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¿Como hablar de nuestra historia mencionando solo al hombre, si en ella 
intervinieron también los elementos tales como el agua, el aire, las rocas, los bosques 
y los animales? 

 
 

How can we speak of our history only mentioning humans, when elements such as the 
water, the air, the rocks, the forests and the animals likewise intervened? 

 
         

—Remigio Rodriguez 
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SUMMARY 

This work examined factors influencing land use and management by Bribri and 
Cabécar households of Talamanca and the varying impact of policies, institutions, and 
processes on their livelihood strategies. The present study sampled purposefully along 
a gradient to represent differing degrees of remoteness from the market and public 
infrastructure and services, ecology, and cultural homogeneity. Communities were 
grouped into three principal zones: Zone I was characterized by altitudes higher than 
500 m, no access to roads, and minimal access to markets and basic infrastructure. 
Zone II, located in the valley, was characterized by altitudes lower than 500 m, with 
access to roads, and separated from the local market center by the Sixaola River. Zone 
III, also located in the valley and with altitudes around 50 m was characterized by 
ample access to roads, market, and basic infrastructure. Semi-structured interviews 
were conducted with key informants (n=30) and 10% (n=82) of households in the 
seven communities of the research transect.  
 
In Zone I, production was for subsistence, characterized by a distinctive land use 
trajectory from forest or fallow to basic grains and finally to mixed systems of more 
permanent cultivars. Influences on land use involve a constellation of factors: cultural 
notions of ‘how to use the land well’ and the importance of maintaining diversity; 
biophysical conditions such as broken topography, soil type and fertility, and natural 
events like landslides and floods; lack of market access; and the presence of livestock. 
In Zone II and III, households produced mainly organic banana in agroforestry systems 
or plantain in monoculture. Unlike in Zone I where a predominant land use pathway 
involved basic grain production, a much larger portion of parcels in Zones II and III 
went directly from forest or fallow to more permanent uses, such as agroforestry 
systems or plantain. Dominant influences on land use were the different ‘rules of the 
game’ established by certification bodies and organic organizations and the network of 
plantain buyers, respectively.  
 
Predominance of plantain in both zones was due to the early historical establishment of 
the plantain market relative to the organic banana market. Further factors reinforcing 
this situation in which land use was ‘locked’ into agrochemical plantain production 
were the inability of plantain farmers to switch to organic banana production due to 
local agrochemical use, as well as the opportunity costs implied in the transition from 
conventional to organic production. Research revealed that both market integration and 
ecological conditions powerfully affect the design and management of the 
agroecosystem. Off-farm income, for example, from the sale of household labor, 
characterized livelihood strategies in all zones. 
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RESUMEN 

Se estudiaron los factores que influyen en el uso y manejo de suelo por hogares Bribri 
y Cabécar de Talamanca y el impacto de políticas, instituciones, y procesos (PIPs) en 
las estrategias de medio de vida de los hogares. Se definió una gradiente que abarcaba 
elevación y ecología del paisaje, distancia al mercado, acceso a infraestructura y la 
homogeneidad cultural. De la combinación de estos factores se dividió el área en tres 
zonas: Zona I la zona se caracterizaba por altitudes mayores a los 500 m, sin vías de 
transporte, menos acceso al mercado e infraestructura; Zona II, ubicada en el valle, se 
caracterizaba por altitudes inferiores a los 500 m, con caminos y separada del mercado 
local por el río Sixaola; Zona III, también ubicada en el valle, se caracterizaba por 
altitudes de 50 m, acceso al mercado e infraestructura básica. Se realizaron entrevistas 
semi-estructuradas a informantes clave (n=30) y al 10% (n=82) de los hogares de las 
siete comunidades del transecto de investigación.  
 
En la Zona I, producción es de subsistencia, caracterizado por una trayectoria de uso 
desde bosque o barbecho a granos básicos y luego a sistemas más permanente de 
cultivos. Las influencias sobre el uso de suelo fueron varias: nociones culturales de 
cómo aprovechar bien del suelo y la importancia del mantenimiento de la diversidad; 
condiciones biofísicas como topografía quebrada, tipo de suelo y fertilidad, y eventos 
naturales como deslizamientos y inundaciones; y finalmente la practica de la ganadería. 
En Zonas II y III, la mayoría de los hogares producían banano orgánico en sistemas 
agroforestales o plátano en monocultivo. A diferencia de Zona I donde una trayectoria 
significante de uso de suelo involucraba granos básicos, un porcentaje más grande de 
parcelas en Zonas II y III cambiaron directamente de bosque o barbecho a usos más 
permanentes, como sistemas agroforestales o plátano. Influencias dominantes sobre el 
uso de suelo eran las ‘reglas del juego’ establecido por los organismos de certificación, 
compradores de productos orgánicos, y la red de intermediarios de plátano.  
 
La predominancia de plátano en ambos zonas dependía del establecimiento del 
mercado de plátano históricamente antes del mercado de productos orgánicos. Otros 
factores que influyeron en el dominio de plátano eran la dificultad por parte de 
productores a cambiar de plátano a producción orgánica de banano debido al uso de 
agroquímicos y también los costos de oportunidad en la transición de producción 
convencional a orgánica. La investigación también revelo que la integración al 
mercado y condiciones ecológicas influyeron  en el diseño y el manejo del 
agroecosistema. Además, los ingresos fuera de finca, por ejemplo, la venta de labor del 
hogar, caracterizaba estrategias de vida en todas las zonas.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Problem Statement 

In the tropics, such as any area inhabited by human beings, patterns in the landscape are 
not random or static. Shaped by biophysical and agroecological conditions, the landscape 
mosaic is also a social construction, a reflection of a whole series of decisions social 
actors1 have made as they secure and advance their livelihoods under various pressures, 
changing conditions, and uncertain circumstances. Furthermore, the relations among 
these various actors are permeated by power; the decisions and practices of some 
influence the decisions and practices of others. All move within a biophysical, 
institutional, and wider socio-cultural context which favors certain kinds of land uses and 
disfavors others.  

 
Patterns in the landscape likewise have ecological consequences. The type and intensity 
of land use greatly influences the potential for biodiversity conservation. Different land 
uses have repercussions, for example, on soil and water quality, pest incidence, aquatic 
ecology, and wildlife conservation.2  It is an error, however, to think of the value of 
biodiversity as merely ‘ecological’ in nature. This overlooks biodiversity’s importance 
for the functioning of all ecosystems—including those upon which human beings 
depend—as well as that its excessive loss implies real costs on resource users. The 
choice among different land use practices, therefore, is not a stark dichotomy between 
humans and the environment or production and conservation, but between different uses 
with varying potentials for livelihood generation and biodiversity conservation. It is the 
nature of the interface between people and their environment which counts in terms of 
‘sustainability’.3 

 
Because the world’s greatest concentration of terrestrial biodiversity is found in 
resource-poor tropical countries,4 patterns in the landscape are especially of interest in 
places such as Talamanca in Costa Rica’s Limón province. Although the La Amistad-
Talamanca region comprises only 12% of the national territory, it contains 80% of Costa 
Rica’s plant and animal species (UNESCO 2000). While Costa Rica, and by extension 
Talamanca, is part of the Mesoamerican biodiversity ‘hotspot’, a phrase used to 
designate areas with at least 1500 species of vascular plants (>0.5 percent of the world’s 
total) as endemic and having lost 70% of its original habitat (Myers et al. 2000)5, forest 
cover and wildlife habitat have remained intact to a greater extent than elsewhere in 
                                                 
1 ‘Social actors’ refers to the various persons and groups that interact within a given social context. 
2 These are the general topics of the Ph.D. candidates of the IGERT-Talamanca project (more below). The 
present study seeks to integrate with this multi-disciplinary team. 
3 The word ‘sustainability’ in quotations because of the ambiguities surrounding this concept. These 
ambiguities will be addressed directly in the section of the literature review entitled, ‘Sustainable rural 
livelihoods.’ 
4 This will be discussed in greater detail, specifically in regards to Talamanca in section 1.6 entitled 
‘Research area,’ and generally in section 2.2 entitled, ‘Livelihoods, poverty, and the local environment.’ 
5 The Mesoamerica Hotspot encompasses all subtropical and tropical ecosystems from central Mexico to 
the Panama Canal (Myers et al. 2000).  
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Costa Rica (UNESCO 2000). In recognition of its biodiversity, Talamanca forms an 
important part of the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor (MABC). Talamanca is also 
among the poorest districts of Costa Rica, whose poverty is especially concentrated 
among the indigenous population (Gutiérrez 2000, Gutiérrez and Sandoval 2003). 
Furthermore, Talamanca has been regarded for centuries as an area with abundant natural 
and mineral resources. Its history has been marked by many different groups seeking to 
exploit these resources, among such groups: the Spanish conquistadores beginning in the 
16th century, the Costa Rican government in the 19th, and the Standard Fruit Company 
and various explorations for mineral deposits and petroleum in the 20th.  
 
The confluence of these factors—biodiversity, poverty, indigenous inhabitants, and 
natural resources—has made Talamanca a site of great interest to many different actors. 
Along with the local population, the state, and business interests, various development, 
indigenous rights, research, and conservation organizations are at work in the region. 
Along with their different interests come different visions for its ‘development’. Many of 
these actors have different stakes in the way land is used, which in turn reflect divergent 
and even conflicting views of the local landscape and the livelihood strategies of its 
inhabitants.  

 
That a landscape could become subject to such conflicting ‘readings’6 invites—even 
demands—consideration of the perspectives which have generated them. This entails a 
study of the convergences and divergences in development priorities between scientists, 
policy-makers, and development practitioners working on questions of natural resource 
management and conservation in the area, addressed in the work of a colleague and 
M.Sc. candidate at the Centro Agronómico Tropical de Investigación y Enseñanza 
(CATIE), Sandra Candela.7 It also entails a study of what local residents have to say 
about priorities—how the livelihood strategies of local inhabitants interact with the local 
environment, and what inhabitants regard as the key influences upon that interaction, the 
task of this study. 

 
Land use in the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories8, the specific site of the present 
study, varies considerably. Outside the territories, subsidiaries of multinational banana 
companies (Dole and Del Monte) cultivate large-scale technified monoculture banana for 
export. Likewise, local farmers grow medium scale monoculture plantain for the national 
and export market. Inside the territories, agricultural production includes plantain grown 
in monoculture with varying levels of agrochemical use; basic grains such as maize, rice, 
beans, cassava; and agroforestry systems, based principally in banana and cacao 
(Somarriba and Harvey 2003). Various authors have noted concern (Villalobos and 
Borge 1995, Laforge 1998, CATIE 2000, Somarriba and Harvey 2003) at the rising trend 
to convert these diverse agroforestry systems to more intensive and less diverse 

                                                 
6 The trope ‘reading the landscape’ draws on the work of Fairhead and Leach (1996). 
7 Candela S. 2006. Convergencias y divergencias de la relación entre organizaciones indígenas y externas respecto 
a la gestión de recursos naturales en los territorios indígenas de la Alta Talamanca/ Caribe, Costa Rica. M.Sc. tesis, 
CATIE, Turrialba, Costa Rica. 
8 By executive decree, in 1982, the territories were divided in two: the Bribri Indigenous Reserve of 
Talamanca and the Cabécar Indigenous Reserve of Talamanca, with land areas of 43,690 ha and 22,729 ha, 
respectively.  
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agriculture, especially monoculture plantain. While plantain is commonly seen to have 
negative repercussions on the local environment, agroforestry systems are generally 
considered to have positive effects (Gamez and Ugalde 1988, Rice and Greenberg 2000, 
Reitsma et al. 2001).  

 
There is surprisingly little information on local livelihood strategies and their underlying 
micro-macro links, in particular regarding the dynamic ‘policies, institutions, and 
processes’ (PIPs), or the complex interactions between institutions, organizations, 
policies, and legislation (DFID 1999), that influence the relationship between livelihoods 
and the local environment. Such information is vital for a nuanced understanding of the 
factors that encourage certain land uses and disfavor others, especially for those 
concerned with promoting ‘a sustainable livelihoods’9 approach which integrates both 
production and conservation goals. ‘Sustainable livelihoods’ are taken to be those 
livelihoods able to both 1) cope with and recover from stresses and shocks, and provide 
for present and future generations, and 2) maintain or enhance the local and global 
environmental assets on which livelihoods depend (Chambers and Conway 1991). 

 
Taking the household as the point of departure (FAO 1999, Wallace 2002), the present 
study sets out to understand how households both read and participate in the construction 
of their landscape—its making, its present form, and its future possibilities. It arises out 
of the conviction that it is through an examination of the texture and diversity of 
livelihood strategies that we might find ways to better understand land use changes. 

1.2 Justification of the study 

The consideration of the influences on livelihoods on land use in the Bribri and Cabécar 
indigenous territories is timely, for it is a region characterized by change and 
transformation as the local economy increasingly integrates into the national and global 
one (Villalobos and Borge 1995, Borge and Castillo 1997). The primary justification of 
the present study is the provision of information necessary for those organizations 
working on issues related to livelihoods and land use in the territories, as well as to raise 
general awareness of the situation there. It aims to contribute to the ongoing and critical 
process whereby ‘outsiders’ listen and learn from the intended beneficiaries of their 
activities and continue to tailor their interventions accordingly.  

