well as for employments in labor markets (Scoones 1998). In order for 

a livelihood strategy to result in a positive livelihood outcome, people need a range of 

different assets from different asset categories which in turn will ensure a stable base for the 

livelihood. This is often the problem in many poor contexts where the access to different 

assets in many cases is very limited resulting in that survival to a large extent depends on 

people’s ingenuity to find different ways of administrating and bringing together the few 

assets at their disposal (DFID).  Assets are also, within the SLA, understood as having a very 

important significance to people’s understanding of their own lives and purpose. Furthermore, 

the access to assets is described as an important factor in attaining the power people need to 

become active participants in shaping their own realities, thus enhancing the liberating 

characteristic of assets when it comes to bringing about social change (Bebbington 

1999:2022). The different capitals in the SLA are described in the following way (Amekawa 

2011, DFID):  

 

Human capital; is associated with factors that enhances the capabilities of people to pursue 

different livelihood strategies and achieve their livelihood objective. This encompasses factors 

such as education, health, and quality of labor. A bad quality education or ill health is 

sometimes perceived as the main dimension of poverty and thus overcoming these problems 

can sometimes be people’s principal livelihood objectives.  

 

Natural capital; fundamentally consists of natural resources such as land, water and 

biological resources. These are often then divided in groups of renewable and non-renewable 

resources. Even though natural capital is essential for the survival of all humans, it is an extra 

important asset for people living in rural contexts as they depend on the direct access to these 

assets for their subsistence.   

 

Financial capital; refers to the financial resources of individuals and households and 

encompasses savings, remittances, credits and pensions. In other words, it consists of the 

stock of money available to individuals and households that they use in order to achieve their 

livelihood objectives. Financial capital can also be changed into other forms of capital and can 

be used for both consumption and production purposes.  

 

Physical capital; means the investments in infrastructure and producer goods which are 

needed to reinforce livelihoods. These assets include roads, affordable transport, power lines, 

and sanitation as well as production assets such as vehicles, machines and equipment. 

Household apparatuses that can enhance the capability of livelihood diversification can also 

be counted in to this category.  

 

Social capital; plays an important role in terms of mediating people’s access to assets. It 

refers to feelings of reciprocity and trust which are related to the relationships between other 

people as well as the interaction with other actors such as organizations and the involvement 

in other types of networks. For e.g. strong civil society groups can to a larger extent negotiate 

policies that effect their lives than an individual person can. 
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3.3 Intervening processes 

The access to different kinds of assets that comprise livelihoods is constantly being mediated 

by various institutions, policies and legislations as well as organizations. These actors operate 

and are represented on all levels and are constantly affecting people’s livelihoods on micro 

and macro scales and their activities affect both the public and private spheres. A special 

focus is therefore placed on these intervening processes in the SLA as they have the ability to 

both enhance and undermine people’s livelihoods. This is done by controlling and 

determining the terms of exchange between different kinds of assets, the access that people 

have to different assets and also the degree of profitability of livelihood strategies (Amekawa 

2011:134, DFID). 

3.4 Livelihood strategies  

A livelihood strategy can be understood as the way in which individuals or households have 

chosen to combine different kinds of assets in order to reach a livelihood outcome. This can 

incorporate their productive activities, investment strategies as well as reproductive choices 

etc. (DFID). Scoones (1998) identifies three principal livelihood strategies for the rural 

context in the SLA which are agricultural intensification/extensification, livelihood 

diversification and migration. The importance of unravelling each of these three strategies in 

relation to their context is then stressed in order to understand the different dynamics at play 

as well as what livelihood outcomes are possible (Scoones 1998:9). 

 

Agricultural intensification/extensification; Intensification of more profitable income earning 

activities in order to gain more income (more output per unit area via capital investments or 

labor inputs) or extensification (more land under cultivation) (Scoones 1998:9).  

 

Livelihood diversification; is often used in order to create a more resilient livelihood. By not 

just counting on one source of income the farmer’s livelihood becomes less vulnerable to 

outside shocks and stresses. This strategy becomes particularly important in areas where the 

access to credits and insurance are limited. The SLA has to a large extent focused on the non-

farm sector activities as a way to diversify rural livelihoods. This has however been 

questioned by scholars from fields such as agroecology. Amekawa (2011) elucidates the 

possibilities of both on-farm and non-farm diversification and argues for a more holistic 

approach to the diversification of rural livelihoods (Amekawa 2011:135-136). 

 

Migration; refers to both circumstances where the individual/household can chooses this as a 

strategy and also where there is no other obvious choice available. This can be seen effecting 

e.g. reinvestments in agriculture when for e.g. one family member chooses to go abroad for 

work and then sends money which subsequently can be re-invested in the household farm 

(DFID).   

3.5 Livelihood outcomes   

Livelihood outcomes can be seen as the result of livelihood strategies. Therefore they also 

have the ability to explain why certain livelihood strategies or potentially needs to be pursued 

in order to achieve a certain livelihood outcome.  
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This can incorporate objectives such as an increase in income, an enhanced well-being, a 

reduction of their vulnerability to adverse circumstances, an increased food security, as well 

as a more sustainable use of the ecological resources (DFID).  

3.6 Critique of the SLA  

The SLA framework, like most evidence based approaches suffer from the inherent critique 

that it is not to be taken as holistic solution to all complex issues that are included in the 

sustainable livelihood debate (Morse & McNamara 2013:59). The framework in itself 

provides an encompassing and intricate way of seeing what processes and factors that either 

enhance or undermine people to attain a both socially and environmentally sustainable 

livelihoods. However, attaining an analysis where all complexities that entail the various 

quantitative and qualitative aspects of people’s livelihoods in a specific context are taken into 

consideration, is described as a substantial task which requires an amount of time and 

resources that at times cannot be considered realistic, or even desirable in some cases 

(Scoones 1998:13). It is therefore stated as more important to focus on the processes which 

results in the most prominent trade-offs between different kinds of capital, livelihood 

strategies and sustainability, this in turn will then provide guidelines for pinpointing where 

intervention is needed (ibid). In addition, issues regarding what should be deemed as 

important to assess is also a complicated issue which often arises in the discussion about the 

SLA framework (Morse & McNamara 2013:60-61). All forms of capitals for example have 

their own extensive debates in regards to how they should be measured and defined (Scoones 

1998:7) In relation to this agroecology has also criticized sustainable livelihood studies for in 

most cases not acknowledging the importance of agriculture as a major source of stability in 

rural livelihoods, thus not recognizing the contribution that agroecological practices could 

make in terms of increasing both social and environmental sustainability.  

This study does not presume to give an exhaustive analysis around all the factors that affect 

rural livelihoods in the study site Las Pavas, it has instead chosen to focus on the most 

prominent trade-offs between different kinds of capital and livelihoods in order to attain a 

deeper understanding in regards to what participants in C.I.P.P projects consider to be the 

most important issues arguing that this in turn can help identify where the prospects and 

challenges in attaining an agroecological transition in this case lies. Furthermore, stating that 

it can also enhance an understanding of the potential contributions of agroecological on farm 

activities in terms of achieving livelihood sustainability.  

 

3.7 Application of the SLA  

The SLA framework has often been applied in order to assess and investigate the contexts and 

struggles of the rural poor in making a living under different adverse conditions (Amekawa 

2011:118). It was chosen as an analytical framework for this study due to implicit focus on 

the socioeconomic context which within the SLA translates in to the vulnerability context of 

those which livelihoods are to be analyzed. With its participatory approach, it can thus assist 

in providing a more profound understanding of how and in what way livelihoods are affected 

and what trade-offs are made within this context and how this then in turn is mirrored in the 

production practices in the landscape.  
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4. Methodology 

This chapter presents the research design of this research and elaborates on the choice of 

method, study site and participant section, it also goes on to provide an overview of the data 

collection and analysis as well as a discussion of triangulation and ethical considerations.  

4.1 Research design  

A qualitative research design is in this case motivated by an ontological and epistemological 

understanding found in constructivism which sees “…the objective world as real and 

independent from human categorization but argues that it is filtered through subjective and 

conceptual systems and scientific methods that are socially conditioned” (Robbins 2012:128). 

This further translates into the understanding of the landscape, in this case Las Pavas, as not 

only a physical element but rather as an outcome of particular ways of thinking about it and 

giving it meaning (Batterbury 2001:438). This study wishes to attain a deeper understanding 

how livelihoods in Las Pavas are being affected by the particular socioeconomic context and 

how that in turn affects the work of C.I.P.P and their strive towards more benign production 

practices in the community. If landscapes are then understood as something that is constantly 

being shaped and reshaped depending on what meaning different actors place on different 

components and resources of that landscape then attaining an understanding of how these 

meanings are shaped becomes central in order to understand what incentivizes current 

management practices and furthermore also what has the potential to alter them. Thus 

attaining a more profound understanding of how producers involved in C.I.P.P projects 

understand their livelihoods and what components and resources of the landscape that they 

put value on and why becomes central. The empirical material has then been interpreted 

through the use of the SLA as a theoretical framework as it identifies the main factors that 

affect people’s livelihoods and the typical relationship between these (DFID) and was thus 

used in order to attain a more structured and holistic understanding of the different dynamics 

related to livelihoods in Las Pavas.  

 

Life story interviews were carried out with ten participants of the projects. In total participants 

consisted of five women and five men. Life-story interviews usually fall under the semi-

structured or unstructured interview categories (Robson 2011:280), but with a more implicit 

focus on how a human life is constructed (Gubrium 2012:116), this in turn allows for the 

informant to express in their own words what is most real and most important to them and 

thus provides a subjective understanding of their lived experience (Ibid).  

 

The advantages of semi-structured interviews are argued to be that they provide the 

opportunity of digging deeper into interesting responses and researching underlying motives 

behind actions in a way that structured interviews and questioners cannot (Robson 2011:280). 

In this case a semi-structured framework was applied, where student used an interview guide 

that touched upon themes concerning the life of the informants and their livelihoods. 

Furthermore, the interview guide also featured key questions with additional follow up 

questions that were used in order to go deeper in to different subjects as well as to clarify that 

the responses had been interpreted correctly. Themes and questions were focused on the lives 

of the informants as well as their overall experience of life in the community of Las Pavas 

how it had been in the past, how they perceived it now and what their overall projections were 

towards the future.  
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This was done in order to acquire a deeper understanding of what the actual social and 

ecological changes had been in the community as well as what kind of an impact C.I.P.P’s 

work had made since 2010.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

 

Participatory observation was also used in order for student to experience first-hand the way 

in which C.I.P.P workshops are organized and how they are administered. Through 

participation at these events student furthermore got the opportunity to enter the social and 

symbolic word of informants through the partaking in several activities (Robson 2011:319), 

and thus attained a more profound understanding of how discussions were formed and what 

kind of words participants used to describe the things that they felt were the most important in 

terms of their livelihoods.  

 

Additionally, one group discussion was also carried out during the second day at one of the 

workshops. Group discussions have been argued particularly useful in combination with 

participatory observation as it allows for a greater access to checking tentative conclusion 

with participants (Marshall & Rossman 2006:114). Furthermore, it can be argued that 

discussing different themes and subjects in groups can lead to the exploration of unexpected 

contradictions as people often need to listen to others in order to form their own opinions on 

different issues (ibid). A group discussion was in this case carried out as a complement to 

other methods and served as a way of digging deeper into different prospects and challenges 

of different livelihood activities and also provided an additional opportunity for contrasting 

what came up during the discussion with previous findings.  