 
Further justification for this study is its relevance to two such outside interventions: First, 
this study, whose focus is primarily at the household level, along with that of Sandra 
Candela10, whose focus is on the level of organizations, is partially funded by and will 
contribute to the efforts of the Integrative Graduate Education and Research Traineeship 
(IGERT) program jointly executed by the University of Idaho and CATIE and funded by 
the National Science Foundation of the United States. One of the five IGERT teams is 

                                                 
9 The ambiguities in this definition will be addressed in section 2.4. 
10 Candela S. 2006. Convergencias y divergencias de la relación entre organizaciones indígenas y externas 
respecto a la gestión de recursos naturales en los territorios indígenas de la Alta Talamanca/ Caribe, Costa 
Rica. M.Sc. tesis, CATIE, Turrialba, Costa Rica. 
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presently at work in Talamanca, studying what role different landscapes play in 
maintaining higher levels of biodiversity and fostering connectivity and ecosystem 
function. All these studies contribute to the interdisciplinary effort to understand and 
promote sustainable production and biological conservation in anthropogenically 
fragmented landscapes.  

 
This research will also be of relevance to and conducted in collaboration with CATIE’s 
project entitled ‘Carbon Sequestration and the Development of Environmental Markets’ 
(CATIE’s carbon project), successor to the project, ‘Biodiversity Conservation and 
Sustainable Production in Indigenous Organic Cacao Farms in Talamanca, Costa Rica’ 
(CATIE’s Cacao project). The main rationale of the latter project was to demonstrate that 
the management of farms according to both ecological and organic productive principles 
can simultaneously promote the conservation of plant and animal diversity, and provide a 
sustainable source of household income. The main rationale of the former project is to 
assist producers within the indigenous territories in accessing markets for environmental 
goods and services. 

1.3 Objectives 

1.3.1 General objective 

To contribute to a better understanding of the factors influencing land use and 
management practices at the household level and the varying influences of policies, 
institutions, and processes11 in related livelihood strategies in the indigenous territories of 
Talamanca, Costa Rica. 

1.3.2 Specific objectives 

1. To identify the policies, institutions, and processes that have influenced, currently 
influence, and will influence land use in favor of or against certain land use and 
management practices. 

 
2. To determine the livelihood assets, priorities, and activities of households and 

how these relate with land use. 
 

3. To identify opportunities for adjusting development and conservation programs 
and policies to local realities by exploring the implications of household-level 
conceptions and priorities regarding land use. 

                                                 
11 The processes, institutions, and policies (PIPs) dimension of the livelihoods framework comprises the 
social and institutional context within which individuals and families construct and adapt their livelihoods. 
As such it embraces quite a complex range of issues (see section 2.1 for more details). 
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1.4 Guiding research questions 

1. What are the past and present land uses on the farm, and what do households 
believe to be their future? 

 
2. What policies, institutions, and processes have influenced, currently influence, 

and will influence these land use changes?   
 

3. What are the livelihood assets, priorities, and activities of households, and how 
do these relate with land use? 

 
4. What are households’ conceptions of and priorities in regards to the relationship 

between sustainable production and biodiversity conservation, specifically in 
terms of the problems and possibilities of organic cacao and banana production? 

 
5. What are the implications of the findings for adjusting development and 

conservation programs and policies of external organizations and institutions to 
local realities? 

1.5 Hypothesis 

This study is an exploratory study, and as such, does not require a hypothesis. This study 
arises out of the conviction that, when faced with unfamiliar experiences and situations, 
understanding and dialogue can take place only by opening ourselves to different ways 
of thinking. The more research of this nature is bound by closed-ended questions and 
expectations, the less likely it will produce insights and the more it will generate data to 
fit accustomed patterns of thinking.  

1.6 Research area 

Research was conducted within the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories in 
Talamanca, Costa Rica. Figure 1 is a map of the nation of Costa Rica, in which the 
canton of Talamanca is shown in relief. Talamanca in turn is divided into three districts: 
Sixaola, Cahuita, and Bratsi. The indigenous territories are located in the district Bratsi.  
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Figure 1. Costa Rica and the Province of Talamanca 

Source: IGERT-Talamanca team 

 1.6.1 Historical context of land use 

Archeological investigations reveal human settlements in Talamanca dating to 300 B.C. 
(Stone 1961). Very little is known about these settlements. Before the arrival of the 
Spanish Conquistadores, Talamanca was called ‘ARA’ and was inhabited by the Bribri 
and Cabécar peoples (Borge and Castillo 1997). Most of what is known about these 
peoples around the time of the Conquest stems from the Spaniards themselves and 
suggests that the region was inhabited by small and independent chieftainships, whose 
livelihoods were based primarily in hunting, fishing, and gathering activities (Fernandez 
1968). Those chieftainships of common ancestry shared the same territory, depended 
upon one another economically, and organized for war together. There is evidence of 
both war and commerce between these different chieftainships. Little is known about 
their agricultural systems other than that they practiced migratory, subsistence 
production of maize, beans, squash, and various tuber crops (ibid.).  

 
‘Talamanca’ was the name given by the Spaniard Conquistadores to the indigenous 
territories of the Bribri-Cabécar people (ibid., Villalobos and Borge 1997). The central 
valley of Talamanca was the site of Spaniard operations in the region, due to the 
accessibility to the ocean from its many bays and wide river mouths, as well as the 
prospect of gold. The history of the Bribri and Cabécar after Spanish contact can be 
divided into three main periods: from 1540 until 1821, from 1821 until approximately 
1950, and then finally from around 1950 until the present (Rojas Conejo 2002). 
 
The first period consisted of about three centuries of a sporadic Spanish presence in the 
region. The Spanish presence was comprised of two main groups: Catholic missionaries, 
who worked to convert the indigenous to the Catholic faith; and the colonial army, who 
took indigenous prisoners in order to re-populate other areas or exploit their labor under 
the encomienda system. Despite establishing permanent settlements in the region, such 
as Santiago de Talamanca, and the missionary efforts to evangelize the populace, the 
Spaniards were unable to achieve full control over the region, due to the ongoing 
‘guerilla war’ of a largely unified local population that attacked and retreated to the 
mountains (Villalobos and Borge 1995, Rojas Conejo 2002). The indigenous populations 
were able to survive their period with their religious authorities and socio-political 
structure intact. This is not to say, however, that they were unaffected by the Spanish 
presence: the population was decimated due to various epidemics, periodic captures, and 
the executions of some of their leaders (Stone 1962, Borge and Villalobos 1994). 

 
The second period corresponds with Costa Rica’s independence from Spain around 1821. 
With independence came interest by the emerging Costa Rican state in exerting its 
political influence over Talamanca (Borge and Villalobos 1994, Fernandez 1968). 
During this time, studies conducted by the geologist William More Gabb found deposits 
of copper, coal, gold, and petroleum in the Talamanca valley. He concluded, however, 
that it was unprofitable to exploit these deposits due to their limited size. He also 
examined the agricultural potential of the region’s soils (Gabb 1978). The Atlantic 
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railroad was constructed in 1871 to facilitate access and control of the region (Villalobos 
and Borge 1995). This growing state presence and effort to exert control over land and 
resources led to various outbreaks of violence between governmental representatives and 
the local population (ibid.) as the state increasingly reinforced its presence by naming 
political leaders. This had the effect of debilitating the sociopolitical structure of the 
indigenous populations. 
 
By 1905, the United Fruit Company (UFC) was present in Costa Rica, supported in large 
measure by the political and military power of the Costa Rican government (ibid.). In 
1909, through its subsidiary, the Chiriquí Land Company, it established its first 
commercial plantations in the Sixaola valley. It built roads and bridges, as well as laid a 
railroad track, as it gradually extended its activities to the Talamanca valley. Thousands 
of hectares of land were affected: forests were cleared, ploughed, and planted with 
banana. Various ways were found to expropriate land from the local inhabitants: 
extortion, the creation of new laws, and even outright violence (Fernandez 1968, 
Fournier 1974, Villalobos and Borge 1995). There was widespread local resistance to 
this process: animals poisoned, banana trees cut down, company roadways damaged. The 
Chiriquí Land Co. responded with assassinations and even torture. Gradually, much of 
the local population was forced to move to the highlands of the Talamanca mountain 
range (Fernandez 1968, Founier 1974).  
 
During this second period of Talamanca history, the relationship between indigenous 
groups and outside actors was now different than previous military conflagrations. There 
was periodic violence: the last Talamanca chiefs died during this time, some from 
internal conflicts among the indigenous themselves, others related to the conflict with the 
banana company (Fernandez 1968, Founier 1974). But the power of the Costa Rican 
state was increasingly exercised through forced economic integration and the increasing 
presence of state institutions. The new modality of outside intervention was through the 
introduction of technology: machinery, railroads, roads, and bridges, which brought with 
it new forms of agricultural production and a labor market governed by the contracting of 
labor and the earning of wages (Fernandez 1918, Stone 1962). Despite intermittent trade 
with the Spaniards, it was the arrival of the Chiriquí Land Company that brought about 
the incorporation of the local economy into the international one, mainly through the 
presence of a labor market. A series of natural disasters—floods in 1920 and 1930, along 
with increasing diseases such as Black Sigatoka (Mycosphaerella fijiensis), Fusarium 
wilt (Fusarium oxysporum), and Moko (Ralstonia solanacearum)—all contributed to the 
eventual abandonment by the Chiriquí Land Co. of banana production in the Talamanca 
valley and their complete withdrawal by 1938 (ibid.). With the withdrawal of the banana 
company, the population began to resettle the Talamanca valley.  
 
The third period of Talamanca history, from around the middle of the 20th century to the 
present, corresponds the further integration of Talamanca into the market economy. After 
the withdrawal of the banana company in the 1940s and 1950s, former employees and 
their families began cultivating cacao with intensive production techniques for purely 
commercial purposes (Villalobos and Borge 1995). Historically, cacao had been 
produced for local consumption and ceremonial purposes. The rise of commercial cacao 
production increased incomes and permitted the purchase of non-local products. Cacao 
gradually grew in importance within the local economy, increasingly submitting the local 
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economy to an extra-local market. Cacao incorporated even very remote communities 
into at least somewhat of a reliance on cash income.  
 
Many other changes were likewise taking place during this time. Beginning in the 1950s, 
various companies conducted petroleum explorations in the Talamanca valley (Dobles 
1982). Taking advantage of the roads and infrastructure built by the petroleum 
companies, other companies began to conduct logging activities in the more accessible 
communities (Villalobos and Borge 1995). These three factors—the rise of commercial 
cacao production, further petroleum explorations, and logging—along with the 
associated changes in production, incorporation into distant markets, construction of 
infrastructure, and the increasing importance of a cash economy, set in motion changes 
that continue to have a profound effect on Talamanca (Villalobos and Borge 1995). 
 
The forces contributing to the decline of cacao and the local economy in Talamanca were 
both biological and economic in origin in the form of the plant disease monilia 
(Moniliophthora roreri). The fungus rose to prominence when, in response to favorable 
market conditions, producers in several South American countries began to cultivate 
cacao on a larger and less diverse scale. This activity permitted the previously unknown 
fungal pathogen to emerge from its forest habitat to wreak havoc in these new 
monocultures (Phillips-Mora 2003).  
 
It is estimated that there were 23,963 ha of cacao in Costa Rica, divided into a total of 
2,823 farms of various sizes, mainly concentrated in Limón province (Phillips-Mora 
2003) when the plant disease monilia was first reported in Costa Rica in Cahuita, 
Province of Limón in 1978 (Enriquez and Suarez 1978). Damage to the cacao industry of 
Costa Rica was swift and substantial. Inspections made in 1979 to detect the geographic 
distribution of monilia in the Atlantic coast showed that the disease was present in some 
900 ha of cacao (Phillips-Mora 2003). One year later, the disease had spread to the 
southern part of Limón and beyond, affecting some 7150 ha of cacao (ibid.). Between 
1978 and 1983, cacao production in CR declined by 72% and dry cacao beans exports 
decreased by 96% (Figure 2). Cacao production in Costa Rica has never since recovered 
to pre-monilia levels (ibid.).  
 
Estimates of cacao production in Talamanca vary. According to CEDECO (1998), there 
were 1489.5 ha of organic cacao in production. By 2001, according to the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Livestock (MAG) and the National Council of Production (CNP), there 
were approximately 1700 ha of certified organic cacao were in production in Costa Rica, 
95% of which was concentrated in Talamanca (Talamanca Municipality 2003). In 
contrast, according to an IICA report (2001), cacao and banana production combined 
totaled 2265 ha. Finally, according to a study of land use within the indigenous 
territories, a total of 5439 ha were dedicated to cacao and mixed cacao systems, of which 
4828 ha (88.9%) were not managed (Yepéz (1999). The fact that most of the cacao was 
unmanaged and was in the process of reversion to secondary forest explains part of the 
discrepancy in the numbers. 
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Figure 2. Production area (a) and volume (b) of plantain and cacao production in Costa 
Rica, 1955-2005 

Source: Graphs by Ruth Dahlquist with data from FAO databases, http://faostat.fao.org 
 
Around this time, the Costa Rican government, through the Refinadora Costarricense de 
Petróleo (RECOPE), continued further petroleum explorations (Dobles 1982). This led to 
conflicts between the State and local residents over who had the rights to the land in the 
indigenous territories. At stake was the interpretation of the joint-ownership clause of 
Article 6 of the Indigenous Law, stating that ‘mineral resources in the subsoil of 
indigenous reserves are the patrimony of the State and the indigenous communities.’  
The petroleum explorations deforested, constructed roads and bridges, and opened the 
land with dynamite. Many local residents desisted from farming and began to work for 
RECOPE, and a labor economy began to take increasing form (ibid., Villalobos and 
Borge 1995). Villalobos and Borge (1995) argue that RECOPE was the first instance of a 
labor economy within the territories in which a substantial percentage of Bribri and 
Cabécar participated, a precursor to what would later be the case with plantains. In 
general, the growing labor market intensified certain segments of the population’s 
dependence on cash income, a process initiated decades before with cacao. Furthermore, 
its construction and reparation of many kilometers of roads would later facilitate the 
production and commercialization of plantain. 
 
The conditions for plantain’s rise to prominence as a source of cash income, then, were 
created both by the influence of the cacao trade and the factors associated with the 
presence of RECOPE in the Talamanca Valley. In Figure 2, plantain peaks right around 
this historical juncture, corresponding with the sudden downturn of cacao and the 
presence of RECOPE.  

 
Just as monilia rapidly devastated cacao, it was to a large extent plantain production, and 
to a lesser extent, banana production, that replaced it. Like cacao, plantains had been part 
of small-holder subsistence production agricultural systems. Initially, intermediaries 
from the central valley purchased all plantain production for commercialization within 
national markets to meet the demand for an increasingly urban population. In 1983-1984, 
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two large transnational (BANDECO-Del Monte and Standard Fruit Company) initiated 
operations in the Sixaola valley to purchase plantains for export to the United States 
(ibid.). During the 1980s, a national market was likewise developing, along with a 
regional one in Nicaragua due to the civil conflict in that nation. In 1990, Standard Fruit 
Company displayed interest in purchasing plantains for export (Somarriba 1993). Over 
the ensuing years, the demand for plantains for export continued to grow, to meet the 
demand of migrant communities abroad (ibid.). The rapid spread of plantain is evidenced 
in the fact that in 1981, there were 556 farmers with a total of 1270 ha of plantains in the 
indigenous territories (CATIE 1984, quoted in Somarriba 1993). As of 2001, 
appoximately 1600 ha of export plantain was in production in Talamanca (Ministry of 
Agriculture and National Counsil of Production 2001 report, quoted in Talamanca 
Municipality 2003). At the same time, approximately 3000 ha of plantain produced for 
the national market, with an annual production of approximately 5 tones per ha per year. 
The majority of export plantain production is concentrated in the Sixaola valley, and the 
majority of national plantain production is concentrated in the Talamanca valley. 
Talamanca produces about 52% of the national produciton of plantain. Figure 3 displays 
the rise in both export value and export volume of plantain vis-à-vis cacao. 

 
Further influencing the spread of plantain was the Costa Rican government’s support of 
it through its participation in the United States’ ‘Caribbean Basin Initiative’ (CBI), 
launched in 1979 and providing for tariff exemptions or reductions for most products 
from 24 participating countries in Central America and the Caribbean region (Somarriba 
1993, Mora 2005). The Costa Rican government provided direct export incentives to 
larger producers and cooperatives by way of the Tax Credit Certificate (Certificado de 
Abono Tributario). In general, the agriculture policies adopted from the 1980s onward 
tended to stimulate export agricultural production and the attraction of investment in 
order to amplify non-traditional agricultural production (Korten 1993, González 1997, 
Mora 2005). At the same time, the government’s agricultural policy has shifted away 
from subsistence smallholders, reflected in the National Production Council’s decision to 
end the purchase of maize in 1982 as well as the government’s importation of basic 
foodstuffs, making it increasingly difficult for rural subsistence producers to continue in 
that line of production (González 1997, Mora 2005). 
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Figure 3. Export volumes (a) and values (b) of Costa Rican exports of plantain and 
cocoa beans, 1955-2005 

Source: Graphs by Ruth Dahlquist with data from FAO databases, http://faostat.fao.org 

 
Despite sudden downturns in the plantain production and export, such as in 1984 when 
the transnationals suddenly stopped exporting plantains (Somarriba 1993) or in 1991 
when a massive earthquake disrupted production and export, plantain has remained a 
significant feature in the landscape of the Talamanca Valley. Since its arrival in the late 
1970s and early 1980s, the plantain market has diversified and expanded considerably to 
the present day, with several avenues for commercialization, both in national and 
international markets. In the indigenous territories, it contributes significantly to the 
livelihoods of many households. Its cultivation has been largely limited to the valley. 
Though there are instances of its cultivation in the highlands, it is not as suited for 
cultivation there as is banana or cacao. 
 
Because plantain production is a more intensive land use, and thereby requires less land 
area, it has contributed to the formation of a land market, freeing up land to be sold, 
rented, or lent to other households (Villalobos and Borge 1995). Reflecting these 
tendencies is the fact that farms with land areas between 0 and 10 ha have tended to 
increase between 1973 and 1985, while the percentage of farms with land areas between 
10 and 50 ha have tended to decrease (Villalobos and Borge 1995). This in turn coincides 
with changes in labor relations (ibid.). Because it requires less labor, the rise of 
commercial production of plantain especially has contributed to a growing local labor 
market. This has facilitated the migration to and concentration of the population in the 
valley.  
 
Just like in the case of cacao and plantain, before the mid-1990s, banana, such as cacao 
and plantain, was cultivated in small polyculture parcels for home consumption. When 
organizations interested in purchasing organic banana began to arrive in the territories, 
hold meetings, and organize producers, and offer attractive prices, the land dedicated to 
the cultivation of organic banana rapidly began to expand and producers soon generated 
earnings comparable to those of plantain (Borge 1999). A common pattern is noted: the 
initiative for organic banana production as a cash crop, just like with cacao and plantain, 
was consumer demand for this product elsewhere. Farmers and organizations 
subsequently mobilized to meet that demand.  
 
In general, the production and commercialization of organic products has grown 
exponentially during the last decade of the 20th century, influenced by three principal 
factors: increasing demand in Europe, the U.S., and Japan; price premiums; and the 
development of different accreditation, certification, and other regulatory systems (Arze 
2001, quoted in Hinojosa 2003). The sale of organic banana commenced in the 
indigenous territories in 1994 (Borge 1999, Hinojosa 2003), with APPTA selling to the 
company TROBANEX. TROBANEX began working directly with producers the 
following year and commercialized the produce through HIPP, a German business 
specializing in baby food (Hinojosa 2003). In 1999, APPTA began buying organic 
banana (Hinojosa 2003), and in the ensuing years, two other buyers—ACAPRO (only 
purchases outside the indigenous territories) and UCANEHÜ—entered on the scene.  
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Figures for organic banana production in Talamanca likewise vary. Hinojosa (2003) 
estimated that, as of 1999, close to 1250 ha was dedicated to banana production 
(Hinojosa 2003). According to CEDECO (1998), on the other hand, there were 2773 ha 
of organic banana in production in Costa Rica. As of 2001, according to IICA estimates, 
there were 2265 ha dedicated to mixed banana and cacao cultivation, and 679 solely 
dedicated to banana. Finally, according to the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock 
(MAG) and National Counsel of Production (CNP), as of 2001 approximately 2000 ha of 
certified organic banana were in production (Talamanca Municipality 2003). The seat of 
organic banana production in Costa Rica is widely acknowledged to be Talamanca. 
Talamanca produces nearly 90% of the national production of organic banana (ibid).  

 1.6.2 Biophysical conditions 
Within the indigenous territories, there are two clearly delimited zones: the valley and 
the mountain highlands and foothills (Villalobos and Borge 1995). The valley is located 
in an alluvial fan, formed by a complex hydrographic network of four rivers, which are 
part of the Sixaola watershed. The valley is prone to violent and periodic flooding due to 
both its moderate slope and high rainfall in the highlands with pronounced slopes in 
catchment areas. At the same time, its soils receive silt deposits, which are the source of 
their fertility. In the valley, humid and very humid tropical forests predominate 
(Holdridge 1967).  
 
Forest and tree resources play an enormous role in Talamanca. Among the abundant 
forest species in the region are Cordia alliodora, Iriartea deltoidea, Bactris gasipaes, 
and Pentaclethra macroloba (Suatunce 2002). Table 1 (a) and (b) display the extent to 
which forest cover exists and has existed in Talamanca. Despite extensive deforestation 
elsewhere in Costa Rica, forest cover in Talamanca has remained largely intact. 

Table 1. Costa Rican Forest Cover by Conservation Area (a) and (b) dense forest 
coverage (80-90% to 50% coverage) in Costa Rica, 1940, 1950, 1977, and 1987 

 
Name of conservation area Total area (ha) Forested area (ha) Percentage of area forested 

Guanacaste 347,090 112,177 32.3
Arenal-Huetar N. 659, 398 163,371 24.8
Tortuguero 304,261 153,456 50.4
Arenal-Tilarán 248,201 96,645 38.9
Tempisque 742,227 281,045 37.9
Coord. Volc. Central 566,162 251,928 44.5
Amistad Caribe 722,846 451,187 62.4
Amistad Pacífico 528,162 175,209 33.2
Pacífico Central 547,588 160,992 29.4
Osa 420,819 165,971 39.4

TOTAL 5,086,755 2,017,112 42  
 
Source: Adapted from de Camino et al. 2000 and Posas 2001 
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Note:  ‘Amistad-Caribe’ designates the area in which the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories are 
located. 

 
 

 
 
Source: Adapted from de Camino et al. 2000 and Posas 2001 
Note:  ‘Amistad-Caribe’ designates the area in which the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories are 

located and is highlighted by the box. 
 
Precipitation varies by areas within Talamanca; in general, the communities of the 
foothills and the mountains receive more rainfall than the communities of the valleys and 
the coast. According to the Costa Rican Institute of Electricity (ICE), mean annual 
precipitation in the lowlands of Talamanca is around 4000 mm (ICE 1993). In the 
communities of Chase and Amubri, both located within the Talamanca valley, the drier 
months of January, February, March, and April, precipitation oscillates between 100 to 
200 mm per month. From May onward, mean monthly precipitation rises to 200 mm and 
350 mm per month. Mean annual temperature is 25.6 °C and 27°C, respectively (Borge 
and Castillo 1997).  
 
According to the land capability classification system devised by the Office of 
Agricultural Sector Planning (OPSA 1979), Group I, which refers to the area suitable 
from all types of use, comprises 34.8% of the land of the territories, and is concentrated 
in the valley. In the valley, soils are predominantly entisols12 (Proyecto Ecología Cultural 
de Talamanca 1994), which are weakly developed mineral soils without natural 
subsurface horizons or with only the beginnings of such horizons. Soil productivity 

                                                 
12 They are specifically comprised of type tropofluvent. 
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ranges from very high for those formed in recent alluvium to very low for those forming 
in shifting sand or steep rocky slopes. The soils in the lowland communities are fluvents, 
or highly fertile floodplain soils. According to OPSA, these alluvial soils are the most 
suitable for agricultural production in Talamanca. 
 
The highlands and foothills, on the other hand, are characterized by steep slopes that rise 
to form part of the Talamanca mountain range. In the highlands, rain forests 
predominate; annual precipitation is between 2300 and 6840 mm, and annual 
temperature is between 15°C and 26°C (ICE 1993). Due to its broken topography and 
steep slopes, the highlands are prone to periodic landslides under conditions of excess 
rain. 
 
According to OPSA (1979), the soils of the highlands and foothills are of classes that 
require careful management practices (Class VI) or necessitate complete forest cover 
(VII and VIII). Soil Groups II, III and IV, which are suitable for forestry, cattle rearing, 
and wildlife and water conservation, comprise 65.2% of the land of the territories, and 
are concentrated in the highlands. The soils in these areas are predominantly ultisols13 
(Proyecto Ecología Cultural de Talamanca 1994). The principal processes involved in 
forming ultisols are clay mineral weathering, translocation of clays to accumulate in an 
argillic or kandic horizon, and leaching of base-forming cations from the profile. Ultisols 
typically form on old land surfaces and under forest cover. They commonly have an 
epipedon and subsoil that is quite acid and low in plant nutrients. Their subsurface 
horizons are generally red or yellow in color, evidence of iron oxide accumulation. 
Though they are not naturally as fertile as other types, they respond well to good 
management. The suborders of these soils indicate humid conditions (udult) and the 
presence of organic matter (humult).  

 1.6.3 Socioeconomic aspects 

Demographic trends will be taken up in the ‘Discussion’ chapter. Coinciding with 
general characteristics of poverty in Costa Rica14, poverty in Talamanca is concentrated 
among the indigenous and Afro-Caribbean populations, especially those households most 
dependent upon agriculture and who have advanced the least in the formal educational 
system. In Costa Rica, one out of every four persons living in extreme poverty is 
indigenous (Gutiérrez 2002, Gutiérrez and Sandoval 2003).  
 
Specific data characterizing poverty among the indigenous is largely unavailable. 
According to Stewart (1998), in the province of Limón in general, as of 1996, the GDP 
per capita of $1440 was about half the national average ($2685). Household income is 
among the lowest in Costa Rica; the average monthly income of a household of 4.2 
members is approximately $100, making it difficult for members to satisfy basic 
nutritional needs.  
 
The municipality of Talamanca (2003) reports that Talamanca is the poorest canton in 
Costa Rica, with about half of the population (49.7%) living in poverty. Within 
                                                 
13 They are specifically comprised of types hapludult, haplohumult, and troporthent. 
14 See Annex 3 
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Talamanca, it is the district of Bratsi, where the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories 
are located, which has the highest concentration of poverty within Talamanca. More than 
a third of the population is unemployed or sub-employed. The Bribri and Cabécar 
indigenous territories in general are characterized by limited access to health care, 
education, and transportation. In terms of education, for example, the average grade level 
achieved is the fourth grade. Only 14% of the population reaches secondary education. 
Illiteracy rates are as high as 30% among the Bribri and 50% among the Cabécar. Yepéz 
(1999) reports rates of infant mortality and malnutrition much higher than the national 
average.  