4.2 Study site and participant selections 

Biodiversity rich hotspots are often also referred to as being social and political hot beds 

(Brechin et al 2003:1). This statement in relation to the fact that almost half of Nicaragua’s 

population is dependent on agriculture as the main source activity makes it an ideal place for 

studying development and conservation initiatives that which to transcend livelihoods into a 

more sustainable agricultural production with the motive of both enhancing participants 

livelihoods and safeguarding biodiversity for future generations. How land management 

practices are carried out, especially in the tropics, have been argued to have great implications 

for the continued existence of species varieties in the world (Perfecto et al 2009). The 

permaculture projects location in the region of Chontales, which has been locally referred to 

as cattle country, made it interesting as cattle raising in other parts of Nicaragua has been 

argued to lead to ecological trade-offs such as deforestation and water scarcity (Znajda 2014). 

  

When it came to participants, the local NGO C.I.P.P. acted as gatekeeper (Valentine 

2005:116) and facilitated access to informants who were contacted beforehand in order to ask 

for interest in participation. As it in previous research has been argued that it is important to 

understand communities not as homogenous groups but rather as hegemonies where people 

have different access to opportunities and benefits (Peet & Watts 2004:18), five women and 

five men involved in the projects to varying degrees and with different backgrounds, 

socioeconomic status of varying ages were selected in order to attain a varied base of 

informants which in turn would provide a holistic understanding of the motivational factor 

behind project participation. Interviews with C.I.P.P representative Fátima Acevedo was also 

carried out during three different occasions in order to acquire information surrounding the 

NGO background and the conditions under which it operates. The 4:th of March Casa 

Montesano was also visited for pre-exploratory purposes, a tour was then provided of the 

premises and an interview was also carried out with project manager Henrik Halller.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
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4.3 Data collection and thematic analysis 

A literature review was carried out during the initial stages of research in order to revise 

existing work related to the research subject. Scholarly works such as books and peer 

reviewed articles were the secondary sources which were used. Articles were found through 

the use of key words such as; livelihoods, permaculture, diversification, agroecology, 

sustainable livelihood approach, Nicaragua and neoliberalism. Databases that were used for 

searches included those found through Stockholm University Ebesco Discovery services and 

also Google Scholar.  

As a main method semi-structured life story interviews were carried out during a two week 

period in the end of March and beginning of April in 2015, which was the time frame during 

which the NGO could provide a local guide. All interviews were conducted in Spanish by 

student. However, a local guide was still needed as getting around in the community and 

finding the properties of informants was fairly complex and required a good knowledge of the 

area as well as the means of transportation. Estates were in most cases located far apart and in 

quite remote areas with rather rugged terrain. Roads in the community consisted of dirt roads 

which made trucks and horses the most suitable means of transportation. In order to get to 

informant households, a privately owned truck which was used as local transportation in the 

community and commonly referred to as la ruta was often used to travel the main part of the 

journey to informant households. In some cases hitching a ride with a local milk truck to a 

close by farm was also possible. However, the last part of the journey up to informant 

households was in most cases needed to be travelled by foot or on horseback depending on 

the distance. When it was possible student visited the informants at their own homes and did 

transect walks of the properties in order to attain a deeper understanding of how informants 

experience their own land and practices in connection to the landscape. This was done during 

six of the ten interviews, the rest of the interviews were carried out during the three day work 

shop. During the interviews a digital voice recorder was used as student felt it was easier to 

focus on the interview and make the conversation more relaxed when there was not a constant 

need to scrawl down notes. This has also in some cases been recommended in order to create 

a more comfortable conversation (Valentine 2005:123). Notes were taken after each day of 

interviews in order to write down reflections whilst they were still fresh in mind. 

 

In addition to semi-structured life story interviews, participatory observation was used during 

a three day workshop between the dates of 5:th and 7:th of April 2015. The workshop was 

hosted by C.I.P.P in collaboration with La Esperancita a local NGO originating in the 

community of Nueva Guinea and dealt with Manejo y administración de la finca orgánica 

(Management and administration of the organic farm). Participant observation was used as a 

means to get a more profound understanding of how workshops were administered by C.I.P.P 

as well as attaining a firsthand experience of what participation was like. As participatory 

observation was carried out after most interviews had been made, it gave the possibility of 

strengthening or questioning previous statements from informant. During the last day of the 

workshop, a group discussion was also arranged together with C.I.P.P in order to further 

deepen the material on how participants felt about certain income generating activities. Some 

options were presented and participants then commented on what they felt were the prospects 

and/or challenges in relation to the proposed activities. The digital voice recorder was used in 

order to record the most interesting parts during the courses, and permission was asked 

beforehand from the course administrator. A pen and a notepad was also used in order to 

make notes during the course just in case recordings would fail. In many cases participatory 

observation is done during the initial stages of research in what is often referred to as the 

exploratory phase (Robson 2011:317).  
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In this case however, it was carried out in the end which proved useful as student was able to 

re-connect with most of previous informants and was also able to further confirm or question 

statements made by informants during the initial interviews.  

 

References to observations made in this thesis are made according to the scheme found below.  

 

 Date  Location  Community  

Observation 1 2015-04-05 The local catholic church  Las Pavas  

Observation 2 2015-04-06 The local catholic church Las Pavas 

Observation 3 2015-04-07 Casa Montesano  Las Pavas 

 

 

At the end of day two of the course student was given the opportunity to have a group 

discussion with participants where they were to discuss different livelihood strategies and the 

possibilities and the challenges with these alternative possible sources of income. The 

discussion was based on five different alternatives to conventional cattle raising and 

participants were to voice what they saw as potential challenges or possibilities with the          

different alternatives. The use of several alternatives in discussions with informants is usually 

referred to as prompts (Robson 2011:281) and was used as a way to further inspire informants 

to speak about possible projections towards the future and what they felt were the prospects or 

challenges with the various potential livelihood activities that were proposed to them. This 

discussion was in turn carried out as a way to see if claims during interviews were 

strengthened or not and also to see if any interesting contradictions came up.  

 

Alternatives ranged from number one to five and was first written on a large paper that was 

then hung on the wall it was then also read to the participants in order to ensure that everyone 

could follow along in the discussion. The alternatives were stated as follows; 1. Timber (for 

commercial purposes) 2. Cacao 3. Cultivating perennial plants 4. “Technified” (more 

controlled management) cattle raising 5. Business as usual (which referred to things staying 

the way they were).  

 

References to the group discussion in this thesis are made according to the scheme found 

below. 

 

 Date  Location Community 

Group discussion 2015-04-06 The local catholic church Las Pavas 

 

When it came to transcribing the empirical material, a local student was hired due to several 

reasons. In case of disturbance on the recorded material a local person would more easily be 

able to distinguish what was said. Also, in cases where local expressions were used it could 

get difficult for me since I am more accustomed to European Spanish, local expressions where 

therefore gone through with the person transcribing and I could also go through findings with 

him in order to make sure that I had understood and interpreted informant accounts correctly. 

Later, on the empirical material was thoroughly gone through and coded based on the data 

that was more prominent from informant accounts. Themes and subthemes were then 

distinguished by looking at: repetitions, recurring concepts, and subjects that were consistent 

throughout informant accounts (Robson 2011:478).  
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4.4 Critique of the methodology and the triangulation of 
data 

In line with the ontological and epistemological assumptions of this study it is hard for 

research to argue for complete objectivity as what we as individuals’ experience, observe and 

interpret is constantly filtered through our consciousness which is also socially conditioned. 

This in turn has been argued true for both quantitative and qualitative methodologies, as all 

research is interpretive and fundamentally political (Marshall & Rossman 2006:4). 

Nevertheless, as qualitative research often requires more stages of interpretation it is often to a 

larger extent susceptible to the critique of subjectivity and bias. Therefore, it has been argued 

that it is imperative to reflect upon how ones’ own background in terms of class, history, 

gender etc. also referred to as positionality is experienced by others and also oneself 

(Valentine 2005: 113) as this might come to affect research results. Thus is the need to be 

reflexive (ibid), in relation to this it was acknowledged that my European background could 

pose an issue doing research in a country that had been a previous colony and where being 

white and European could create presumptions of wealth and power but also arrogance. This 

in turn has been related to issues of unequal power relations and subject bias, where 

informants might say what they thing the researcher wants to hear (ibid). It was however felt 

that by using other different methods, such as observation that this risk was somewhat 

reduced.  

 

How a person doing participant observations affects their surroundings can sometimes be seen 

as an issue, but was in this case experienced as something positive. During observations at the 

second day of the workshop, one of the participants expressed his irritation over the fact that 

animal rights activists from Europe always feel they have the right to judge how cattle raisers 

manage their animals in countries such as Nicaragua. I felt that this comment, was a sign of 

that my presence had affected the gathering to some extent, but it also showed that 

participants felt relaxed and secure to express what they felt and their concerns honestly. It 

therefore provided the perfect opportunity to confirm and disconfirm previous results from 

interviews. Furthermore, continuously juxtaposing material found from different methods to 

each other have been argued to enhance rigor and generalizability, also referred to as 

triangulation (Marshall & Rossman 2006:54, Valentine 2005:112) of a study. As it relies of 

not only ones source but several to ensure that an interpretation of a situation has been done 

correctly.  

4.5 Ethical considerations  

When it was feasible informant households were visited  to make the interviews so that they 

would feel more comfortable being  an familiar environment where they felt more in control 

of the situation (Valentine 2005:118). Furthermore, taking my time to try to create a relaxed 

atmosphere by not starting to interview directly but talking informally with informants and 

also interacting and playing with their children if they were around. Asking for consent has 

also been argued an essential part of research. (Marshall & Rossman 2006:89-90). At all 

instances when the digital voice recorder was used during this study, participants were always 

asked first if they found it ok that they would be recorded, furthermore they were also 

guaranteed that recordings would only be used for the purposes of the study. Informants were 

also asked if they wanted to be anonymous and have a fictive name in the research, however 

in all cases informants stated that they did not have a problem with their real names being 

used in the research.  
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Additionally, C.I.P.P was also asked for advice on the matter and it was argued that the 

research discussion was not centered on any politically or otherwise sensitive topics. I feel 

that using the names of the interviewees in this study is also a way of acknowledging their 

valuable contribution to this research and therefore original names of informants have been 

used in this study.  
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5. Context and historical background  

Figure 2. map of Nicaragua 

 

  

(Source: Google earth) 

5.1 Nicaragua  

Nicaragua is with its extension of 129,494 square kilometers and a population of 5.7 million 

people the largest country in the Central American isthmus (Sida 2014). The country is 

divided into three geographical regions: the pacific lowlands which features extensive flat 

terrain with a ridge of volcanoes along the Pacific coast which form part of a volcanic axis 

that then stretches southeastward into Costa Rica and western Panama (Kent 2006:190); the 

eastern Caribbean lowlands which encompasses almost half of the countries landmass and is 

distinguished by extensive rainforests, pine savannas and swampland that connects to the river 

deltas; located between these two regions lies the central and northern highlands which to a 

large extent is constituted by small mountainous valleys (Sida 2014). The country also has 

two of the largest fresh water reserves in the Central American region, the lakes Nicaragua 

and Managua. 
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Due to its location above two tectonic plates the country is prone to intense volcanic and 

seismic activity. Additionally, it is also susceptible to adverse weather conditions such as 

hurricanes and regional tropical storms (Sida 2014). The intensity of these events have been 

argued likely to increase in the future due to global warming and may thus come to have 

adverse effects on the livelihoods of the countries extensive rural population (FAO 2011). 

Agriculture plays a key role in Nicaragua’s economy and currently employs approximately 

50% of the population (Íncer Barquero 2014:182), with coffee (18,9%) and meat (18,7%) 

amongst the most important export commodities (Sida 2014). 