 1.6.4 Current social and institutional context of land use 

The Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories were created in 1977 by decree of the 
Indigenous Law No. 6162 (Chacón 1993). The territories were then divided into two: the 
Bribri Indigenous Reserve and the Cabécar Indigenous Reserve, with land areas of 
43,690 ha and 22,729 ha, respectively, though the Bribri and Cabécar claim much more 
land as historically theirs (ibid). Meanwhile, several protected areas—La Amistad 
International Park, Cirripó National Park, Hitoy-Cerere Biological Reserve, Gandoca-
Manzanillo Wildlife Refuge, and a number of other smaller private reserves (see Annex 
2 for map)—along with several indigenous reserves, comprise the Talamanca-Caribbean 
Biological Corridor (CBTC), also known as Fila-Carbón.  
 
The establishment of these protected areas has created new institutions governing land 
use, primarily in terms of the restriction of agricultural production in the protected areas 
(Palmer 2000). In its Local Development Plan for Talamanca, the municipality of 
Talamanca (2003) reports that 87% of the land in the canton of Talamanca is protected in 
some way. This protection has affected both the Afro-Caribbean and indigenous 
population of Talamanca. In terms of the former, the Costa Rican government has taken 
away or restricted the use of their land in order to construct the Cahuita National Park 
and the Cocles Indigenous Reserve. To promote tourism, the government likewise 
promulgated laws prohibiting the possession of private property on the first 200 meters 
of land from the ocean. Much of the Afro-Caribbean population not only had houses and 
other constructions on this land, but they depended upon the coconut trees they had 
planted there (Palmer 2000).  
 
This protection has affected the indigenous population most notably in that the creation 
of the Bribri and Cabécar territories in 1977 and 1982, respectively, assigned to them 
only 40% of the land ancestrally claimed as theirs (Bozzoli and Guevara 2002). Much of 
the poverty within the territories has a great deal to do with the fact that households do 
not have access to sufficient land in order to make ends meet. An estimated 17,000 ha of 
agricultural land exists within the territories, 60% of which is located within the 
Talamanca Valley (Borge and Castillo 1997). It is important to stress that the territories 
in general are not affected by land scarcity; rather land scarcity mainly affects the fertile 
and accessible areas of the valley. Where it does exist, land scarcity goes well beyond 
economic ramifications to embrace profound issues surrounding cultural identity. The 
phrase, ‘an indigenous without land is dead,’ is often cited in this regard.  
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Instead of pressuring the Costa Rican government for additional land extensions, much 
of the current discussions surrounding land reform in the territories revolve around 
indemnification and the recovery of land from the non-indigenous who command 
landholdings. The problem arises when, as is typically the case, the non-indigenous have 
intermarried with indigenous women and have established households. Article 3 of the 
Indigenous Law No. 6162 stipulates that only the indigenous can rent, buy, or by any 
other means acquire land within the territories. Article 1 defines the indigenous as those 
who ‘constitute ethic groups directly descendent from pre-Columbian civilizations and 
that conserve their own identity.’ The law, however, has nothing to say about 
intermarriage. Several difficult questions therefore arise: if a non-indigenous man 
intermarries with an indigenous woman and has children, can that man cultivate land 
within the indigenous territories? Can he be, as some local leaders desire, separated from 
his family and evicted from the territories because he is not indigenous? If he can, who is 
to support his family? If he cannot, how is he to support his family if he is prohibited 
from planting crops (Article 6)? Fierce debates still characterize local politics as to who 
has a rightful claim to the land and who does not.  
 
The Indigenous Law likewise has profound economic ramifications for indigenous 
households in terms of their access to financial capital. Article 4 of the Indigenous Law 
stipulates that the indigenous territories ‘constitute a single community, administered by 
a directive representing the entire population.’ Furthermore, because Article 3 establishes 
that only the indigenous can negotiate land transactions with other indigenous, 
indigenous households have no title on their land which they can then use as collateral to 
secure loans. This limits households’ access to financial capital, and forces them to rely 
on informal sources of credit, many of which are exploitative. 
 
Within the territories themselves conflicts surrounding land-related issues, such as 
boundary markers, are multiple and complex. Article 4 of the Indigenous Law, for 
example, establishes that the territories will be governed internally by ‘the indigenous 
and their traditional communal structures’; these structures, however, are not a unified 
body of codes; they have undergone profound transformations over the past century with 
repeated socio-economic and biophysical shocks; and furthermore, present reality is 
largely discontinuous with historical experiences. Community committees, auxiliaries to 
the territory-wide Integral Development Associations (ADIs), face many issues over 
conflicting land claims. What happens, for example, when flooding changes the course 
of a river or a stream that was the boundary between neighbors’ landholdings? The 
profound changes that have taken place in Talamanca society over the past century have 
made these questions difficult to adjudicate. 
 
The forestry laws governing the indigenous territories likewise merit consideration. 
Article 6 of the Indigenous Law establishes that only the indigenous can cut trees within 
the territories. It furthermore establishes in Article 7 that the lands which are under forest 
cover should remain as such. In 1999, the Costa Rican Ministry of the Environment and 
Energy (MINAE) devolved to the ADIs authority over the forests, which lead to a system 
in which permission to harvest a tree had to be solicited in advance from the ADIs. 
Several conditions have to be met, among which are: only non-forested areas can be 
harvested, the purpose of the harvesting has to be domestic in nature, and only three trees 
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per hectare per year can be harvested (including fallen trees). What is more, in order to 
cut a tree, a fee has to be paid to the ADI.  
 
Further reinforcing this preservation of forested areas is the initiation of payments by the 
Costa Rican National Forestry Financial Fund (FONAFIFO), through the Mesoamerican 
Biological Corridor, to the ADIs. The funds are treated as revenue for the ADIs 
themselves, and so creates a situation in which a centralized local authority captures 
revenue while tightly regulating the access of the rest of the population not only to the 
forest, but trees that residents themselves have planted. Furthermore, CATIE’s current 
environmental market project seeks to provide market incentives for both reforestation 
and the maintenance of forested areas. 
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2 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

2.1 Livelihoods framework 

It is difficult to make the various theoretical influences of this study completely 
transparent. However, it can be said that research draws on insights from: agroecological 
theory, as proposed by Altieri (1995) and Guzmán et al. (1999); livelihoods literature, 
associated with the Department for International Development (DFID) (Carney et al. 
1999) and Chambers and Conway (1991); the ‘farmer first’ and ‘beyond farmer first’ 
literature, likewise associated with the DFID (Chambers et al. 1989 and Scoones and 
Thompson 1994); anthropological critiques of ‘development’ (Geertz 1983 and Hobart 
1993); and finally, writings on ‘post-Newtonian’ social science (Rainbow and Sullivan 
1987, Uphoff 1992, Scoones and Thompson 1994, Guzmán 1999). 
 
The closest thing to a ‘conceptual framework’ for this study is a ‘livelihoods’ approach. 
The significance of this approach can be grasped by way of comparison with 
conventional social scientific analysis. Conventional social scientific analysis has 
typically begun with the determination of a person’s place in the economy according to 
their principal occupation or profession, and then developed theory and policy 
interventions based around that activity or sector. While this manner of theorizing might 
be appropriate to a certain extent in the North, it is much less so in the South (Chambers 
1997). In low-income countries, for example, this has at times led to an exclusive focus 
on the agricultural sector. Yet numerous case studies suggest that the maintenance and 
adaptation of diverse activities distinguishes rural survival strategies throughout the 
world (Haggblade et al. 1989, Von Braun and Pandya-Lorch 1991, Reardon 1997). This 
has significant implications for rural poverty reduction because it implies that a focus on 
a single activity, such as agriculture, might overestimate its relative importance or 
neglect the ways the household has already responded to declining returns by switching 
into other activities (Lipton 1991, Bryceson 1999, Bryceson et al. 2000). This has 
especially been the case with export crops, which have often been assumed to be the 
critical source of survival of farm families. Investigation usually reveals that export crop 
producers have many other survival strategies in place (Ellis 2000). 

 
In contrast, a livelihoods approach refers to the activities and choices that people make 
about the different ways of combining their livelihood assets—or livelihood 
‘strategies’—to meet their goals and objectives—or livelihood ‘outcomes’—which can 
vary within geographic areas, across sectors, and even within households over time (Ellis 
2000, DFID 2003). A ‘livelihood’ comprises the capabilities, assets (stores, resources, 
claims, and access), and activities required for a means to a living (Conway and 
Chambers and Conway 1991).15 ‘Household’ is defined as the socio-economic unit 
which resides in the same place, shares meals, and coordinates decisions on resource 
                                                 
 
15 Ellis (2000) adapts this definition to bring about the notion of access more strongly, particularly the 
impact of social relations and institutions that mediate the household’s capacity to achieve its livelihood. 
He defines livelihoods as comprised by the assets, the activities, and the access to these, mediated by 
institutions and social relations that together define the living gained by the household. 
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allocation and income pooling (Meillassoux 1981, Ellis 1993). Though definitions of the 
household typically assume that households reside in the same geographical locale, it is 
increasingly the case that households are multi-spatial, bridging not only urban-rural 
divides, but international ones as well. Figure 2 displays the Department for International 
Development’s (DFID) conceptualization of the ‘sustainable livelihoods framework’.  
 

 
 
Figure 4. Sustainable livelihoods framework 

Source: DFID 
 

These livelihood assets—human, natural, financial, social, and physical capital—are 
situated within a vulnerability context, which refers to the shocks, trends, and seasonality 
that affects people’s livelihoods. The key feature of the factors within a vulnerability 
context is that local people have no control over them. These assets and the resultant 
livelihood strategies articulate with various policies, institutions, and processes (PIP) to 
produce livelihood strategies and their associated outcomes. The phrase ‘PIP’ embraces a 
complex range of issues associated with power, authority, governance, laws, policies, 
public service delivery, social relations, such as gender, caste, and ethnicity; institutions, 
such as laws, markets, and land tenure arrangements; and organizations, such as NGOs, 
government agencies, and private sector.  
 
Rural households in low-income countries are often composed of varied livelihood 
strategies in which agriculture and use of natural resources play a central though not 
exclusive part (Chambers 1997). In an uncertain or unstable environment, people 
typically survive by doing many different things, rather than just a few things (ibid.). The 
point here is not that agricultural-related activities are not important in the livelihoods of 
the poor; the point is that they typically are one of many different elements of the 
strategies in question. Non-agricultural activities, on the other hand, might very well 
have profound effects on land use. If labor is increasingly sold in a labor market, for 
example, this might influence on-farm management practices away from labor-intensive 
practices associated with more ‘sustainable’ agriculture (Netting et al. 1989).  
 
From these brief comments we can see that a livelihoods focus has several interacting 
components and it must therefore be approached in an interdisciplinary way. Because it 
takes a more integrated view, a livelihoods framework is a useful tool for capturing the 
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nuances in the survival strategies of the poor that is an essential prerequisite for effective 
and sensitive outside intervention. An advantage of the livelihoods approach is a better 
understanding of the links between local level interactions and macro-policies (Berry 
1986, Lipton and Ravallin 1995), illuminating the multiple pressures that impinge upon 
the rural household and to which the household responds. The livelihood decisions of 
even the most rural households are made in an increasingly interconnected, complex and 
dynamic world (Davies 1996). 

2.2 Livelihoods, poverty, and the local environment 

There is no simple or straightforward way in which livelihoods, poverty and the local 
environment interact. A prevalent view in development literature is that poverty and 
environmental degradation are intimately connected; poverty is seen as both a cause and 
effect of natural resource depletion in a downward, vicious cycle (Bruntland 1987, 
Leonard 1989, Pinstrup-Anderson and Pandya-Lorch 1994). It holds that the poor and 
hungry employ a ‘survival calculus’ in which they will often destroy their local 
environment in order to survive: cutting down forests, allowing their livestock to 
overgraze grasslands, and overusing marginal land like hillsides. Population growth is 
seen as a key factor because it diminishes farm sizes and fallow periods, results in a 
growing class of rural dwellers without land, and creates pressure for people to push into 
marginal zones that are inappropriate for agricultural production. It likewise increases the 
scale and intensity of extraction of hunting and gathering activities. The ‘vicious cycle’ 
occurs because these factors further intensify the degree of poverty of those directly 
dependent on their local environment, thus driving them to even further increase the 
scale and intensity of the pressure on the environment. 

   
There are several conclusions that can be drawn from this literature on adverse effect 
poverty has on the environment. Principal among these is that damage to local 
environments cannot be effectively halted unless poverty itself is addressed. Another 
critical factor is the availability of alternative sources of livelihoods that reduce the scale 
and intensity of hunting and gathering activities, as well as the incentives to cultivate 
land that is unsuitable for agricultural production.  

 
Others hold that such a picture of the relationship between poverty and environmental 
degradation is inaccurate, and cite examples of the way poor people display self-sacrifice 
in conserving the basis of their livelihoods (Hartmann and Boyce 1983, Davies 1996). 
Challenging the notion of a ‘survival calculus’, for example, on the basis of extended 
fieldwork during famine in Darfur, Alex de Waal (1989 and 1991) concludes ‘people are 
quite prepared to put up with considerable degrees of hunger in order to preserve seed for 
planting, cultivate their own fields, or avoid having to sell an animal.’ 