Poverty is one of the most widespread issues in the country and with an estimate of 

approximately 50% of its population suffering from poverty and about 17% of extreme 

poverty (Sida 2014) Nicaragua is now the second poorest country in the western hemisphere 

after Haiti (Znajda 2014: 320). Inequality in terms to access to assets such as land is also 

prominent as it is estimated that two thirds of the households own approximately 5% of the 

land available whereas the riches minority consisting of  about 6% the total population has 

access to more than two thirds (Broegaard 2005:854). Issues of land tenure are also 

commonplace and have been the source of historical contestations.  

The endemic issues of inequality and poverty of Nicaragua are also argued to be two of the 

most central factors contributing to the significant environmental destruction and loss in tree 

cover which the country is argued to be experiencing (Íncer Barquero 2014).  

5.2 Neoliberal export intensification 

Nicaragua has like many other countries in Latin America been profoundly influenced by 

neoliberal policies and the agro-export intensification during the past three decades (Horton 

2013:119). A deeper integration into the global market processes have amongst other things 

led to an increasingly precarious situation for the country’s poor living in the rural areas. 

Since neoliberal reforms were implemented in the 1990’s, states services and former subsidies 

for small scale farmers have been cut, subsequently resulting in that it has become more 

difficult for the poor majority to buy land and access natural resources whilst middle and large 

scale farmers have been able to increase and intensify their production for the export market 

(ibid:124). Previous access to credits provided by the state have also been faced out resulting 

in that small-scale farmers, also referred to as minifundistas have been caught under 

circumstances where they have a hard time developing their production and improving their 

livelihood situations. The agricultural production of these smaller farms do to a large extent 

consist of subsistence crops for household consumption, combined with livestock usually 

encompassing few animals such as cows, pigs or chickens (Broegaard 2005-852 ). Expanding 

agricultural production from the amount needed for subsistence in order to sell surpluses is in 

most cases perceived as risky and unprofitable as small-scale farmers have a decreased access 

to markets especially in the outskirt rural areas. They become susceptible to the predation of 

middle-men that take advantage of their precarious situations. Middle-men often demand to 

buy the produce cheaply and can also negotiate amongst themselves in order to attain the 

cheapest prices from farmers, they then take the produce to the markets where they increase 

the price and make away with the difference as profit. Thus resulting in that it in the most 

cases is the buyers and sellers are able to make a profit out of selling agricultural produce, not 

small-scale producers (Horton 2007: 90-91). Large scale farmers, latifundistas however, have 

both greater access to land and credits as well as other assets which provide them with the 

security needed to diversify and expand production with a greater focus on cash crops such as 

sugar cane, coffee and cattle (Broegaard 2005:852).  
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Like many other tropical regions the intensification of agricultural practices in Nicaragua 

have resulted in vast landscape changes as well as social and political conflicts (Horton 2013). 

Land tenure issues have become increasingly worrisome, as its estimated that 25-40 % of all 

Nicaraguan households have been involved in some kind of conflict related to property rights 

(Broegaard 2005:853). This has been argued does to a larger extent have negative effects on 

the poorer small-scale farming households as they tend to have a reduced access to the 

financial means needed to protect land tenure in case of potential conflict. As they may not be 

able to afford a lawyer for example (ibid). Insecure land holding have also to a certain extent 

been linked to decisions made on land investments with the potential of enhancing 

livelihoods. A farmer which feels secure in relation to their property rights is more likely to 

make long-term investments that favors the land and has long term positive effects on 

livelihoods. Whereas, a farmer that does not feel this security in relation to the property 

ownership is more likely to stick to a short term approach with potential negative effects on 

the quality as well as the ecology of the land as a consequence (Brogaard:2005). 

 

Poor small-scale farmers are often blamed for unsustainable methods of agricultural 

production and have to a large extent been pointed out as the perpetrators of the extensive 

deforestation that Nicaragua has experienced in the past decades (Íncer Barquero 2014:179). 

The neoliberal context has however squeezed the growing populations access to imperative 

assets such as land and favored a rich minority of approximately 6% that owns more than two 

thirds of arable land (Brogaard 2005:854). Thus pushing an extensive amount of the country’s 

population to seek new frontiers for agriculture and pastures for cattle thus encroaching onto 

areas that are of conservation interests such as rainforests. In many cases however, it has been 

argued that in this case poor populations are left with no other choice but to act against 

environmental sustainability in order to survive. Whereas when it comes to environmentally 

degrading activities carried out by private and elite interest, the state has had the tendency to 

overlook these (Horton 2007:134-137). 
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Figure 3. map of Chontales and indication of study site  

 

 
(Source: Google earth) 

5.3 Chontales and the intensification of cattle raising 

Chontales is a department located in the central northern highlands of Nicaragua, with an 

extension of 6,482 square kilometers and a population of approximately 182,839 in 2011 

(Íncer Barquero 2014:168). The activity of cattle raising is argued to have been the first 

economic activity of importance and was first introduced in the 1500’s by the Spanish 

conquistadors and was initially established as a key activity of the pacific region, however in 

the past 150 years it has extended and become customary in the departments of Matagualpa, 

Boaco and Chontales (ibid:196).  

 

In the 1990’s with the implementation of neoliberal policies and the turn to agricultural export 

intensification, great expectation were placed on the livestock and dairy value chain to 

become a great driver of economic growth. (Ravnborg & Gómez 2014:1). Key policy goals 

have encompassed actions to substantially increase the national cattle herd, boost domestic 

milk consumption as well as to further intensify the production and export of meat as well as 

improve the water supply in the livestock region (ibid). In Chontales, livestock herds 

increased from approximately 280,000 head of cattle during the 1980’s to an estimated 

325,000 head of cattle in 2001 (ibid:4). An increased demand for dairy products, especially 

different types of soft cheese such as quesillo, by countries such as El Salvador has 

incentivized an increased production further (ibid:4). Statisticlyally, it appears as though the 

intensification of particularly the livestock and dairy industry in municipalities in Chontales, 

such as Santo Tomás, has managed to reduce poverty.  
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However, this has been argued to instead be due to an expropriation of small-scale poor 

farmers by traditional elite that since the 1990’s have managed to re-establish themselves in 

the area by taking advantage of foreign development projects leading them to now be in 

charge of some of the most influential livestock and dairy cooperatives (Ravnborg & Gómez 

2014:9).  
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6. Livelihoods in Las Pavas 

Figure 4. Sustainable livelihood framework Las Pavas  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Las Pavas is a rural community situated on the outskirts of the town Muhan in Chontales.  

Bearing the typical characteristics of a rural community in Nicaragua, livelihood activities in 

the area center on farming activities and agricultural production, and the dependency of 

natural resources, especially land was high. The farms that were visited were of varying 

standard and sizes, some houses were more modest and lacked electricity and running water 

whilst other were quite large farms with access to most amenities. The production of the farm 

depended to a large extent on the financial resources of the household which thus also 

determined the livelihood activity that was mostly focused upon.  
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6.1 Vulnerability context 

Trends, inequality  

During interviews and observations it became quite clear that the neoliberal development 

objectives which had been implemented in the 1990’s and that had continued to push for a 

further intensification of livestock and dairy production in Chontales (Ravnborg & Gómez 

2014:1) Informants argued that cattle raising had always been practiced in the area but that it 

had intensified in the past years and that more and more people had taken an interest in cattle 

raising.  

“People devote themselves more and more to cattle raising everywhere, even in Nueva 

Guinea where the land was earmarked for agriculture, cattle raising is spreading” 

 (A Romero, personal communication, March 31st 2015) 

 

“Here cattle raising is the thing, every household has their gallon of milk. There is nobody 

around here that doesn’t want to own a cow”  

(N.J Hernandez, personal communication, March 31st 2015) 

 

An increased inequality between rich and poor in terms of access to resources and 

opportunities is often argued to be one of the consequences when neoliberal policies are 

implemented (Horton 2013). In Nicaragua, the cut of government support to small-scale 

agricultural producers, in the form of subsidies and credits, has been argued to have resulted 

in a trend where it has become hard for the poorer part of the rural population to keep up with 

production demand and the competition with larger scale producers thus also resulting in an 

unequal distribution in opportunity where large scale producers more easily can expand and 

diversify production (Broegaard 2005-852). The intensification of cattle raising in Las Pavas 

had seemingly also altered opportunities within in the community and increased the gap 

between smaller and larger producers. It had gotten harder for informants with more limited 

financial resources to buy cattle, and it was also argued that better quality cattle had gotten 

much costlier. Cattle ranchers with numerous good quality animals were said to have a lot of 

money and much more resources and opportunities to improve their livelihood situations.  

 

“Now a days it’s hard for a poor person to buy a cow because they will ask up to a thousand 

US dollars for a newly calved cow and us poor people where are we going to find that kind of 

money, that’s why the ones that have cows now have the money”  

(N.J Hernandez, personal communication, March 31st 2015) 

 

“…the bulls are too expensive, a good bull will cost you ten thousand US dollars, you can buy 

one for less also like a thousand US dollars, but it’s not going to be the quality that you 

want…The prices need to change because the person that has a good quality cattle has a lot 

of money and is able to improve their situation easily”  

(J.E Alvarado, personal communication, April 2nd 2015) 

A constrained access to assets such as cattle is often seen as poverty trap which inhibits 

people’s opportunities to enhance their livelihood situation (Coomes et al 2011). Informant 

accounts implied that opportunities for small scale producers had gotten worse as prices for 

cattle had increased. Additionally, the producers that were better off had become enabled to 

dedicate a larger part of their time to the business of buying and selling which was argued to 

be something that you needed to have more resources in order to be able to do (J Chacon 

Pineda, personal communication, March 31st 2015). 



40 

 

It was also argued that activities related to cattle raising had on some accounts changed from 

what they had been before. There seemed to be an increased focus on the weight of the animal 

to determine the price. Scales were argued had not been used before but were now commonly 

seen in the market (J Chacon Pineda, personal communication, March 31st 2015). This would 

further imply that producers with lesser resources that would have difficulties feeding their 

animals, especially during summer season (November – April) when access to pasture was 

more limited, if in need of would have to sell the animal to a much lower price. Suggesting 

that a buyer, with larger access to resources and that could feed the animal, could take 

advantage of that situation, feed the animal and then sell it for a lot more than it was bought 

for, thus being able to make a substantial profit.  

 

“…if you by a skinny animal and you feed it until it gets fatter, you go and sell it, there you 

have a profit. The fat cows are expensive and if it’s a skinny cow, well then it’s cheap.”.  

(E Icabalzeta, personal communication, April 7th 2015) 

 

Inequality was also seen in that it was argued that it was the rural poor that contributed to a 

large part of the deforestation of land which was then subsequently turned in to pasture for 

large scale cattle raisers which the latter could acquire cheaply and (A Romero, personal 

communication, March 31st 2015). This has been seen as a direct consequence of neoliberal 

policies as a large share of the rural population in many tropical countries has been 

expropriated and attained lesser opportunities to acquire access to land and other resources 

and are thus forced to seek new frontiers and encroach on forested areas for their continued 

subsistence (Hecht 1993).  

 

Many parts of Nicaragua have been argued to suffer from issues of excessive deforestation 

due to activities related to population increase and the subsequent intensification on 

agricultural production (Íncer Barquero 2014:179). This was also the case in Las Pavas where 

cumulative ecological changes had become a stress factor that was affecting informant 

livelihoods.  

Stresses, changes in tree cover   

All of the informants had lived in Las Pavas all their lives and several of the people that were 

over their thirties stated that the ecology of the community had undergone some significant 

changes during the time that they had been living in the area. It was argued that there had 

been more forests and trees before and now the community had become quite barren. This 

was also perceived to have caused changes in the microclimate of the areas as informants 

stated that it had gotten increasingly hotter and they perceived this trend to be interconnected 

with the transformation of forests into pastures for cattle.  

 

“…before there were more trees, before it was beautiful…” 

(N.J Hernandez, personal communication, March 31st 2015) 

 

“Yes, twenty years ago during this time period it was still like in winter, it rained and there 

were forests…El Rama is completely stripped, it looks the same as here, no trees.” 

 (A Romero, personal communication, March 31st 2015) 
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One of the youngest informants had also to some extent perceived that trees had become 

scarcer in the area whilst she had been growing up. Suggesting that tree clearing was still 

quite recent in some parts of the area. It was speculated that some of the cutting in the 

community was done out of the necessity to acquire lumber as building material for farms.  

 

“…there for example at the edge of the road that leads to the chapel there used to be a lot of 

trees there and this man has been getting rid of them, and just for the people not to notice it 

he has cut around the trees and after a while they die…and at times around the houses they 

cut down trees, maybe for posts or for the construction of the house as well…”  

(J.A Flores Chacon, personal communication, April 6th 2015) 

 

Perceptions over that the change in tree cover had altered the microclimate was consistent 

throughout informant accounts, this was further strengthened during group discussions at 

C.I.P.P’s three day course (observation 2). Apart from temperatures getting hotter due to the 

decrease in tree cover informants also argued that this had also led to water sources such as 

rivers and wells drying out.  

 

Water scarcity  

 

A majority of the informants argued that water scarcity especially during dry season was one 

of the largest issues that the community was currently facing. In some cases it was also stated 

that the deforestation of the area had altered the climate in the region making it hotter and had 

also contributed to the issue of water becoming an increasingly scarce resource as the tree 

cover had previously protected the water from evaporating out of rivers, springs and wells.  

 

“…the water sources are drying up, before you could see affluent rivers now they are all dried 

up, the deforestation has changed the climate.”  

(A Romero, personal communication, March 31st 2015) 

 

“…look at how we are now with the water, it’s a crisis, in this area the water is very scarce, 

there are parts that are really beautiful. They say that before there used to be water wells that 

never dried up and they say that our situation now is a consequence of us cutting down the 

trees.” (N.J Hernandez, personal communication, March 31st 2015) 

 

At the workshop participants argued that water scarcity was the most severe issue that the 

community was facing at present time. This was also reflected in interviews that were carried 

out before the workshop and subsequently reconfirmed during the few interviews that were 

made after the conclusion of the event. During all interviews that were carried out, water 

scarcity was mentioned at least once. Like forest cover, water was also argued to have been 

more affluent in the past.  

 

“…twenty years ago a friend that lives close to our house told me that he was going to give 

me a water spring so that I could make a basin and use the water from that basin. I told him 

that once I would have some money coming in I would put some into doing that. He then told 

me “Yes, there you have it.”…we made the basin and a lid and connected the tubes and 

because of the gravity-flow the water reaches the house and I have drinking water, but the 

man regretted what he had said before and told me to just take the water I needed for the 

animals and other things, now he’s telling me to just take the water I need for household 

consumption.”  

(N Galeano Gonzalez, personal communication, April 7th 2015) 
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One of the informants had also had a relative move away because of the worsen situation with 

access to water indicating that trends of expropriation related to small-scale farmers was being 

further aggravated (J.A Flores Chacon, personal communication, April 6th 2015). Larger 

producers in most cases had access to several water sources where as small scale producers in 

most cases had one or even shared one between various families.  

Seasonality  

Other issues related to water scarcity also came up during the interviews. One of the 

informants argued that in the area where she was living it wasn’t possible to have fruit trees 

without irrigation, otherwise in the summer time they would just dry out and die, and in her 

case she wasn’t able to take the amount of water needed because that would mean denying 

other families that depended on her spring the access to drinking water. (R.M Chacon Pineda, 

personal communication, March 31st 2015).  The water scarcity during the summer months 

also affected the amount of pasture that was available, one informant stated during the 

interview, arguing that this was the reason for the local saying “poor summer, rich winter” as 

the issues of water scarcity affected all types of production (E Icabalzeta, personal 

communication, April 7th 2015), during workshops it was also stated that water scarcity 

during summer time also had a negative impact on health of many of the community members 

due to the constraint it put on food production as well as the decreased access to drinking 

water. 

Risks associated with cultivation 

Tropical zones are also argued to suffer from inherent risks that tend to effect crops and 

agricultural production, on the one hand cultivation can be effected due to issues with adverse 

weather such as hurricanes and tropical storms which are predicted to increase in Nicaragua in 

the coming years due to issues related with climate change (FAO 2011). Other risk factors 

that have been associated with the ecology of tropical zones have been issues with poor soils 

and pest problems (Hecht 1993:688). Issues related to participants complaining over poor 

soils did come out in one informant account where it was argued that the land was more suited 

for cattle raising than cultivation (R.M Chacon Pineda, personal communication, March 31st 

2015). This was also confirmed during interviews done with C.I.P.P where it was argued that 

the perception of la tierra es mala (the soil is poor) amongst participants was a big issue in 

relation to the diversification initiatives purposed by the organization as it in some cases 

inhibited them from adopting new techniques and varieties of crops to their livelihoods (F 

Acevedo, personal communication, March 2nd 2015).  

Crop vulnerability to adverse weather was brought up in accounts and informants argued that 

apart from cultivation not being a very profitable business it was also susceptible to issues of 

adverse weather, a risk that was argued was not needed to be taken with cattle raising.  

 

“Of course cattle raising makes more money than maize or beans because agriculture is not a 

very profitable business in Nicaragua, and the weather changes, there are times when there 

are a lot of grains, but sometimes if there’s lots of rain you lose the crop. With one or two 

cows you can make a living, the only problem then is when the price of the milk goes down.”  

(A Romero, personal communication, March 31st 2015) 
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In one of the interviews the issues regarding pests also came up, one of the informants was 

having great issues with what she suspected to be a fungus that was effecting her land, making 

it impossible for her to grow peppers and tomatoes. She had now resulted to growing peppers 

and tomatoes in pots instead as she preferred not to buy tomatoes because she argued that they 

were always sprayed with a lot of chemicals (R.M Chacon Pineda, personal communication, 

March 31st 2015). The same informant also expressed the issues that she felt was a big part of 

the reason as to why people didn’t cultivate more for the purpose of selling. She argued that 

plagues in the winter and the issues with water scarcity made cultivating at a larger scale a 

complicated and risky activity. 

“…here there are two problems, in the winter time it’s the pests, you’ll get locusts, leaf rust, 

worms, there’s also the whitefly, and in the summer there’s no water. In the summer I harvest 

water melon but they have to be watered. I have a couple of cantaloupes that are now affected 

by worms…” (R.M Chacon Pineda, personal communication, March 31st 2015 

6.2 Livelihood assets  

Human capital  

When it came to the question regarding the motivational factor behind participation in C.I.P.P 

projects many of the informants stated that they came to the workshops in order to attain new 

knowledge and learn about new techniques that they could apply in order to improve their 

own production. Many also stated that they wanted to pass on more efficient and 

environmentally sustainable practices and knowledge to their children and that they saw the 

future development and wellbeing of the community as important.  

The youngest of the informants stated that she felt that she had a responsibility as a young 

person to try and change and improve things in the community.  

“Well me being a young person I think we have to change, because if we continue like this we 

are going to destroy even more, we need a better control of the practices here…” 

(J.A Flores Chacon, personal communication, April 6th 2015) 

 

Two of the households had planted new organic orchards according to practices that they had 

learn at the workshops that focused on organic agriculture and permaculture. Many statements 

were made during interviews about the positivity of organic practices and how the use of 

chemicals were bad for the soil and for the human health.  

”I see it as something beautiful, firstly there are no added chemicals, it’s all natural, my 

daughter went to one of the courses in Nueva Guinea and there they showed her how to make 

natural fertilizers, and that’s what we now use in the orchard for the beans and with that we 

get our harvest. In the beginning we were worried because in the beginning the orchard 

didn’t produce, but then with some new techniques we succeeded…Yes, also the live barriers 

we didn’t know how to do that before…”  

(J Chacon Pineda, personal communication, March 31st 2015)  

 

 “…we also took a course on how to make organic fertilizers so I don’t want to contaminate 

the soil. Everything here is grown naturally without chemicals.”  

(D.R Carmona Sequeira, personal communication, April 3d 2015) 
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Natural capital  

Issues associated with land holding, in many cases argued to be a great issue in Nicaragua 

(Broegaard 2005) did not come up during interviews nor workshops. The largest issue was 

argued to be the decreased access to water which effected all areas of agricultural production 

as there was a decreased or no amount of water for irrigation that could enable producers to 

irrigate food crops and give water to their animals. It was in many informant accounts referred 

to as a real crisis. This in turn, also meant that producers felt that their health was effected in a 

negative way by the short water supply. In some cases it also undermined the possibility of 

adding fruits as a cash crop in order to diversify and enhance their livelihoods as it was argued 

that fruit trees needed to be irrigated in order to not dry out during dry season,   

“…in this sector there’s only one source of water that has to sustain 9 to 10 houses daily, we 

can’t deny them the water just to be able to irrigate ourselves, in that case it’s better that the 

crops dry out rather than that the people have to die from thirst…We also have to give water 

to the cattle” (R.M Chacon Pineda, personal communication, March 31st 2015) 

Financial capital  

Cultivation and cattle raising were the two main activities that overlapped in all informant 

households, however the extent to which they were practiced seemed to define the overall 

financial situation of the families. In most cases, activities associated with cattle raising, were 

the only practices that were recognized by most informants as viable income generating 

activities. It was often expressed that cattle equaled money and that owning cattle and earning 

a living out of it was easy in comparison to other activities, and that there didn’t really exist a 

market for anything else. All informants owned cattle and the number of animals per 

household ranged anywhere from four to two hundred animals. Some of the informants 

owned only a few animals and had most of their financial earnings come from selling milk 

whereas others had a larger cattle and dedicated most of their time to buying and selling 

animals which was perceived as the most profitable business.  

 

 

“You just sell the milk to the milkman and he takes care of everything, you just leave it there 

next to the road and they pick it up”  

(R.M Chacon Pineda, personal communication, March 31st 2015) 

 

Informants would also often emphasize how milk was an activity that generated a fast income 

and thus could respond the fastest to their financial necessities. Milk could be sold daily and 

could be left in milk barrels close to the road where passing milkmen would pick them up and 

producers would then receive payments approximately every eight days. Milk trucks could 

also be used by people living in the community as a means of local transportation, as long as 

there was space upon the truck bed people were welcome to climb aboard. Some of the 

informants also expressed how investments in cattle worked as financial savings and that 

animals could be sold later on in case one needed money. One of the informants referred to 

their calves as a savings and described  how she on one occasion had considered selling all the 

animals they had but then had saved a few in order to later on buy a piece of land for rice 

cultivation (J Chacon Pineda, personal communication, March 31st 2015).  

 

“At least for us, cows are a necessity, we sell them and buy what we need, there are some 

expensive things that we need to buy and therefore we must  find a way to adjust to the 

circumstances” (J Chacon Pineda, personal communication, March 31st 2015).  
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When it came to cultivation, the informants often cultivated food crops close to their farms, 

the most regular being; maize, beans and rice. However, generally the cultivation was only for 

own consumption as many of the informants perceived that there was a lack of demand for 

agricultural produce and they therefore felt  that it was hard to make money out of cultivating 

crops. One of the informants argued that one of the great problems in the community was that 

there wasn’t any demand for something else besides cattle (J.E Alvarado, personal 

communication, April 2nd 2015) 

Cattle raising in relation to cultivation was also perceived as an easier and faster way of 

generating income.  