 
Still others regard the adverse poverty-environment relationship is highly selective in its 
analysis and provides a distorted interpretation of key factors of environmental change 
(Duraippah 1998). By focusing almost exclusively on the behavior of the rural poor in 
pursuit of their livelihoods at the micro-level, it fails to capture the macro and meso-level 
disturbances or interventions that set off new patters of behavior at local levels (Reardon 
and Vosti 1995). These disturbances or interventions include timber or mineral 
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concessions that lead to changes in road access into previously inaccessible areas, 
deliberate policies of frontier settlement, and enforced relocation of rural inhabitants due 
to dams, hydroelectric projects, national parks, or indigenous reserves. The effects that 
these interventions have on rural livelihoods and the local environmental are much larger 
than the effects of households on the environment in the absence of such interventions. 
In other words, the poor should not be cast as scapegoats when it is commercial and state 
behavior that initiates fundamental and adverse changes in societal and environmental 
interaction. Instead of suggesting that the poor are more likely to despoil and degrade 
their local environments, it is better to keep in mind the confluence of various factors 
both within and beyond the local community that affect the way land is used.  
 
Furthermore, social and ecological interactions are always mediated by institutions that 
permit people access to these resources. According to North (1994), institutions are the 
socially accepted rules that determine access to natural resources. They are the 
constraints that structure human interaction with the environment and comprise the 
incentive structure of a society and its economy. They are both formal (e.g., rules, laws, 
constitutions) and informal (e.g. norms of behavior, conventions, self-imposed codes of 
conduct) in nature. Institutions also include the rules of inheritance that can have a large 
impact on the evolution of access patterns to land over time. Whether the poor who 
depend upon natural resources for their livelihoods are able to use these resources 
‘sustainably’ to climb out of poverty often depends on the institutions that govern land 
use—property regimes and collective action (Meinzen-Dick and DiGregono 2004). 

2.3 Sustainable rural livelihoods 

Sustainability is a widely used but problematic concept that recurs in discussions about 
livelihood and environmental interactions (Carney 1998, Scoones 1998, Ellis 2000). 
These problems arise from its purported objectives (what is it that is to be sustained?), 
the temporal (short-term, medium-term, long-term) and spatial (species, ecosystem, 
bioregions, social systems) scale to which sustainability applies, and finally its 
ontological character (does it describe objective conditions or desirable outcomes or 
both?). 

 
The etymology of the term ‘sustainability’ derives from the Latin ‘sustĭnĕo’ and means 
‘to hold up’, ‘support’, or ‘endure’. At its root is the sense of an equilibrium or balance 
between that being held, supported, or endured and that doing, the holding, the 
supporting, or the enduring. As it is commonly used, sustainability has an essential 
temporal dimension that involves the continuity of the capacity of a system to reproduce 
itself or expand over time. In an ecosystem context, this refers to biomass and species 
diversity. In a human context, it refers to the use of a resource in a way that the resource 
is not permanently depleted or damaged. The concept of ‘resilience’, which refers to the 
capacity of the system to ‘bounce back’ in the context of stress or disturbance, is an 
integral part of the notion of sustainability. Sustainability, then, implies a positive and 
dynamic equilibrium between societal forms and the environment. 

 
The concept of sustainability soon runs into problems of interpretation. This is because 
humans cause indirect and dynamic interactions in natural ecosystems with 
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unforeseeable consequences (Ellis 2000). The use of one resource may change the 
behavior of other species within the ecosystem. This may lead to a number of unknown 
outcomes that typically result from human interventions in ecological processes. At 
another level, sustainability, specified in terms of the carrying capacity of natural 
resources, has proved inaccurate as a description of the processes of adaptation and 
change that occur in ecosystems (Zimmerman 1994, Leach and Mearns 1996, Ellis 
2000). The notion of carrying capacity presupposes equilibrium states to which 
deviations can be compared. The existence of these equilibrium states is in question by a 
view of ecosystems as in continuous processes of adaptation to perturbations and shocks, 
with or without human presence.  

 
The notion of ‘sustainable rural livelihoods’ emerges in part from ecological definitions 
of sustainability and in part from economic and social development preoccupations with 
poverty, vulnerability, and food security (Ellis 2000). In terms of the sustainability of 
agroecological systems, Conway (1985) defines sustainability as ‘the ability of a system 
to maintain productivity in spite of a major disturbance, such as is caused by intensive 
stress or a large perturbation.’  The applicability of this definition to livelihoods is clear, 
for livelihoods likewise confront stresses and shocks. Moreover, for many rural poor, 
often these stresses and shocks overlap considerably with the agroecological systems 
upon which they partially or totally depend upon for survival. For many authors, 
sustainable livelihoods are precisely those that display resilience when faced with stress 
and shocks (Ahmed and Lipton 1997, Scoones 1998). 

 
Small-holder livelihood strategies, like their agricultural systems, tend to be diverse and 
complex (Chambers 1997). This agricultural diversity and complexity, at least, has often 
been perceived as disorder by outsiders who have sought to intervene and ‘modernize’ it. 
Rarely have these outsiders appreciated the ways in which the diversity and complexity 
of these systems spreads livelihood flows more evenly across the seasons. In societies 
without formal insurance mechanisms or social safety nets, diversity and complexity 
reduce vulnerability and enhance security. Chambers (1997) suggests that thinking on the 
‘model of machines’ inhibits the ability of ‘outsiders’ to understand the virtues of 
diversity and complexity. In the case of a machine, for example, a fault in one of its parts 
is usually enough to stop the whole machine. In the case of the livelihood and 
agricultural systems of households, on the other hand, redundancy is inherent in their 
diversity and complexity. The more diverse the parts and complex the linkages, the more 
they are buffered against shocks and failures in uncertain and changing conditions.  

 
This discussion of the sustainable rural livelihoods by no means resolves all the problems 
that surround the notion of ‘sustainability.’  Sustainability will ultimately mean different 
things to different groups of people in different contexts. It is the contextual nature of 
‘sustainability’ that appears to be particularly important. This does not mean that 
anything can be defined as sustainable. Clearly, the above discussion highlights some 
criteria of what is sustainable and what is not. It does mean, however, that what 
‘sustainability’ means ultimately depends to a large extent upon the outcome of the 
collective decision-making; its definition is part of the problem that stakeholders have to 
resolve (Pretty 1995, Röling and Wagemakers 1998) as well as the temporal and spatial 
scale applied. 
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2.4 Livelihoods in an indigenous territory 

Pursuing any kind of study within a sociological context as ‘other’ as an indigenous 
territory raises several critical questions regarding epistemology. For example, what is 
the nature of the knowledge we possess? How is it that we have come to acquire that 
knowledge? Philosophical developments over the course of the 20th century have 
demonstrated that we cannot step outside our own ways of reasoning or the confines of 
our language (Rorty 1980, Rorty 1992), and we inevitably bring these prejudices to the 
interpretive situation (Gadamer 1960). Within this context, the philosophy of science has 
questioned the status of ‘objective’ knowledge and the purported linear trajectory of the 
accumulation of knowledge (Kuhn 1962, Bernstein 1983, Ricoeur 1981). 
 
Furthermore, an insight associated with Wittgenstein (1963) is that language does not 
just describe actions but is itself a form of action and gains its meaning within organized 
forms of interaction. If language is inextricably bound up with cultural processes and 
understandings, then, it follows that one’s descriptions of the world are not so much 
reflections of a world but are world-constituting, world-making (see also Goodman 
1978). Not only are the generation of knowledge and the process of communication far 
from straightforward or unambiguous, but some (see for example Levinas 1969, Levinas 
1996) have argued that language and knowledge itself are primordially ethical.  
 
If knowledge is inextricably linked to cultural interpretation, a very important question 
for a study such as the present one is: can science get inside the local system of meaning 
without distorting it?  Because language is not a neutral or transparent mechanism for the 
transmission of knowledge, care must be taken in the attempt to ‘translate’ the 
knowledge of others from one language to another or from certain words and ideas to 
others. Language is not univocal and transparent; new meanings are created in the 
multiple translations of words and ideas, in the case of this research, from Bribri-Cabécar 
to Spanish to English. While analysis inevitably entails reduction of and the emphasis on 
certain things rather than others, the analyst must be cognizant that these changes are not 
neutral but generate meaning (Pottier 1994, Salas 1994). The uncritical removal of local 
knowledge from the web of meaning and influence in which it arose and attempt to fit it 
into the framework of scientific rationality can lead to profound errors in interpretation, 
assimilation, and application (van der Ploeg 1993, Fairhead and Leach 1994, Millar 
1994, Salas 1994). 
 
The recent interest in the study of ‘rural people’s knowledge’ has shown, among other 
things, that knowledge about the management of natural resources is plural and does not 
necessarily cohere with a vision of the consilience of the sciences (Scoones and 
Thompson 1994). At all levels of scientific inquiry, it is therefore crucial to take 
seriously what our knowledge assumes about how the world works at the most 
fundamental level, and whose reality is assumed to be valid, whose is not, and why. This 
also applies to the use of the livelihoods framework, whose concepts and categories can 
only be justified as a provisionary stage in the determination of what fits local priorities, 
part of an ongoing process of questioning, doubt, dialogue, and self-criticism.  
 
It has been recognized that rural people in general, and especially the indigenous, have 
tended to manage their environments for generations without significantly damaging or 
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degrading the natural resource base (Altieri 1994, 1995 and 2004, Guzmán 1999). A 
critical factor in this management is that many rural people have a good understanding of 
the natural resource base because they have lived in the same, or similar, environment for 
many generations, and have accumulated and passed on this knowledge. They possess a 
deep understanding of local environmental conditions because their survival hinges upon 
it (Svanberg and Tunón 2000). It has therefore been suggested that rural knowledge 
regarding the use of natural resources can be a powerful basis from which alternative 
ways of management can be developed (Altieri 1994, 1995 and 2004, Guzmán 1999).  

 
Analysis of rural people’s knowledge originally emphasized its technical nature. Studies 
were typically concerned with resource use and management of the entire resource base. 
It focused on how this subsistence base is understood by local peoples and how social 
and economic change affects production systems (Conklin 1956, Brokenshaw et al. 1979, 
Watts 1983, Denevan et al. 1984, Posey 1984 and Richards 1989). Scoones and 
Thompson (1994) caution against the attempt to blend or integrate rural people’s 
knowledge into existing scientific procedures, which falsely assumes that this knowledge 
represents an easily-definable body or stock of ‘facts’ or ‘propositions’ ready for 
extraction and incorporation (Scoones and Thompson 1994). Rural people’s knowledges, 
like other knowledge systems, are manifold, discontinuous and dispersed, not singular, 
cohesive, and systematized. Geertz (1983) argues for taking seriously local knowledge 
which is ‘local not just as to place, time, class and variety of issue, but as to accent—
vernacular characterizations of what happens connected to vernacular imaginings of what 
can.’  These knowledges are never fully unified or integrated in terms of a logical system 
of classification or categorization. 

 
Many authors have argued it makes much more sense to treat knowledge, not as some 
abstract conceptual system, but as a practical, situated activity, constituted by a past, but 
changing history of practices (Hobart 1993). Local knowledge is not just a catalogue of 
technical skills but strategies that permit people to maintain their livelihoods in the face 
of adverse conditions and cope in times of stress (Schoonmaker 1994). Thinking about 
knowledge in these terms suggests that the criteria of what constitutes knowledge, what 
is to be excluded, and who is designated as qualified to know all involve acts of power 
(Foucault 1971). Foucault’s term ‘discourse’ better captures this plurality and 
particularity of knowledge and how it is interwoven with questions of power (1972). 
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3 METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 

3.1 Nature of the study 

The present study is influenced by a group of approaches and methods generally referred 
to as ‘participatory rural appraisal’ (PRA), whose central premise of PRA is that 
‘outsiders’ must learn from and with rural households instead of merely assuming that 
the communication and transfer of knowledge is unidirectional (Rhoads and Booth 1982, 
Chambers 1983, 1997 and Scoones and Thompson 1994, Mikkelsen 1995, Geilfus 1997, 
Ellis 2000). These approaches and methods all share the conviction that rural research 
and development must begin and end with the household, which means taking into 
consideration its perception of the problem and its evaluation of the solution. They 
likewise emphasize the behavior and attitudes of outsiders. With an interactive, 
dialogical approach, the researcher acts as a facilitator who provides occasions, with 
learning occurring continuously and reflexively. In this dynamic, power-laden process, 
there are no neutral parties: everyone is engaged (Scoones and Thompson 1994).  

 
While the present study employed ‘participatory’ methods—semi-structured interviews 
and mapping exercises of household land use, for example—it itself is not ‘participatory’ 
in the strict sense of the term. Chambers (1994) makes an important distinction between 
elicitive exercises, where outsiders obtain information which is then analyzed and acted 
on outside its site of origin, and participatory exercises, where the entire cycle of 
information gathering, prioritizing, and implementing decisions is conducted jointly and 
interactively with those whose lives are affected by the decisions. This study is 
ultimately elicitive rather than participatory due to its orientation toward information 
gathering, prioritizing, and implementing decisions for outsiders rather than insiders. 

3.2 Methodology 

3.2.1 Sample design 

One of the critical and controversial areas in studies of this nature regards selection of 
respondents and sampling. Formulas for the selection of a sample size that is 
representative of the population under consideration are calculated on the basis of the 
number of variables and their variances. In a study such as this one, in which the 
variables are multiple and unknown in advance, the calculation of a representative 
sample has little applicability.  

Investigations of this nature, therefore, require more flexibility in regards to the sample 
size (Hernández et al. 2003). It is increasingly common to let sample selection be 
determined by informal considerations (Mikkelsen 1995). One way to do this is to end 
the sampling when ‘saturation’ is reached, or in other words, when no new information is 
forthcoming from additional sampled units (ibid.). This strategy, known as a ‘snowball 
sampling technique,’ both leaves the question of sample size open, yet requires some 
guiding criteria to determine what is enough (ibid.). In the case of this study, however, 
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snowball sampling was unrealistic due to the fact that the variables are too complex to 
reach ‘saturation’ in the limited time in the field. Feasibility ultimately played a large 
role in how many interviews were conducted in the present study. Considering not only 
the length of time in the field, but the difficulty of the terrain, the remoteness of certain 
parts of the study site, the necessity of making an appointment with households ahead of 
time, as well as the fact that appointments were cancelled and rescheduled, only 82 semi-
structured interviews could be conducted.  

Concerns for representativeness of the sample were also addressed through interviews 
with key informants who have good knowledge of the region (Mikkelsen 1995, Geilfus 
1997). In addition, stratification, or dividing the population into groups of importance, 
was a technique used in constructing a sample in a way that ensures that certain groups in 
the population are included, despite the limited size of the sample (Mikkelsen 1995). The 
present study sampled purposefully along a gradient to represent differing degrees of 
remoteness from the market and public infrastructure and services, so that effects of 
location on livelihoods and land use could be highlighted. Such purposeful sampling 
allowed a much more nuanced sense of general livelihood strategies.  

Based on interviews with key informants, a research transect was selected that included 
the communities San José Cabécar, Alto Cohen, Orochico High Mojoncito, Low 
Mojoncito, Sepeque II, Sepeque I, and Shiroles. These communities were then grouped 
into three general ‘zones’, corresponding to an assemblage of similar conditions within 
each. These are referred to as ‘Zone I’, ‘Zone II,’ and ‘Zone III’, respectively, and were 
the basis of much of the subsequent analysis (Figure 5).  

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 5. Research transect within the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories 

Source: IGERT Talamanca team 

Relative to the other zones, ‘Zone I’ is the most remote, characterized by the broken 
topography of the foothills of the Talamanca mountain range, generally higher elevation, 
lack of access to a road or other basic infrastructure, and more cultural homogeneity. It is 
comprised of the communities San Jose Cabécar, Alto Cohen, Orochico, and the more 
remote zones of Mojoncito (referred to as High Mojoncito). ‘Zone II’ is ‘intermediate’: it 
is located in the Talamanca valley, close to sea level, and separated from the local 
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centers for trade and commerce by the Sixaola River. It is marked by more cultural 
heterogeneity relative to Zone I and less relative to Zone III. ‘Zone III’ is the most 
‘accessible’ to the wider Costa Rican society, likewise situated in the valley close to sea 
level. It is characterized by the most cultural heterogeneity of the three zones as 
measured in terms of relative percentage of different ethnic groups (see section 4.1 for 
more information on the characteristics of each zone). Whereas it might be more intuitive 
to assign ‘Zone I’ to the most accessible communities and ‘Zone III’ to be the least 
accessible, we have purposely done the reverse to call attention to underlying 
assumptions that often pervade ‘outsider’ thinking. 
 
A random sampling technique was employed to the extent possible. In each of the three 
zones, an attempt was made to select randomly at least 10% of total households. This 
was not possible in all cases because some households in each community decided not to 
participate in the research. When this was the case, another household was selected 
randomly to replace the one that chose not to participate. The varying percentages of 
total households interviewed in each community were primarily due to differences in 
population density. The percentage of total households interviewed in each of the 
following communities was: San José Cabécar (n=2): 20%; High Cohen (n=3): 25%; 
Orochico (n=3): 13%; High Mojoncito (n=7): 35%; Low Mojoncito (n=11): 22%; 
Sepeque (n=24): 19%; and Shiroles (n=32): 11%. While the data, therefore, does not 
meet the criteria to claim representability, it does give a sense of general tendencies 
within each of the communities.  

3.2.2 Research phases 

The research was divided into four main phases, which did not necessarily proceed in 
sequential order: 

Phase I: Collection of secondary information 

Consultation of secondary information did not just take place prior to the study but 
continued throughout every phase of it. This study made considerable use of content 
analysis of existing information drawn from the biophysical and social sciences, as well 
as ethnographic studies. It likewise made use of ‘grey’ literature on Talamanca, such as 
unpublished written materials and reports produced by projects working in the region.  
 

Phase II: Collection of primary information 

This phase consisted of two primary parts:   
 

Key-informant survey: an exploratory part through interviews with NGO/Agency field 
staff and local promoters (n=20) as well as key Bribri and Cabécar informants (n=20), 
selected based primarily upon their time working or living in the region (see Annex for a 
list of organizations and the interview guide). The purpose of this part was to clarify 
information, provide basic orientation, and define strategy prior to the second and 
principal part of Phase II. Based upon these interviews, any necessary changes were 
made to the semi-structured interview guide (see Annex for interview guide). This 
revised guide was then used to conduct a series of ‘pre-test’ interviews in order to 
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identify potential problems and make any adjustments necessary prior to the second part 
of Phase II. 

 
Household-survey: the second and principal part of Phase II consisted in living with three 
different households in three different communities, corresponding to different socio-
economic and biophysical conditions, within the indigenous territories. These three 
communities were High Mojoncito, Sepeque, and Shiroles. A great deal of information 
was obtained through casual conversation and participation in the activities of 
households, especially agriculture and forestry-related activities. A daily journal was 
kept to record this information.  
 
Phase II also consisted in conducting semi-structured interviews (see Annex) with other 
households (n=82) along an altitudinal and remoteness gradient. A research assistant was 
hired to help with translation (when necessary), along with logistics and ‘entry’ into the 
community.  
 

Phase III: Triangulation 

Data obtained from households was triangulated in a of different ways. First, 
triangulation occurred within the interviews themselves by re-phrasing the same question 
at different points. Second, information was corroborated through interviews with other 
households in the same community, key informants, and community gatherings. Third, 
living in the indigenous territories allowed the triangulation of information through 
participant observation and unstructured or casual conversations.  
 

Phase IV: Data analysis 

Qualitative and quantitative data from interviews with households was coded into key 
categories. A data base was designed in Microsoft Access in which this information were 
compiled. The Access database was used for analysis; certain other kinds of analyses 
were accomplished by exporting data from Access to Excel. A descriptive statistical 
analysis was conducted on land use as well as on livelihood assets and activities.  

3.2.3 Analytical units of investigation: the household, the parcel 

This study sought to contribute to a better understanding of the factors influencing land 
use and management practices at the household level and the varying influences of these 
factors in related livelihood strategies. This necessitates attention to nuances within the 
household (in terms of gender and generational difference, for example), between 
households (within the same or different communities), and finally between households 
and ‘external’ organization acting to ostensibly benefit households and in whose name 
such ‘outsiders’ speak.  
 
In terms of land use dynamics, it has the important implication that, instead of focusing 
on aggregate hectarage in the discussion of land use dynamics, this analysis treats the 
parcel as its primary unit of analysis. This focus on the parcel coincides better with the 
household-level analytical focus of the present research. Because the overall aim is to 
understand the dynamic of land use change at the household level, looking at that 
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dynamic as reflected in household decisions related to parcels, rather than aggregate land 
use, facilitates explication of the phenomenon in question. 

3.3 Methods 

3.3.1 Immersion 

A primary method employed was immersion, living with households in different 
communities experiencing varying socio-economic and biophysical conditions. Living 
with these households, engaging in informal conversations with them and others, and 
participating in daily activities—especially those related to land use—helped to better 
understand the influences on land use and management practices (Objective 1); 
livelihood portfolios of families (Objective 2); and perceptions and priorities in regards 
to sustainable production and biodiversity conservation (Objective 3). Participating in 
agriculture and forestry-related activities provided information that would be difficult to 
obtain through interviews alone. Daily entries were made in a journal.  

3.3.2 Semi-structured interviews with key informants and households  

In general, the primary objective of semi-structured interviews is to collect general or 
specific information regarding the topic under consideration in the terms, language, and 
perspective of those being interviewed (Geilfus 1997, Hernández et al. 2003). For this 
reason, it is important that the interviewer create rapport (Hernández et al. 2003). Semi-
structured interview techniques attempt to diminish non-sampling errors, for example, by 
paying attention to putting the interviewees at ease, asking questions in various ways to 
prevent misunderstanding, and eliciting longer answers (Mikkelsen 1995). They are 
characterized by being flexible and open in terms of the sequence of questions and new 
topics that arise during the interview, and are based on a guide of the principal topics to 
be addressed.  

 
Semi-structured interviews with key informants were conducted in order to generate 
initial understanding of the study site, clarify doubts as to how to carry-out the second 
part of Phase II of the research, and suggest potential divergences and convergences 
between household and organizational level beliefs and priorities in regards to land use. 
These interviews (n=20) covered the following aspects: introduction of the research; 
different past and present land uses in the region (Objective I); the policies, institutions, 
and processes that have influenced, currently influence, and will influence land use 
(Objective I); livelihood assets, priorities, and activities of households (Objective II); 
their beliefs regarding the relationship between sustainable production and biodiversity 
conservation, and strategies to achieve such goals (Objective III); and logistics regarding 
the feasibility of different sample designs, specifically in terms of how to best select 
households along a gradient, taking into consideration both different degrees of 
remoteness from infrastructure and basic services.  
 
During the second stage of Phase II, the semi-structured interview with households 
(n=82) addressed of the following aspects: introduction of the research; general 
household information; different past and present land uses in the region (Objective I); 
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the policies, institutions, and processes that have influenced, currently influence, and will 
influence land use (Objective I); livelihood assets, priorities, and activities of the 
household and how these bear on land use (Objective II); and finally households’ beliefs 
regarding biodiversity conservation and sustainable agriculture, specifically in terms of 
organic cacao and banana production (Objective III). 

3.3.3 Mapping and other participatory methods  

A participatory mapping exercise based on household landholdings, crop allocation, and 
management practices over time was conducted with each household. Questions were 
asked addressing their particular reasons for choosing to alter, leave, or pursue these. 
This activity oriented much of the discussion of influential policies, institutions, and 
processes that households believe have influenced, currently influence, and will 
influence land use (Objective I)  
 
Living in the indigenous territories also allowed for opportunities to conduct other 
participatory activities, including: field visits to select parcels of households, as well as 
crop biographies in which the histories of different varieties of certain crops were 
discussed. 
 
Informal feedback and validation meetings were held in different communities in all 
three zones both during the research process itself, as well as on numerous repeat visits 
(n=5) to the indigenous territories once research was ostensibly over. Formal meeting 
was organized with community members in High and Low Mojoncito as well as with 
members in Sepeque, in which topics related to the semi-structured interviews were 
discussed. Due, however, both to the relatively poor turnout and general lack of interest 
in such meetings and to the advice of my field assistant and other local residents, return 
visits were made to specific households and groups of household for feedback and 
validation of key findings.  

3.3.4 Data analysis  

Data analysis was both qualitative and quantitative in nature. Gadamer (1960) 
symbolizes the development of analysis as a ‘circle’ or spiral which interprets the various 
facets of the subject matter of the investigation from diverse angles over time. Data was 
coded and entered into MS Access in which it was analyzed and from which it was 
exported to Excel for additional analysis. Access was used to construct ‘cross reference 
tables’, in which two or more variables are compared with one another. Excel was used 
for the calculation of basic descriptive statistics, the organization of land use data, and 
the construction of ‘land use pathway’ diagrams. 
 
One of the central components of the semi-structured interviews with households was the 
participatory mapping exercise, in which household members were asked to diagram the 
various parcels of land that they managed (see Annex). Based on this map, the history of 
each parcel of land was discussed, focusing on what the significant land use changes 
have been and why those changes were made. From this information, land use pathway 
diagrams were constructed by aggregating significant changes in use of a particular 
parcel at three different levels: by community, by ‘zone’, and by transect.  
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The semi-structured interviews with households did not specify time periods for different 
land uses, and so the charts were constructed according to ‘Former use III,’ ‘Former use 
II,’ ‘Former use I,’ and finally ‘Current use’ to show the general tendencies of land use 
through time.16 ‘Former use III’ corresponded with the initial use when households first 
began to manage the land, and subsequent changes are accounted for under additional 
headings. While the numbers of parcels dedicated to specific uses are mentioned on the 
land use diagrams, for visual clarity, thicker lines between uses correspond to more 
important land use pathways. For ease of presentation, the land-use pathway diagrams 
display in linear form what is not necessarily a linear process of stepwise change from 
one use to another (see figures 7, 8, 10, 11, 13 and 14 in ‘Results’ chapter).  
 
Livelihood analyses were likewise conducted through the construction of cross reference 
tables and radial graphs. Radial graphs were constructed by taking the various asset 
levels within each category and standardizing the scales for each asset so that they are all 
measured out of 10. This involves, for each asset variable, finding the maximum value of 
that variable, dividing the maximum value by 10 to give an appropriate standardizing 
factor, then multiplying each value of the variable by this factor (Ellis 2000). Doing this 
assists the visual interpretation of a graph that measures seven key categories of assets 
for each of three zones (see figure 18 in ‘Results’ chapter). 
 