 

“The majority make a living out of raising cattle, they don’t cultivate a lot for selling, and 

that’s because the problem here in the community is that there is no demand for anything else 

but cattle” “…the majority dedicate themselves to raising cattle, it’s easier and faster, anyone 

buys it and also, there’s no specific place for agriculture…”  

(R.M Chacon Pineda, personal communication, March 31st 2015) 

 

Out of the ten informants only one stated that he had occasionally rice when he had gotten a 

larger harvest.  

 

“It’s mostly for our own consumption, I have sold some but little, but of course if you have a 

lot it’s possible to sell some, and you know I have a big family so that has been a relief”  

(N.J Hernandez, personal communication, March 31st 2015) 

Even though the general perception of cultivation seemed to be that it was non profitable, the 

cultivation of cash crops came up in some accounts. One of the producers had started 

cultivating cacao when a foreign chocolate company had come to the Las Pavas wanting to 

incentivize farmers to start growing cacao. How the informant was supposed to receive 

payment for the cacao he had planted did however at the time seem unsure, informant 

explained that there had been no contract signed prior to cultivation. Price of the harvest was 

also usually determined by the foreign companies and informant was worried because many 

others in the community had cultivated their cacao approximately the same time and he thus 

making it probable that all the harvest would be available to the buyers approximately during 

the same time, thus making it easier for them to use this situation to their advantage (J.E 

Alvarado, personal communication, April 2nd 2015). Another informant said that she and her 

mother had occasionally sold watermelon and in some cases they had also been stolen from 

their grounds (J.A Flores Chacon, personal communication, April 6th 2015).  

Physical capital  

In terms of infrastructure, roads were of poor quality in Las Pavas and only consisted of dirt 

roads which you required a suitable vehicle for, in most cases trucks were used as means for 

transporting people and goods around the community and into the closest situated town, 

Muhan. However, many of the small scale producers only had access to horses or mules as a 

means of transportation. One privately owned truck on to which truck bed benches had been 

installed, was locally referred to as La ruta (the route) worked as a local means of 

transportation and circulated two times daily. The requirement of a truck when wanting to 

access a market meant a hindrance for some of the producers and inhibited them from selling 

agricultural produce as it was argued that they would be taken advantage of by middle-men.  
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“…here we plant for our own food and if we go to the village and try to sell something they 

want it for free. Who is the fool? The one who harvests and goes to sell it, they make a lot of 

money out of that person, so we the affiliates said “we rather let the harvest rot than give it 

away for free than make other people rich on our behalf, here we will get one or to cordobas 

per pepper and over there they will get seven or eight, that’s why we say it’s better if we eat it 

ourselves…” (R.M Chacon Pineda, personal communication, March 31st 2015) 

 

However, the infrastructure built around cattle raising and dairy production was very 

prominent in Las Pavas. Milkmen were able to pick milk from producers on a daily basis 

which made it easy further more milk trucks could be used by people living in the community 

as a means of local transportation, as long as there was space upon the truck bed people were 

welcome to climb aboard and could thus travel between farms.  

 

Social capital 

When asked how the informants felt in relation to the future of the community and the 

continued work of C.I.P.P some informants responded that they had a positive attitude, they 

felt encouraged by the fact that a large part of the community were involved in different 

projects and that many cared about the wellbeing and the future development of Las Pavas. 

One informant however commented that larger cattle raisers also needed to get involved in the 

community development projects and also that it was paramount to attain the support from the 

government if the community was to overcome the current difficulties and issues with 

deforestation and water scarcity.  

“…the people are involved in the development of the community, but also the largest cattle 

raisers should participate so that they interpret the situation better and feel the necessity to 

change. I feel that some things have been done, before it was more desolate but now you can 

see that people are leaving more trees, with these workshops and working together things are 

improving, we need more support and more help, people can be incentivized and become 

aware, we will need the support of the law in this”.  

(J Duarte Pineda, personal communication, April 7th 2015).   

 

6.3 Intervening processes 

 

ICDP background and cooperation 

 

Centro integral para la propagación de permacultura (The integral center for the extension of 

permaculture) (C.I.P.P.) was established in 2010 as the result of a previous cooperation with 

an organization called amigos del Rio Negro (Friends of the black river) that had been 

working with conservation and development projects in the Matagalpa region. C.I.P.P was 

initially established with three founding members and since then the project had been working 

towards extending their network with people having professional backgrounds in social and 

environmental work. Today, the organization has a total of six members with varying 

responsibilities, encompassing everything from social work to agricultural and rural 

development. One of the six members currently occupies the position as one of the directors 

at the governmental technical institute of agriculture (INTA).  
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“It has always been our objective to create cooperation between C.I.P.P members, the 

members of different state institutions and the community”  

(F Acevedo, personal communication, March 2nd 2015).  

 

Consequently, rather than excluding the state from projects, it has been seen as paramount to 

integrate them in to the work of the organization and create cooperation. This was argued 

important as working from a permaculture approach signifies working towards achieving 

substantial social change, which would result increasingly complex if one was to exclude or 

undermine other important institutions. C.I.P.P thus viewed it as integral to try to incorporate 

the state in its projects as this in turn would result in a more stable and permanent social 

change. (H Haller, personal communication, March 3d 2015). 

Although collaborating in national projects in various parts of the country, C.I.P.P workshops 

and projects mainly focus on the rural development and sustainability of the community Las 

Pavas, located in the Chontales region of the country. The initial work of the project has to a 

great extent also concentrated on creating local interlinkages between the organization and 

different community members, with a special focus on those already involved in community 

development projects. The advantages has been a good interchange which has resulted in that 

it has become easier for the organization to get more acquainted with the specificities of the 

community and the challenges that currently exist there. (F Acevedo, personal 

communication, March 2nd 2015).  

“…we also work with what you could call community leaders that are our key contacts and 

key informants. There’s usually about one or two representatives per sector…” 

(F Acevedo, personal communication, March 2nd 2015). 

 

The community of Las Pavas is divided into different sectors, whilst having a representative 

in almost each of these sectors the project work was mainly centered around four of them; 

Montesano, Peña blanca, Rio de Cacao, and Pavas 1 which was often also referred to as 

Iglesia católica. When C.I.P.P was organizing workshops or other projects this was always 

communicated through the different sector representatives who would then subsequently 

arranged for the information to reach the rest of the community members. Arranging meetings 

could sometimes be a bit hard as information was passed on through various means of 

communication. Apart from using the telephone or spreading the word, messages regarding 

meetings would also occasionally be passed on through the milk-men who would receive a 

written notification to pass on to community members.  

Workshops and meetings would usually be held at the local catholic church, at Casa 

Montesano or at a participant or member farm (F Acevedo, personal communication, March 

2nd 2015).  
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The permaculture model farm  

 

Casa Montesano is a permaculture model farm and works as an example of possible agro-

ecological practices of production that can be implemented in the specific ecological context 

of Las Pavas. Community members are free to visit the farm and have also on occasion been 

able to take seedlings of plants home to try at their own farms. Experiments with various 

organic techniques are often carried out with the intention of people being able to copy the 

environmentally benign production practices.  

 

Figure 5. Casa Montesano and neighboring pasture field 

 

 

(Photo: Author)  

The model farm consists of approximately 6 manzanas1 of land that was previously used as 

pasture for cattle, with only a couple of trees left on the premises. In approximately five years 

of time it has now grown in the farm with the most trees in the Las Pavas area. Bamboo has 

been planted as a wind protection to shelter from strong winds that previously contributed a 

problem of soil erosion and subsequent quagmire accumulation at the property (H Haller, 

personal communication, March 3d 2015).  

 

 

                                                 
11 manzana = 0.7 hectares (Broegaard 2005:848) 
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Figure 6. Pineapple cultivation  

 

(Photo: Author) 

Fruit trees, both indigenous to Nicaragua and non-indigenous cover a vast part of the 

property, including species of; papaya, acerola, passion fruit, plantain, cacao, and several 

others. Pineapples and other fruit bushes have been planted along the path which leads 

through the property in order for ripe fruits to be noticed and harvested on time so that they 

will not risk spoiling. There were currently two buildings on the premises, one smaller house 

consisting of one room, which was used for guests, workers, and students staying short-term 

at the farm.  

 

Another building was located at the other end of the premises on top of an elevation. This 

house had been built for food processing as well as for hosting C.I.P.P workshops and events. 

At the time, the organization had a small production of organic jams, chutneys and soaps 

which had been made from ingredients cultivated at the farm. This building was currently 

under expansion and there was an ongoing construction of showers and bathrooms. 

Additionally there were plans of constructing a biologic water filter that would filtrated waste 

water through volcanic rock.  

 

At the left hand side of the building a water retention tank out of concrete had been 

constructed for rain water harvesting. Also leading down from the house, swales had been dug 

for the collection of rainwater that would follow the swales downwards and help the soil to 

retain water for a longer amount of time during periods of drought (H Haller, personal 

communication, March 3d 2015).  
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Another source of water was also a constructed dam that now laid where the area mostly 

affected by quagmire accumulation previously had been. The dam now separated the premises 

into two parts and supplied water for irrigation and other necessities. Fish had also been 

planted into the dam and local species of turtle have also established and are now forming part 

of the intricate system.  

 

Figure 7. Constructed dam  

 

(Photo: Author)  

 

Projects of sustainable agricultural production   

 

During the five years that the organization had been active it had hosted various workshops 

and courses and had also recently started a beekeeping cooperative. One of the first 

workshops that the organization administered focused on organic techniques of cultivation. It 

then subsequently went on to administer a ten day course for permaculture certification 

together with four other organizations. During that course two members from C.I.P.P and 

three project participants from Las Pavas received certifications. Consequently, the third 

workshop that as held by the organization focused on permaculture practices but with 

particular focus on the ecological context of Las Pavas. Costs for certification, which are 

usually expensive were argued to be an entrance barrier for many producers in the Global 

South, therefore finding ways of adjusting costs so that more producers could participate was 

seen as essential for the organization. (F Acevedo, personal communication, March 2nd 2015). 
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Government  

Government institutions are within the framework of SLA understood as some of the most 

influential factors that mediate people’s access to assets as well as when it comes to 

determining the profitability of specific livelihood strategies (Amekawa 2011:134). Chontales 

is a region that amongst others have been centered out as one of the most important in relation 

to the development agenda which has focused on the intensification of cattle raising and dairy 

production in order to generate economic growth for the country (Ravnborg & Gómez 

2014:1). During interviews, informants communicated that government projects held by 

MAGFOR (the ministry of agriculture and forestry) had been held in Las Pavas, and that 

these projects in turn had been focused on the management of cattle and cattle raising 

(Chacon Pineda, personal communication, March 31st 2015).  

 

 

“Now there have been some workshops held on behalf of the government, Josefa also went 

and they were teaching them about cattle raising practices. They told them about some 

devices that can determine if the animal is sick, how to palpate a cow and how to inseminate 

it, there was a technician there who was teaching us a lot of things…” 

(N.J Hernandez, personal communication, March 31st 2015) 

 

Some workshops had also focused on how to increase the weight of the cattle and how to 

attain larger and heavier calves.  

 

“…we participated in a project about insemination and people got encouraged, there were 

producers to whom calves were foaled that weighed three gallons and that was encouraging 

to them”  

(J.E Alvarado, personal communication, April 2nd 2015) 

 

When it came to the current socio-environmental concerns however, many of the informants 

expressed their discouragement over that the government had not done more to help them.  