                                                 
16 Time periods for different land uses were not specified because it was imperative ethically and culturally 
that the interviews did not give the impression of ‘extracting’ information. Attempting to attain this level 
of detail during the interview often elicited suspicion on the part of household members (see section 5.6). 
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4 RESULTS 

4.1 Basic information on sample populations and communities 
 
This ‘Results’ chapter draws primarily on the semi-structured interviews with 
households. Inevitably, the results of the other methods inform these results and their 
significance, but they are less amenable to presentation in tabular and quantitative form, 
and will therefore appear in the ‘Discussion’ chapter in the explication of the most 
noteworthy aspects of the results. In this first section, we will briefly highlight some of 
the general characteristics of the sample population and the communities in which they 
reside. While this would technically fall within the ‘Livelihoods’ section below, the 
information provided facilitates the understanding of the ‘Land use’ results, and so is 
presented first.  
 
All households were inhabitants of the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories of 
Talamanca. Of the semi-structured interviews conducted with households (n=82), 17% 
(n=14) were headed by single women and 7% (n=6) were headed by single men. Figure 4 
displays the distribution of the sample population of household heads (n=145) by age 
cohort and gender.  
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Figure 6. Age and gender of the sample population in the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous 
territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica      

Source:  Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

Though the sample was not completely random, as Figure 4 illustrates, it tends toward a 
normal distribution, with approximately 80% of the population falling within the cohorts 
25 – 34, 35 – 44, and 45 – 54, and approximately 20% of the population falling within 
the cohorts 15 – 24, 55 – 64, and 65+. It is hard to account for the low female 
representation in the 65+ cohort. This could have to do with overall lower life 
expectancy rates for females in this age range, though no data is available to confirm or 
deny this. It might also simply have to do with the limited sample size. Table 2 provides 
additional basic data on the sample population in terms of breakdown within specific 
ethnic groups, specifically, Bribri, Cabécar, Guanacastecan, and Nicaraguan. 



 33

Table 2. Ethnicity of household heads and their spouses in the Bribri and Cabécar 
indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica 

Cohort Female Male Total Percentage

15-24 11 5 16 11.0%
25-34 24 19 43 29.7%
35-44 23 20 43 29.7%
45-54 11 19 30 20.7%
55-64 6 3 9 6.2%
More than 65 1 3 4 2.8%

Total 76 (52.4%) 69 (47.6%) 145 (100%) 100.0%  
 

Source:  Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

The sample population was predominantly Bribri (n=105), which made up nearly three-
quarters of the sample. The Cabécar population was notable (n=26), though significantly 
less than the Bribri. Other ethnicities encountered included those from within Costa Rica, 
for example, Guanacaste (n=5), Limon (n=2), Siquirres (n=1), and Gandoca (n=1); and 
those from other countries, for example, Nicaragua (n=3) and Panama (n=2).  

 
Table 3 provides general information on the seven sample communities within the Bribri 
and Cabécar territories in regards to demographics and geography. The sample 
communities are arranged from left to right to reflect the altitudinal, ecological and 
remoteness gradient. 

Table 3. General information sample communities in the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous 
territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica 

Community San Jose Cabecar High Cohen Orochico Mojoncito Sepeque Shiroles

Household # 10 12 24 70 126 300
Interviewed # 2 3 3 18 24 32
% pop. Interviewed 20% 25% 13% 26% 19% 11%

Kms. to Bribri 40 36 25 23-25 17 13.5
Time to Bribri 14+ hrs. 12+ hrs. 3 hrs. 3 hrs. 2 hrs. 1 hrs.
Road access                                  No No No Yes/No Yes Yes

Altitude 500 m. 500 m. 200 m. 200 m. 100 m. 50 m.
Terrain Foothills Foothills Foothills Foothills Valley Valley
Slope 29-57% 29-57% 13-29% 13-29% <6% <6%

 
 

Source:  Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

At one extreme is San Jose Cabécar, which is highest (500 msl), most mountainous, and 
most remote (40 km from Bribri the municipal center); at the other extreme is Shiroles, 
which is lowest-lying (50 msl), in the valley, and most accessible to Bribri (13.5 km). 
One notes a concentration of the population, basic infrastructure and services, and 
agricultural activities in the more accessible communities, located in the valley. 
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One can similarly discern three general ‘zones’ along the gradient, corresponding to an 
assemblage of similar conditions within certain communities. These will be referred to as 
‘Zone I’, ‘Zone II,’ and ‘Zone III’, as previously discussed (see section 3.2.1), and will 
be the basis of much of the subsequent analysis. To reiterate, ‘Zone I’ is comprised of the 
communities San Jose Cabécar, Alto Cohen, Orochico, and the more remote zones of 
Mojoncito (referred to as ‘High Mojoncito’). It is characterized by the broken 
topography of the foothills of the Talamanca mountain range, generally higher elevation, 
and lack of a road and access to basic infrastructure. The communities Low Mojoncito, 
Sepeque I and Sepeque II make up ‘Zone II’, which is the ‘intermediate’ zone. These 
communities are located in the Talamanca valley, close to sea level, and separated from 
the local centers for trade and commerce by the Sixaola River. The principal 
characteristic that unites them as ‘Zone II’ (in comparison to ‘Zone I’) is their road 
access. Finally, ‘Zone III’ is the most ‘accessible’ to the wider Costa Rican society, lying 
on the other side of the Sixaola River. Like Zone II, it is situated in the valley, but what 
distinguishes it from ‘Zone II’ is its location on the other side of the Sixaola, which 
creates an additional dimension of accessibility to the wider Costa Rican society.  

 
Table 4 displays additional basic data on the seven sample communities, specifically in 
terms of household characteristics, breakdown of ethnic groups by community, and 
principal language spoken in the household by community. 

Table 4. Basic data on households within each zone along the research transect in the 
Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica 

Household characteristics Zone I Zone II Zone III

Mean household size 6.3 (±2.8) 4.6 (±2.1) 4.9 (±2.2)
Mean ears in community head ? 28.7 (±16.4) 23.9 (±13.3) 23 (±12.9)
Mean years in community head ? 29.9 (±12.8) 27.9 (±11.7) 28 (±16.1)
Mean members 0 -10 2 (±1.4) 1.3 (±1.3) 1.4 (±1.2)
Mean members 11-15 .9 (±1.2) .9 (±1) .7 (±.8)
Mean members 15+ 2 (±1.8) 1 (±1.4) 0.9 (±1.1)

Ethnic characteristics
Bribri 69% 80% 68%
Cabecar 31% 13% 17%
Other 0 7% 15%

Language spoken at home
Bribri 60% 20% 0
Cabecar 40% 9% 0%
Spanish 0 43% 88%
Mixed 0 28% 12%

 
 

Source:  Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

Along the gradient (reading from left to right), one notes a gradual diminishment in 
household size. If one groups the more remote communities together (San José Cabécar, 
High Cohen, Orochico, and part of Mojoncito) to attain a larger number of respondents, 
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as much of the subsequent analysis does, one similarly finds a gradual diminishment in 
the length of time household heads have resided in the community.  

 
In general, the Bribri were found in every community, but less so in San Jose Cabécar 
and Orochico, where the Cabécar predominated. The ethnicities other than Bribri and 
Cabécar were largely concentrated in Shiroles, but also reside in other similarly 
accessible communities, such as Sepeque and Low Mojoncito. This non-indigenous 
population is associated with the presence of roads and electricity and absent in the 
communities where this basic infrastructure in unavailable. Furthermore, as one descends 
along the gradient, households typically speak less Bribri and/or Cabécar at home and 
more Spanish. It is noteworthy that in Sepeque less than a quarter of households reported 
speaking only Bribri or Cabécar in their homes, whereas in Shiroles, no household 
reported speaking either Bribri or Cabécar in the home. Following the grouping of these 
communities into three principal zones, it can be generalized that Zone I (San José 
Cabécar, High Cohen, High Mojoncito, and Orochico) is the most ethnically 
homogenous, Zone III (Shiroles) is the most ethnically heterogeneous, and Zone II (Low 
Mojoncito, Sepeque I, and Sepeque II) is intermediate between the two.  

4.2 Land use and management 

Of all the households interviewed (n=82), 74.4% had at least one parcel dedicated to 
banana production. Banana is typically grown in agroforestry systems, with both tree and 
other species accompanying the banana. Households that cultivate banana as a significant 
livelihood activity are generally concentrated in Zones I and II. Banana systems are 
highly diversified, with 89% of households cultivating the three primary varieties and 
11% cultivating only one or two of them. Of the banana varieties presently grown for 
commercialization, one is a Gran Michel17 cultivar (Musa AAA), commonly referred to 
as ‘Gran Michel’ or ‘white banana’ (banano blanco), a holdover from the days of the 
United Fruit Company. In addition to the Gran Michel, there are two are Cavendish 
cultivars (Musa AAA), commonly referred to as ‘Lacatan’ and ‘Congo’. Agroforestry 
banana tends to be organic, which in this case means the absence of agrochemicals and 
synthetic fertilizers: 85% of households report cultural management of pests, whereas 
11% report occasional use of pesticides. In terms of fertilization, about 6% of households 
add organic fertilizer above and beyond the leaf-litter of the agroforestry system, 89% 
rely only on leaf-litter from the agroforestry system for fertilization, and 5% occasionally 
fertilize with agrochemicals.  
 
Plantain production differs considerably from that of banana. Approximately the same 
percentage of households (73.2%) had at least one parcel dedicated to plantain as did 
banana. Households that cultivate plantain as a significant livelihood activity tend to be 
concentrated in ‘Zone III’ and the most accessible areas of ‘Zone II.’ Plantain is much 
less diversified than banana: it is typically grown with considerably less shade, and 

                                                 
17 Gran Michel used to be the leading cultivar in world trade until the 1950s when plantations in Central 
America were decimated by race 1 of Panama disease. In the early 1960s, Gran Michel plantations were 
replanted with these race-1-resistant AAA cultivars from the Cavendish subgroup.  
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usually in monocultures or virtual monocultures with dispersed trees. The plantain 
(AAB) grown for commercial production is a ‘Horn’ type, referred to as ‘Curaré’. 
Plantain production is moreover associated with agrochemical use: 22% of households 
manage pests with occasional application of agrochemicals and 33% report using regular 
or ‘calendar’ applications. In terms of fertilization, 3% of households add organic 
fertilizer above and beyond any leaf-litter present; 43% just depend on the leaf litter of 
what trees are present; 34% of households occasionally use synthetic fertilizers, and 20% 
regularly apply synthetic fertilizers.  

4.2.1 San José Cabécar, High Cohen and Mojoncito, Orochico (Zone I) 
Analysis of land use dynamics in Zone I consists of 84 total parcels and approximately 
1131 hectares of land. Agricultural activities in this zone are primarily for subsistence 
and are characterized by spatial (intercropping, polyvarieties, numerous agricultural 
plots) and temporal (staggering production) diversity. Because land is relatively 
abundant (mean total hectarage per household is 85.9 ha; mean parcel size 13.5 ha), land 
use tends to be extensive rather than intensive in character. The vast majority of 
households (93%) claim that they have sufficient land to cultivate. Households dedicate 
most work to basic grains (66.6%) and banana (20%). Only 60% of households have 
access to enough labor in general to manage their land; 40% do not. Nearly all 
households (93.3%) have two or more members regularly involved in on-farm work.  

 
In these communities, the general dynamic of land use bear remarkable similarities. 
Households intentionally maintained parcels for basic grain crops, parcels for permanent 
crops (typically agroforestry systems), diversified home gardens near the residence, and 
finally forested land. In these communities, several land use pathways arose out of the 
participatory mapping exercises. The two figures below (6 and 7) epitomize land use 
dynamics in Zone I.18  Two distinct pathways can be discerned: one is a progression from 
forest to basic grains to more permanent uses; the other is more cyclical, involving the 
alternating uses of basic grain production and fallow. 
 
When households first began land management, the land was typically either under forest 
or fallow cover. When either forest or fallow were cleared, it was typically planted to 
basic grains, either maize or rice. It was commonly remarked that it is best to plant rice 
after forest is cleared because of the higher nutrient requirements of that crop. There 
were, however, cases in which forest was cleared and planted to maize.  
 
 

                                                 
18 For an explication of how these diagrams were constructed, see section 3.3.5. 
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Figure 7. Land use pathways in High Cohen (Zone I) in terms of number of parcels undergoing transformation, Bribri and 
Cabécar indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica 

Source: Household survey 2005 (n=82) and transect walks 
Note:  Thicker lines reflect more significant land use pathways; this diagram accounts for 28 total parcels and approximately 369 ha
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Figure 8. Land use pathways in High Mojoncito (Zone I) in terms of number of parcels undergoing transformation, Bribri and 
Cabécar indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica  

Source:  Household survey 2005 (n=82) and transect walks. 
Note:  Thicker lines reflect more significant land use pathways; this diagram accounts for 33 total parcels and approximately 402 ha. 
 



After several cycles of a basic grain crop, households shifted to more permanent uses of 
the land, such as banana, cacao, or plantain (or some combination of these) agroforestry 
systems. These are often highly diversified systems and, especially in these communities 
of Zone I, and contain numerous other tree and crop species. On certain plots one notices 
a subsequent transition out of agroforestry systems. In general, however, these more 
permanent uses of the land are stable over time. Once the household converts land to an 
agroforestry system, it usually remains as such.  

 
Another prominent tendency in land use is land which is allocated specifically to basic 
grain production. This land does not shift into more permanent agroforestry uses but 
remains dedicated to the production of basic grains, which alternates with variable fallow 
periods, then returns to basic grains, and so on. After the fallow period, the land is again 
planted to the basic grain crop for a number of cropping cycles until yields decline. The 
landscape of this particular use becomes a mosaic of parcels of basic grains and fallow 
vegetation in various stages of growth. Table 5 displays the aggregate changes in land 
use for the communities Zone I. 