 

The perceived absence of government support  

 

During two of the interviews, disheartened statements were made concerning government and 

government policies in regards to the forest clearing and what was perceived as the related 

water scarcity. This was also reflected during the three day workshop, where several 

discussions regarding the perception of government, and government officials were held. In 

one of the interviews the informant argued that policies in most cases only existed as 

punishments and that they instead should work as motivators and facilitators of, in this case, 

preventing forest clearing. Instead, he argued, it was in most cases the poorer individuals that 

had to suffer the consequences of the law rather than groups involved in e.g. illegal logging.  

 

“It shouldn’t be about just punishing the one who does something bad, it should be about 

creating awareness. Now for example, if somebody cuts down a tree out of necessity or to 

have fire wood, there’s a punishment, but when there are people who make a business out of 

it, then they turn a blind eye, that’s why I’m saying that the law is seen as something bad but 

in fact it’s the way that the law is applied…” 

(J Duarte Pineda, personal communication, April 7th 2015) 
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Another informant stated that the government didn’t care about the peasants, that they only 

exploited them for taxes and the only time to would make an effort was when it was time for 

elections, then they would make promises about projects that in the end were never carried 

out. He also stated that the government didn’t care about the welfare of the country as there 

was no government plant implemented to help stop deforestation.  

 

“Here none of the governments have ever helped the peasant, exploit the people with taxes is 

what they’ve done not a single government has come and stood up for the peasantry. They 

don’t care about the welfare of the country, there is no government plan to help the people 

halt deforestation. The mayors don’t do anything, only when it’s time for elections they come 

offering projects, but those projects are never carried out. That’s why you can’t trust the 

governments, come who may…” (A Romero, personal communication, March 31st 2015) 

6.4 Livelihood strategies 

Cattle raising as a livelihood strategy was seen by informants as a less work intensive and a 

more stable and flexible source of income than cultivation. Cattle raising was also not 

exposed to risks to the same extent as products derived from cultivation. Crops were argued to 

be vulnerable to the effects of adverse weather and pests of different kinds that could end up 

compromising the harvest. It was also argued that there was a lack of demand for cultivated 

products and also any real infrastructure that could connect producers to the market which 

made it difficult. Producers who had previously tried selling vegetables or other types of 

cultivated produce and didn’t have possibilities of travelling would thus be exposed to the 

predation of middlemen that would buy the produce cheaply and then make a profit by selling 

it more expensive ones it was brought to the market. Fruits that were easier to sell and make a 

profit out of were argued as hard to cultivate in some areas, due to the need of irrigation 

which was problematic because of the issues of water scarcity that affected some households 

especially during the months of dry season. Cattle raising was also argued a sort of long term 

investment that still produced a continuous descent income due to milk production, which 

also was considered an easy activity due to the infrastructure built around it with milkmen that 

collected the milk on daily basis. In the case of unexpected events where informants would 

suddenly need a larger sum of money, they could sell of animals and thus find a way to adjust 

to the situation. Cattle thus worked as savings and insurance and could balance the risk 

associated with cultivation and other production and was not vulnerable to the same extent as 

crops.  

 

The rationales for cattle raising were thus considered many which had also incentivized and 

increase in the activity in the community, however in relation to the intensification, many 

informants felt that it had become increasingly harder and more expensive for them to acquire 

cattle whilst the larger cattle raisers had have resources to grow bigger. When asking 

informants whether or not they thought that cattle raising activities would continue growing 

there was a unanimous perception of that it would keep growing in the future and one 

informant also argued that the continued growth of the demand for cattle was paramount for 

the development of the community.  

 

“…it (the demand for cattle) needs to keep on growing because people want to be better off, 

they are searching for ways to be better off.”  

(J.E Alvarado, personal communication, April 2nd 2015) 
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However, there was also a general perception that cattle raising was changing and needed to 

keep on changing and practices needed to become more organized and controlled in order to 

attain more production from lesser resources and also be able to cope with harder conditions. 

One of the main issues was related to having a decreased access to water and pasture in the 

summertime due to problems with drought that was commonplace during this time period. 

These new practices were often referred to as “technified practices” and were perceived by 

many as the next step forward in cattle raising.  

 

“…I have spoken to various people about using new techniques, expanding is what people are 

thinking about…not long ago I spoke to a man and he asked me “How many manzanas do 

you have where you live?” Not many, I answered, over there I have no possibility of 

expanding I only have 40 manzanas. Then he told me “You have enough for a good cattle, 

plant 10 manzanas of taiwan grass, about 4 manzanas of sugar cane and buy a straw chopper 

and you will have enough to increase a good sized cattle. He is knowledgeable, I have seen it 

he has; two silos, he chops the grass, he buys plastic and makes two large silos and then he 

adds molasses to the grass, well prepared, he brings the feed out monthly. The cattle is fenced 

in and eats, the animals grow a lot like that”  

(N.J Hernandez, personal communication, March 31st 2015). 

 

It was argued that cattle raising was starting to become more organized in the community and 

that the management of the animals was getting better. Before, most of the animals had been 

pasture fed but now people had started fencing them in and were given them cultivated feed 

instead, this was seen as an improvement. However, large scale cattle owners who owned 

large pastures in the area were argued to continue to pasture feed their animals which was 

perceived as ignorant on their behalf. (N.J Hernandez, personal communication, March 31st 

2015). 

 

Feeding cattle with cultivated feed was also adopted as a way to also cope with the issues of 

seasonality, which meant that there was less pasture for the cattle in the summer time.  

 

“What’s going on now is that it’s dry which affects the amount of pasture, so the cattle suffers 

a lot, but I have a straw chopper and a field of taiwan grass, I´m going there now to chop 

concentrated feed” (E Icabalzeta, personal communication, April 7th 2015) 

 

Diversification 

Even though the general perception towards the cultivation of crops was that it was none 

profitable two of the female informants that were interviewed had adopted cultivation into 

their livelihood strategies. They did however not sell the crops as such, but rather had found 

that there was a business opportunity in cultivating their own ingredients which they then 

cooked meals out of and sold In both cases the women were running small scaled local food 

vending businesses where they would sell food at the local church on Sundays. Most of the 

ingredients that they would need in order to cook the food that they sold, came from their own 

orchards thus turning the money they would have otherwise spent on ingredients into profits. 

One of the women had, after her participation in C.I.P.P’s courses used the techniques that she 

had learned and transformed one piece of her land into an orchard with organic produce. 

Previously she had always bought the cabbage that she used for her dishes but had now 

started cultivating them by herself.   
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“Yes, now they (the cabbages) are really expensive, I have a canteen at the church, I can 

make whatever comes to my mind since there’s no real competition, last weekend I made 

cusnaca (local dish)…Now I have; yucca, new cocoyam, taro, and over here I have; pepper, 

tomatoes, mint, cilantro, garlic, unions, carrots and celery, all the ingredients that can’t lack 

in the kitchen” (D.R Carmona Sequeira, personal communication, April 3d 2015)  

In the case of the other informant she still bought some things in order to cook the food that 

she was selling but she stated that she took some of the things from her garden (N Galeano 

Gonzalez, personal communication, April 7th 2015).  

One of C.I.P.P’s activities that had been generally adopted by informants independent of their 

access to land or resources was beekeeping thus implying that it was considered a livelihood 

activity of low risk. Honey was also argued as one of the only products that had the possibility 

of competing with milk. The beekeeping cooperative which C.I.P.P had founded, gave the 

participants some extra security as it was not and endeavor that they had to embark on 

individually and also hinders the predation of middlemen to a larger extent. Furthermore, no 

great amount of land was needed in order to sustain beekeeping and the workload associated 

with beekeeping was also argued as low. Some informant accounts argued that the market 

demand for honey was good whilst others were more hesitant in making speculations on 

whether or not it would turn into a profitable business. Apart from not needing the producer to 

own large portions of land, informants also argued that they appreciated the interrelation 

between bees and forests and argued that beekeeping would also become an incentive for 

keeping more trees and turning less forest into pasture.  

 

Beekeeping was tentatively seen as having the ability to compete with milk as a product as it 

provides the same flexibility as milk and additionally does not require the producer to own 

larger portions of land. It does however not provide the same opportunity as cattle as a 

financial security that can be sold in order to adjust to larger financial expenses. Two of the 

informants argued that honey might have the possibility of competing with milk as a product, 

where one also stated that beekeeping provided the opportunity for the conservation of forest.   

 

Forests are necessary for beekeeping and bees are also depend on the forests for their 

reproduction, so that’s a beautiful thing, and someone might say that they have to turn 30 

manzanas into pasture in order to earn a living but if you have a forest with the capacity of 

maintaining beekeeping you will have the same amount of money that the cow would give you 

and still be able to keep your forest”  

(J Duarte Pineda, personal communication, April 7th 2015).  

 

The practice of beekeeping had furthermore also changed the perception and modes of 

handling bees for two of the informants which had previously perceived bees as vermin and 

fumigated them when they had been discovered on their properties. 

 

“At least us, we would kill the bees, we would burn the little animals, we weren’t aware of 

those techniques like we are now. Doña Fátima came and showed us how to handle those 

boxes, now we don’t burn them like we did before...” 

 (J Chacon Pineda, personal communication, March 31st 2015) 
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Migration 

 

Migration has been assessed within SLA as an off farm livelihood strategy (Ellis 1999) it did 

however not come up during interviews with informants to any larger extent. It was merely 

mentioned as something that informants’ knew some people had done.  

6.5 Livelihood outcomes 

The assessment of livelihood outcomes is seen as an integral part of the SLA framework, it 

assist in the understanding what the outputs of current livelihood strategies are and what the 

consequences are of the arrangement of different assets and what the priorities are for the 

producers (DFID).  

 

More income  

 

During interviews it came out that people of the community were looking for ways to be 

better off and were trying to find new ways of adjusting to more precarious socioeconomic 

circumstances. Cattle raising was found to be the most profitable source of income and it was 

argued that the once with the largest size cattle’s were the one that were financially better off 

and also had opportunities of diversifying their livelihoods into other activities such as the 

buying and selling of cattle. Owning a good sized cattle thus in Las Pavas symbolized a 

financial stability and furthermore also presented opportunity for further enhancement of 

household livelihoods. Within the SLA framework the access to assets and vulnerability are 

closely linked (Amekawa 2011:133), in this case informants with lesser access to cattle were 

also the ones more vulnerable to the changing effects on the environment which represented 

itself as water scarcity and therefore also was the ones most preoccupied with solving this 

issue. Conversely, large scale cattle owners of the area were argued to act ignorantly and did 

not participate in development workshops, nor did they apply cattle management practices, 

referred to as “technification” in order to the decrease the amount of land needed for pasture, 

which would then imply that they did not perceive this as a threat to their livelihoods to the 

same extent as the smaller scale producers did.  

 

All informant households owned cattle and had it as their most prominent income earning 

activity. However, it was argued that it had become increasingly hard for many of the 

informants to acquire cattle, as they had gotten more expensive and this applied in particular 

to good quality cattle. Cattle here becomes an entry barrier for small scale producers as they 

do not have the financial assets to increase cattle size in addition to not having the natural 

assets such as e.g. more land that is required for expansion thus making it hard for them to 

enhance their livelihoods. Within the SLA framework the diversification of livelihoods 

through off farm activities is often highlighted as a way for producers to mitigate risks 

associated with cultivation and on farm activities, however inequality gaps exist in this case as 

well as households with a larger access to financial capital can translate these into different 

kinds of capital such as human capital in the form of education through which they then  

attain greater opportunities to diversify through e.g. long term employment. Whereas the 

uneducated do not have these opportunities and must in most cases result to diversification 

through lower paying casual wage labor (Amekawa 2011:136).  
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The rational for owning cattle did stand out clearly as it effectively mitigated the risk with 

other production as it had value as both savings and insurance. If other production failed or 

there was a certain need of a larger sum of money, cattle was argued easy to sell. Furthermore 

selling milk provided an easy and continues source of income. Nevertheless, it also posed a 

threat to several other parts of production as extensive cattle raising in the community was 

seen as the main cause of forest clearing and a correlated water scarcity especially during dry 

season in the summer.  

 

Foreign private companies also in some cases provided producers with opportunities for 

income earning such as in the case of the company which had come to Las Pavas to 

incentivize the cultivation of cacao. This had however been done without any binding 

agreements thus leaving the producer in a vulnerable position. This was further enhanced by 

the fact that there had been many producers in the area which had cultivated in the same time 

which meant that a large amount of cacao would be done for harvest during the same time 

period which further enhanced the companies advantage as they also set prices and could also 

choose the crops which they could get as the cheapest price. Thus confirming the idea of that 

the small-scale producer often live in an environment of risk (Blaikie & Brookfield 1987). 

The further statement relating to middlemen taking advantage of small-scale producers which 

lacked access to the market and therefore were forced to sell harvests to a lower price further 

strengthened this perception.  

 

C.I.P.P. projects had only been active in the area for five years which made it hard to identify 

any real changes in income amongst informants. Two of the female informants had however 

adopted practices learnt at the organizations workshop and had cultivated organic produce for 

the purpose of local food vending and they had thus created a local business opportunity 

which they could add to their livelihood strategy. One of the women also had plans of 

extending business and opening up a cantina for tourist that visited the area (D.R Carmona 

Sequeira, personal communication, April 3d 2015). The SLA framework often elucidates 

peoples on capacity to actively shape their opportunities, but has to a large extent focused on 

the diversification through off farm activities as a way to increase household financial 

stability. This case does however show that also on farm related activity such as cultivation 

can be enhanced through processing and can thus provide greater value which can then be 

added to the livelihood portfolio. C.I.P.P. in relation to this had also provided project 

members with the opportunity of participating in workshops which taught producers how to 

make yoghurt and cheese as a way to add value to dairy through processing. (F Acevedo, 

personal communication, March 2nd 2015).  

 

When it came to C.I.P.P project the focus has to a large extent been on been on trying to 

diversify livelihood strategies of the participants with a focus on agroecological practices of 

cultivation and production. To what extent these new techniques and methods are 

incorporated does however depend on how risk averse the producer is. According to (Blaikie 

& Brookfield 1987) the risk averseness of producer do to a large extent depend on the 

producer’s access to land and resources and thus how big the production of the producer is. 

This also seemed to be the case amongst informants where those with a little bit larger farms 

and larger cattle were the ones that had in fact adopted some practices of cultivation for the 

purpose of selling, this can however also be related to their probable greater access to water 

due to their larger land holding as well as their larger cattle size which in turn provided more 

financial security. In the case of other informants it however seemed as cultivation for 

business purposes was too risky due to the perceived lack of market and also the issues related 

to water scarcity, adverse weather, and pests.  
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On the other hand many informants had however adopted techniques learned at organization 

workshops and applied to their subsistence crops for household consumption. They argued 

that the techniques taught by C.I.P.P were more natural and without chemicals which was 

seen an integral encouraging factor.  

 

More sustainable use of the natural resources base  

 

The most prominent concern of informants was the decreased access to water especially 

during summer dry season which presented itself as a stress factor on informant livelihoods 

and effected all types of production as well as their health. The increased intensification of 

cattle raising was argued to be the key issue contributing to this as vast areas had been 

deforested and converted into pasture which in turn had increased evaporation out of 

important water sources and rivers due to decrease in the protective forest cover and a 

correlated warmer microclimate in many areas. Many informants thus argued that cattle 

raising needed to be more controlled and better management practices were needed in order to 

set aside more land that could be reforested.  

 

During workshops it was also argued that a property’s access to water is an important 

determinant when it comes to estimating property value. This in turn could mean that many 

households could have their property value also affected if problems were to persist 

(Observation 1).  

 

Permaculture opts for farming systems where resources such as water are caught and stored. 

At the model farm several techniques for water retention had been installed. Even though 

presenting an opportunity for alleviation of the water crisis, these techniques had yet to be 

adopted by any of the participants.  

 

Increased well-being 

 

Sense of control and inclusion is argued a determining factor for a sense of well-being. 

Accounts from informants showed that they did not feel like the government cared about their 

interests and that they were discouraged by the fact that nothing really had been done to halt 

deforestation or to encourage people to leave more forest. Laws that were implemented in 

order to impede the felling of trees were argued to only punish those which were already 

marginalized whilst large scale illegal logging activity was perceived as not being properly 

addressed. Tree felling laws also had further negative implications for reforestation initiatives 

in the area. C.I.P.P had attained survey information where soil samples had been analyzed and 

argued that the area was well suited for the planting of commercial trees such as for example 

teak, however project participants were reluctant to make such an investment where they were 

it was unsure if they would be able to reap benefits from that investment due to the existing 

laws addressing tree felling (Group discussion). The planting of commercial trees could be 

seen as an incentive for reforestation in the community as well as an additional strategy for 

long term investment for producers but existing regulations and the ways in which laws were 

enforced posed a too large risk (H Haller, personal communication, March 3d 2015). This 

further confirmed what previous studies have indicated, that government initiatives to hinder 

such things as deforestation in many cases do not incorporate the interests and perception of 

the rural population and is therefore often met with incomprehension and feelings of non-

inclusiveness in decision making processes (Blaikie & Brookfield 1987:35).  
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Improved food security  

 

All informant households had some sorts of cultivation for their own consumption, however 

to what extent seemed determined by the overall financial status and those with larger cattle 

sizes had also to a larger extent incorporated cash crops such as cacao and other fruits. FAO 

in a report from 2011 about food security in Nicaragua, argued that subsistence crops such as 

beans and maize will to a larger extent be vulnerable to the increasing effects of climate 

change in Nicaragua and can thus come to aggravate issues of food security in the future 

(FAO 2011). To what extent producers will then be able to incorporate other crops such as 

e.g. fruits is argued will to some degree determine the status of their future food security. In 

the case of Las Pavas water poses a great issue in this regard as it was argued that fruit trees 

in some households needed to be irrigated during dry season for them not to dry out and die. 

 

In recent studies made on agroecological projects it has been argued that the implementation 

of agroecological practices can increase soil fertility and enhance productivity and can thus 

help enhanced food security whilst minimizing cost by the exclusion of external inputs such 

as chemical fertilizers (Björklund et al 2012). Some informants had adopted permaculture 

techniques to their subsistence crops with good results.  

 

”I see it as something beautiful, firstly there are no added chemicals, it’s all natural, my 

daughter went to one of the courses in Nueva Guinea and there they showed her how to make 

natural fertilizers, and that’s what we now use in the orchard for the beans and with that we 

get our harvest. In the beginning we were worried because in the beginning the orchard 

didn’t produce, but then with some new techniques we succeeded…Yes, also the live barriers 

we didn’t know how to do that before…”  

(J Chacon Pineda, personal communication, March 31st 2015)  

 

In one of the cases, however where household food security was very dependent on 

subsistence crops, informant argued that he saw organic practices of cultivating as a very 

positive thing but that he was still reluctant to move away from the use of chemical herbicides 

that he used in his production since he was accustomed to that method. The informant could 

however see himself adopting to agroecological practices in the future and wanted for his 

children to learn them as he also perceived that the use of chemicals was detrimental to both 

the soil and the human health (N.J Hernandez, personal communication, March 31st 2015). 

This can be seen as a case, where adopting new practices can be felt like to large of a risk for 

the producer since the food security of the whole household depends on the yields from 

subsistence crops, further confirming previous studies which point at especially small scale 

producers working and living in an environment of risk where they have to adopt different 

strategies of risk aversion for their subsistence and may be reluctant to change practices which 

have proven useful in the past (Blaikie & Brookfield 1987:35).  

 

 

Reduced vulnerability  

 

Within the framework of SLA it is argued that the mitigation of vulnerability can occur in to 

ways. The first, is external through public action where strategies of prevention like e.g. 

disaster preparedness is implemented in order to reduce vulnerability to stresses and shocks 

on people’s livelihoods (Chambers & Conway 1991:11), and the second is internal through 

the private action where households add to their portfolios of assets and range of responses to 

more effectively be able to cope with stresses and shock in a more effective way (ibid).  
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The externally driven factors such as long term socioeconomic trends are argued to be the 

hardest for people themselves to affect (DFID). However when it comes to creating more 

resilient and effective responses to the stresses and shocks, that is where agroecological 

management practices such as in the case of permaculture, have argued to be the most 

effective (Amekawa 2011). In this case, the permaculture model farm provides a practical 

example of how different techniques can be applied in order to reduce vulnerability to such 

things as water scarcity and also how different food crops and cash crop, such as fruit can be 

incorporated into the local ecological context. This in turn, can help strengthen their proactive 

capabilities of the community in terms of dealing with the vulnerability context and also 

provide opportunities to capitalize on the existent circumstances whilst also enhancing 

conservation.  

 

The establishment of C.I.P.P’s bee keeping cooperative can be argued an example of this. It 

responded to the issues of a decreasing availability of land as not much was needed in order to 

set up an apiary, thus it didn’t require the trade-off with other assets. Similar to cattle raising, 

it was also considered an activity that didn’t need a lot of managing and adapting it to one’s 

livelihood was not seen as a compromising any other activity as it was not labor intensive. 

Furthermore the cooperative which had been started, reduced the felt risk associated with 

starting something up on one’s own account whilst also reducing the risk of middle men 

taking advantage. Honey, was argued to be something that there was a considerable demand 

for and that it was possible to make a considerable profit out of having a small scale 

production. C.I.P.P’s course had provided participants with the human capital, in the form of 

knowledge to enable them to take on production. Furthermore, the incorporation of 

participants into the project was also argued to have stopped previous harmful practices were 

bees were burned or fumigated and had also increased incentives to keep forests and reforest. 
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7. Discussion 

In the light of rapid biodiversity decline and the risk of facing complete exhaustion of all 

ecosystem services (Perfecto et al 2009, McMichael 2013) various scholars have stressed the 

need for a transition to more energy efficient and benign agricultural practices if we are to 

cope with current socio-ecological crisis (Veteto & Lockyer 2008) and also withstand a vast 

population increase in the coming decades. Present development and conservation methods 

have been argued to have made, and continue to make substantial trade-offs between nature 

and short-term financial gain with subsequent environmental degradation and further 

marginalization of already vulnerable populations as outcome, especially in the countries of 

the global South (Robbins 2012). These environmental and social contradictions have in turn 

throughout several decades incentivized different civil society and environment groups to take 

action against what they perceive to be states which have lost their sovereignty under the 

forces of a globalized market economy (Peet & Watts 2004:3).  

 

ICDP projects in the global South which combine issues of development and conservation 

have increased vastly in the past decades partially due to international development 

discussions in the 1980’s which recognized that conservation goals were not going to be met 

if issues of widespread poverty were not also addressed (Znajda 2014). The trickle-down 

effect from general economic growth was recognized not to be sufficient to reach those who 

most needed it and were additionally highly dependent on natural resources for their survival 

and was thus insufficient to have any impact on development or conservation issues. These 

discussions also further made way for the integrated concept of sustainable development 

which recognized issues of development and conservation to be highly intersected (ibid).  

 

Many current ICDP projects have incorporated much of the civil society environmental 

movement that has grown from a critique in the 1950’s to now encompassing a contending 

mode of agricultural production into various projects around the globe as a means of 

conserving the natural environment arguing that traditional techniques and systems have been 

able to sustain people for millennia without the adverse ecological impacts that we see today 

(Hathaway 2015). The question of how to transcend into these modes of production however 

pose another issue which has been argued increasingly critical (ibid). Especially now as the 

ecological crisis has been argued to take new elevations with studies showing that human 

activities might be pushing biodiversity into a sixth extinction phase (McCallum 2015), 

posing new levels of uncertainties in terms of our future existence on this planet. Resulting in 

that powerful instances such as the WTO argue for a further extensification of industrial 

agriculture as a means of increasing production whilst opting for more land to be set aside for 

conservation and restriction from human use.  

 

 Permaculture together with the agroecological movement argues for an adaptation to an 

increasingly uncertain future by making what they see as necessary adjustments, such as 

substituting the industrial energy intensive and highly input dependent industrial agriculture 

with agroecological low energy, now input and more labor intensive modes of agricultural 

production and furthermore reducing dependency of the global market through the creation of 

more localized smaller scale markets.  
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Countries in the global South have been argued most easily adapted to agroecological 

transition as agroecological and traditional modes of agriculture still exists there extensively 

and is in turn practices by small-scale producers which livelihoods can be improved by 

increasing production through the implementation of organic techniques and without the need 

for chemical inputs (Hathaway 2015).  

 

The socioeconomic conditions of many countries such as Nicaragua however poses an 

intricate context through which these projects must be mediated, an issue which is further 

aggravated through downplay of such issues in current global conservation and development 

debate (Znajda 2014). In Las Pavas neoliberal policies of export intensification posed a 

scenario very much in line with the degradation and marginalization thesis (Robbins 

2012:159) where development was enforced upon the population through the intensification 

of cattle raising as a means of increasing economic growth. Even though the expansion of 

cattle raising practices had led to increased issues of water scarcity, cattle raising was still 

seen as the only rational and viable choice to make a living due to the market and 

infrastructure created around it. Government initiatives had implemented projects which 

focused on cattle raising and how to make it more profitable but failed to provide a 

framework for how issues of deforestation and related water scarcity was to be addressed. 

Thus increasing vulnerability issues of already marginalized small-scale producers as their 

livelihoods felt these impact the hardest due to their already limited access to water.  

 

It here becomes important also to assess who it is that benefits from these issues of inequality 

in terms of vulnerability and unequal access to assets. Within the SLA framework, it is argued 

that livelihoods are considered unsustainable if they affect the access of others to important 

assets (Chambers & Conway 1991:9). It is therefore essential not to only analyze trade-offs 

between different assets or capitals but also between different livelihoods as they are in 

ongoing competition with each other (ibid:21). One of the limitations of this case study has 

been that it has failed to incorporate testimonies from those outside the C.I.P.P projects and 

therefore the complete picture of livelihoods in Las Pavas lacks some of the nuance that 

outsider opinions could have provided in terms of contrasting views. This can thus be 

suggested for future research. The short-term availability of a local guide in this case 

contributed to the decision of only focusing on local small and middle-scale producers which 

participated in C.I.P.P.’s projects. The difference between informants in terms of gender and 

socioeconomic status is however argued to have provided a diverse enough spectrum to 

provide results valuable for the discussion on the challenges of socioeconomic context in 

relation to getting producers to adapt permaculture practices. It has been argued that small 

scale producers in the global South are the most likely to take on agroecological techniques 

(Hathaway 2015), the findings of this case study thus also has value for discussions on how to 

transition land management practices.  

 

In the context of Las Pavas permaculture projects needed to provide a livelihood option for 

producers which did not need an extensive amount of natural assets, such as water or land and 

that in the same time could compete with the advantages of cattle so that the dependency on 

owning cattle could be mitigated. This in turn required presenting an option that apart from 

not compromising other natural assets, needed to be; flexible, not labor intensive, address 

issues related to the predation of middle-men, incentivize reforestation and could provide a 

reasonable income. In other words, the permaculture projects which could provide a range of 

benefits to the minimum risk were the ones most likely to be adopted by producers, in this 

case C.I.P.P.’s bee keeping cooperative. Finding such options and opportunities in these kind 

of restrictive settings can be argued as a very complex task.  
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This was also further seen when it came to C.I.P.P wanting to motivate producers to plant 

commercial trees as a way to encourage reforestation and also provide a strategy for long term 

investment. The project became unlikely to be adopted due to existent conservation laws 

incorporated by the state to inhibit tree felling, which in turn posed such a risk that producers 

felt unwilling to adopt the strategy from fear of not being able to reap benefits in the future. 

Additionally also showing, that government top-down initiatives of development and 

conservation to a large extent exclude the interests and realities of a large part of the 

population, further also enhancing their vulnerability.  

 

The question of changing exploitative management practices in the agricultural matrix in 

biodiversity rich countries such as Nicaragua does, in the light of the dominant development 

and conservation agenda, to a large extent depend on the ingenuity of civil society movements 

to find ways of taking advantage of current vulnerability contexts and enhancing producers’ 

capabilities to capitalize on these conditions. Arguably requiring a positivistic approach to 

what can be done rather than on what cannot be done which is also often proposed in 

permaculture (Holmgren 2011).   
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8. Conclusions  

ICDP projects with intersect the complex issues of development and conservation have been 

increasingly criticized for not being able to provide satisfactory measurements of success in 

relation to conservation and development issues. This study concurs with arguments that state 

that the complexities of rural people’s livelihoods and vulnerability contexts is heavily 

downplayed in current development debate and that further research is needed in order to 

finding ways to address shortcomings in neoliberal policies which obstruct possibilities of 

linking socioeconomic development with conservation.  

 

C.I.P.P has during its five years in the rural area of Las Pavas managed to create important 

interlinkages which in turn has strengthened the organization through wider connections and 

has also opened up for new opportunities and collaborations. The organization has also 

acknowledged the importance of involving community leaders as well as representatives in 

different sectors of the community to facilitate the spread of information and further enhance 

possibilities for participation. However, it became clear that large scale producers which had 

access to more extensive portions of land were not represented to the same extent amongst 

participants and that this in turn posed a problem as they kept to conventional management 

methods of cattle raising which in turn required extensive pastures and thus inhibited 

possibilities for reforestation in some areas. Their lesser interest of getting involved with 

C.I.P.P projects can be argued stem from their reduced vulnerability to issues such as water 

scarcity and additionally their noninterest in participation can arguably also be seen as an 

inhibitor of local agroecological transition as they form an integral part of the community and 

enjoy vast influence through their extensive land ownership. In relation to issues of 

participation, people on the other part of the scale, with no access to land were also not 

represented amongst members, and it is therefore advised that further research is needed in 

order to determine factors which can facilitate their inclusion into development and 

conservation projects as their exclusion also has been argued an inherent issue in rural 

development research (Amekawa 2011).  

 

Permaculture techniques and practices are usually disseminated through experiment and 

model farms and this was also the case with C.I.P.P which operated through casa Montesano. 

Members were thus welcome to come to the farm in order to inspect and adopt management 

practices which they felt would assist them in their production. Furthermore, C.I.P.P invited 

them to workshops which in most cases were free of charge and when projects were related to 

additional costs C.I.P.P tried to find ways to adjust so that they could include participants 

from the local community as they argued that one of the issues is that costs posed a barrier for 

the practices and techniques to be extended amongst people in the world who most needed 

them and could improve their livelihoods significantly through their application. Motivational 

factors behind participation was often described as a concern for the wellbeing and future 

development for the community. Also that participants wanted to learn more about 

permaculture techniques in cultivation that were not harmful for the environment or 

themselves additionally they wanted their children to learn these as well. Thus, disproving 

simplistic claims often used in development and conservation debate, which elucidate an 

increase in household income as the key factor behind participation.  
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The effects that neoliberal policies have had on rural populations have been highly debated 

especially when it comes to countries located in the global South, where one of the core issues 

have been argued to be the lesser access to asset for a substantial part of the rural population.  

In this study a decreased access to assets was perceived to be one of the largest issues when it 

came to participants adapting new techniques and methods and also when it came to 

capitalizing on new opportunities. In the SLA framework assets have been closely linked to 

vulnerability and in this study it became prominent that those with lesser access to cattle or 

land also were the ones less disposed to adopt new management practices even though they 

acknowledged the positive qualities related to them. The risk of implementing new practices 

in these cases became too great for the household if it meant that it could compromise yields, 

such as in the case where chemical inputs had been used, and they thus opted for risk 

aversion. Conversely, households which previously also had relied on organic practices had 

no problem adopting permaculture techniques to enhance production. A little bit larger 

middle-scale producers were more prone to experimentation and diversified their livelihood 

strategies through things such as food vending or the cultivation of cash crops e.g. cacao, 

which further confirms what previous research has suggested, that there also exists an 

inequality in capabilities between those with more and those with less access to assets, and 

that a larger asset base provides the security needed for adopting new strategies and seizing 

innovative opportunities.  
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Appendix  

Interview guide 

Introduction  

My name is Susanna, and I´m a student at Stockholm University in Sweden and I’m writing 

my thesis on C.I.P.P’s work here in Las Pavas. Firstly I would just like to take the opportunity 

to really thank you for your participation as it is really important and exciting for me to take 

part of what your ideas and thoughts are on living in Las Pavas and also the projects that 

C.I.P.P. does. (Explanation of thesis topic and motivational factor for choosing Nicaragua as 

a study area) If you for some reason don´t feel like answering to one of my questions, then 

just let me know and we will just move on to another one.  

 

 Land  

- Could you tell me a little bit about what you do on your land? 

- How did you acquire the land? 

- Could you tell me a bit about what land ownership looks like here? 

- Tell me a little bit about why you have chosen to do this activity here 

(gracing/agriculture).  

- What would you like to do with your land if you had the possibility? 

- Do you see any difficulties with owning land here? 

- How is the soil here? What is it suitable for?  

 Occupation/main activities  

- What do you do for a living?  

- Have you always done what you do now or have you worked with something else 

before?  

- Could you tell me how you got into doing what you do for a living?  

- How do you perceive business as going, is it stable, is there a demand? 

- How is it to do what you do for a living?  

- Do you think you will continue to do what you do for a living? The same way? Do 

you think something will change in the future? 

 History of living in Las Pavas 

- How long have you been living here? 

- What did it look like when you first moved here? 

- Could you tell me a little bit about if Las Pavas has changed since you moved here 

or during the years you’ve been living here?  

- What are people here like? 

- How is it to live here? 

 Life in the community 

- Has the community grown larger or smaller in recent years?   

- What do the opportunities look like here?  

- How does it look like here, do people usually specify and work with one thing or 

do they usually do a lot of different things? 
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- Do people often help each other with their businesses?  

- Would you say that people look out for one another here? 

 

 C.I.P.P. 

- Could you tell me a little bit about how you found out about the organization?  

- What was it that inspired you to get involved?  

- What projects have you been involved in?  How was that experience for you?  

- Has being involved with the organization changed anything for you? 

- Has being involved with the organization changed anything for someone that you 

know? 

- What do they plant there?  

- What do you think about their work?  

- Could you imagine yourself doing something similar?  

- What do people usually say about the projects?  

 Future aspirations 

- (If person has children) Do you see your children continuing doing what you are 

doing to make a living? 

- Do you think they will stay in Las Pavas? 

- Do you think you/your family will continue staying in Las Pavas? 

- When people leave Las Pavas why do you think that is?  

 The future of Las Pavas 

- Do you think that Las Pavas will change in the future?  If yes how?  

- Do you think that C.I.P.P. will continue working in the same way as it does now? 

- How do you see the future of C.I.P.P in Las Pavas?  

- Could something be improved with the way that they work now? 
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