Table 5. Land use dynamics for communities San Jose Cabécar, High Cohen, High 
Mojoncito, and Orochico (Zone I), Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories, 
Talamanca, Costa Rica  

Orig. use # % parcels Past ha % total ha orig. Present parcels % parcels

Forest 51 60.7% 1016.3 89.8% 15 17.9%

Fallow 28 33.3% 87.1 7.7% 9 10.7%

AFS Cacao 2 2.4% 20 1.8% 3 3.6%

Plantain 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 1.5 1.8%

Basic grains 2 2.4% 7 0.6% 17 20.2%

Permanent 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 10 11.9%

AFS Mixed 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 5 6.0%

AFS banana 1 1.2% 1 0.1% 15 17.9%

Pasture 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 8.5 10.1%

TOTAL 84 100.0% 1131.4 100.0% 84 100.0%  
 

Source:  Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

As indicated by Table 5, forest and fallow were the two main original uses when the 
household first came into possession of the land. The most significant shifts were into 
basic grain production and banana agroforestry systems. Noteworthy shifts also occurred 
into permanent crops, pasture, and mixed agroforestry systems.  
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In addition to questions regarding present and past land use, household interviews 
likewise included discussion regarding future work under consideration. Figure 9 
summarizes the results for Zone I. 
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Figure 9. Percentage of households considering certain types of work in the future in 
communities San José Cabécar, High Cohen, High Mojoncito, and Orochico (Zone I), 
Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica  

Source: Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

When asked to contemplate future work, households placed emphasis on acquiring more 
livestock in general and cattle in particular. Also reflected in Figure 6 is the fact that a 
significant number of households do not envision working differently in the future as 
they do in the present.   

4.2.2 Low Mojoncito, Sepeque I, Sepeque II (Zone II) 

Analysis of land use dynamics in Zone II consisted of 149 total parcels and 
approximately 940 ha of land. In this ‘intermediate’ zone, both organic banana in 
agroforestry systems and plantain in monoculture are the two predominant agricultural 
activities. Production is primarily oriented toward national and export markets (plantain 
and organic banana), though with subsistence components.  

 
Landholdings are smaller (mean household hectarage 26.7 ha; mean parcel size 6.3 ha), 
and managed more intensively than in Zone I. The majority of households (69%) claim 
that they do not have enough land to farm. At the same time, there is less labor available 
for on-farm work: 65.7% of households have two or more members regularly involved in 
on-farm work; 34.3% have just one member regularly involved in on-farm work.19 Half 
of the households interviewed felt as though they had access to enough labor to manage 
their land and half did not.  

 
Unlike Zone I, household land management begins in uses other than just forest and 
fallow. While forest and fallow are still predominant initial states of vegetation cover, 
                                                 
19 Other members are typically working as laborers in others’ farms, in school, or involved in various other 
activities. 
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agroforestry cacao and basic grain production are likewise significant initial states. 
Cultivation of basic grains factors into household land use, but less than in Zone I. 
Though it is fairly common that basic grains were cultivated at one point in the parcel’s 
history, they make up relatively little of present use. This is primarily due to the general 
scarcity of land (and the opportunity costs of planting this scarce land to basic grains 
rather than a cash crop), as well as changes in the wider economy that have facilitated the 
purchase of cheap, imported grain (see ‘Discussion’ chapter). Unlike in Zone I where a 
predominant land use pathway is the maintenance of basic grain production, this is not 
the case in Zone II (Figure 10 and Figure 11). A much larger portion of parcels in Zone 
II goes directly from forest or fallow to more permanent uses, such as agroforestry 
systems or plantain than in Zone I, where basic grain production almost always takes 
place prior to more permanent uses, which reflects overall pressure towards more 
intensive land use. 
 
The cultivation of basic grains is also associated with a transition into agroforestry 
systems rather than monoculture plantain production. Of the parcels upon which at one 
point basic grains were cultivated, the present use of just over a quarter of them is 
monoculture plantain production. On the other hand, half shifted to mixed agroforestry 
systems. While this is generally the case throughout Zone II, Sepeque I (figure not 
displayed) is the exception to the rule. Here one sees an overall shift towards 
monoculture plantain, which can be explained largely by the relative accessibility of 
Sepeque I to Shiroles (vis-à-vis other communities of Zone II), as well as the fact that 
most arable land in this community are islands within the Sixaola River itself or right 
along the bank, land which is widely regarded as most appropriate for plantain. 
 
Similarly, the parcels upon which cacao was cultivated typically continue as agroforestry 
systems rather than shift to monoculture plantain. Of the parcels that were originally 
cacao when the household began management, the present use of 17.6% is monoculture 
plantain. The present use of 38% is banana in agroforestry systems. If we include mixed 
agroforestry systems (banana, cacao, plantain etc.) along with banana agroforestry 
systems, then the percentage of present use jumps to 64.7%. In four different parcels, 
households shifted from monoculture plantain to agroforestry banana. The fact that 
plantain appears to be declining vis-à-vis banana is reflected in the fact that no household 
has shifted from banana to plantain.  
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Figure 10. Land use pathways in Low Mojoncito (Zone II) in terms of number of parcels undergoing transformation, Bribri and 
Cabécar indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica 

Source:  Household survey 2005 (n=82) and transect walks 
Note:  Thicker lines reflect more significant land use pathways; figure 10 and 11 account for 56 total parcels and approximately 203 ha.
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Figure 11. Land use pathways in Low Mojoncito (Zone II) in terms of number of parcels undergoing transformation, Bribri and 
Cabécar indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica 

Source:  Household survey 2005 (n=82) and transect walks 
Note:  Thicker lines reflect more significant land use pathways; figure 10 and 11 account for 56 total parcels and approximately 203 ha.



Table 6 reveals that a significant percentage of parcels are mixed agroforestry systems, 
many of which are combinations of banana/cacao. Figures 10 and 11 indicate that these 
parcels were typically cacao agroforestry systems in the past (this is also the case in Low 
Mojoncito, which is not displayed) which were abandoned because of the impact of 
monilia and (formerly) low cacao prices. In this way, household land use management 
has the quality of a palimpsest20, retaining traces of former uses.  

Table 6. Land use dynamics in Sepeque I, Sepeque II, and Low Mojoncito (Zone II), 
Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica  

Orig. use # % parcels Past ha % total ha orig. Present parcels % parcels

Forest 27 18.1% 633.8 67.4% 13 8.7%

Fallow 76 51.0% 235.8 25.1% 11 7.4%

AFS Cacao 34 22.8% 56 6.0% 3 2.0%

Plantain 2 1.3% 1.5 0.2% 40 26.8%

Basic grains 7 4.7% 7.4 0.8% 3.5 2.3%

Permanent 2 1.3% 0.6 0.1% 9 6.0%

AFS Mixed 1 0.7% 5 0.5% 26 17.4%

AFS banana 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 39.5 26.5%

Pasture 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 4 2.7%

TOTAL 149 100.0% 940.1 100.0% 149 100.0%  
 

Source:  Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

The change from forest and fallow to other uses was most notable. Cacao likewise 
exhibited dramatic changes; in terms of percentage change, it was the most ‘volatile’ 
land use. The most significant positive changes in land use were to agroforestry banana, 
mixed agroforestry systems, and monoculture plantain. Figure 12 displays how 
households in Zone II envision working in the future.  
 

                                                 
20 A ‘palimpsest’ is something having usually diverse layers or aspects apparent beneath the surface. It is 
usually associated with writing material (as a parchment or tablet) used one or more times after earlier 
writing has been erased. 
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Figure 12. Percentage of households considering certain types of work in the future  in 
Low Mojoncito, Sepeque I, and Sepeque II, Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories, 
Talamanca, Costa Rica  

Source:  Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

When asked about future plans, the highest percentage of households considered 
expanding banana production, followed by those interested in expanding plantain 
production. Though households desire to acquire more livestock, there is a general 
agricultural orientation in future work envisioned. 

4.2.3 Shiroles (Zone III) 

Analysis of land use dynamics in Zone III consists of 86 total parcels and 222.04 
hectares. In the most ‘accessible’ zone, much of the local economy revolves around 
plantain production, which is commercialized in national and export markets. These 
markets, in turn, correspond to different levels of intensity of management, start-up 
capital necessary to access them, and resultant incomes. Landholdings are small (mean 
household hectarage 6.8 ha; mean parcel size 2.54 ha) and intensively managed. Even 
more households (72%) claim they do not have enough land to cultivate than in Zone II. 
Even less household labor is dedicated to on-farm work than in Zone II: 53.1% of 
households have two or more members regularly involved in on-farm work; 46.8% have 
just one. At the same time, the majority of households (64.5%) claim that because of 
their small landholdings, they have enough labor to manage their land (35.5% do not 
have enough labor).  

 
One notes in Figures 13 and 14 not only a tendency toward plantain production, but also 
toward agroforestry systems. As Table 7 displays, more parcels are dedicated to plantain 
than any other crop (36%), but if we combine banana and mixed agroforestry systems, a 
comparable percentage of parcels are in agroforestry systems (32%). Like in Zone II, 
land pressure is reflected both in the lack of land dedicated to basic grain production, as 
well as the fact that a significant portion of land goes directly from forest or fallow to 
more permanent uses, such as agroforestry systems or monoculture plantain (Figures 13 
and 14)—cash crop production that generates the income necessary to purchase basic 
grains on the local market. 
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Figure 13. Land use pathways in Shiroles (Zone III) in terms of number of parcels undergoing transformation, Bribri and Cabécar 
indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica  

Source:  Household survey 2005 (n=82) and transect walks 
Note:  Thicker lines reflect more significant land use pathways; Figure 13 and 14 account for 86 total parcels and approximately 222 ha. 
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Figure 14. Land use pathways in Shiroles (Zone III) in terms of number of parcels undergoing transformation, Bribri and Cabécar 
indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica  

Source:  Household survey 2005 (n=82) and transect walks 
Note:  Thicker lines reflect more significant land use pathways; Figure 13 and 14 account for 86 total parcels and approximately 222 ha.



Figures 13 and 14 display shifts between banana and plantain systems. Overall, 6 parcels 
(7% of total) at one point were cultivated to banana and then changed to plantain; 
similarly, 3 parcels (3.5%) were once banana and subsequently changed to a mixed 
system of banana and plantain. Contrarily, 3 parcels (3.5%) were plantain and then 
shifted to banana. Overall, the net shift between banana and plantain is toward plantain, 
which reflects the institutional context surrounding plantain in Zone III (section 5.2.4).  

 
Though basic grain cultivation scarcely factors into present land use, it was often an 
intermediate stage of use. One clearly notices the continuance of the pathway we have 
been noting since the initial discussion of Zone I: the movement from forest or fallow to 
basic grains and then finally to more permanent uses. In Zone III, the parcels which were 
originally forested tend to be associated with a pathway that includes basic grains and 
then agroforestry systems; 53.8% of originally forested parcels move to basic grains, and 
of these, 60.7% culminate in agroforestry systems.  

 
The dynamic associated with parcels which were originally fallow is different. In this 
case, the trajectory tends toward plantain production. The second use of 30.4% of these 
parcels is basic grains and of 28.3% is plantain. Of those that have basic grains as their 
second use, none of these remain in basic grain production; 57.1% have plantain 
production as their final use. Of those that shifted from fallow immediately to plantain, 
76.9% continue in this use to the present. While the ‘final’ product is dissimilar from 
other contexts, the trajectory is largely the same. Table 7 summarizes overall land use 
dynamics in Shiroles and its surroundings, which together comprise the communities of 
‘Zone III’.  

Table 7. Land use dynamics in Shiroles and surrounding areas (Zone III), Bribri and 
Cabécar indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica  

Orig. use # % parcels Past ha % total ha orig. Present parcels % parcels

Forest 26 30.2% 137.6 62.0% 6 7.0%

Fallow 46 53.5% 72.1 32.5% 3.5 4.1%

AFS Cacao 5 5.8% 4.8 2.2% 0 0.0%

Plantain 3 3.5% 3 1.4% 31 36.0%

Basic grains 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 1.5 1.7%

Permanent 4 4.7% 1 0.5% 10 11.6%

AFS Mixed 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 16.5 19.2%

AFS banana 1 1.2% 0.5 0.2% 11 12.8%

Pasture 1 1.2% 3 1.4% 6.5 7.6%

TOTAL 86 100.0% 222 100.0% 86 100.0%  
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Source:  Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

Forest and fallow accounted for the highest incidence of change from one use to another. 
Unlike in Zone II, relatively few parcels were dedicated to cacao in Zone III initially. All 
of those that were, however, subsequently shifted to other uses; cacao therefore also 
shows tendencies to volatility in Zone III. The most significant ‘positive’ changes in land 
use were to plantain, mixed agroforestry systems, and agroforestry banana (in that order). 
Figure 15 displays future work under consideration by households in Shiroles and its 
surrounding areas. 
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Figure 15. Percentage of households considering certain types of work in the future in 
Shiroles and surrounding areas (Zone III), Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories, 
Talamanca, Costa Rica  

Source:  Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

When asked about future plans, the greatest percentage of households said that they had 
no real future plans other than to continue working as they presently do. This was 
followed by those who were interested in expanding plantain production, and then those 
interested in expanding organic banana. Unlike Zone I or II, many households said that 
their major future priority was to buy land.21 

4.2.4 PIPs and land use change 

Especially in regards to plantain and organic banana production, the complex 
institutional matrix is a central influence regarding what crop can be produced within 
which communities. The impact of different ‘rules of the game’ established by 
certification bodies and organic organizations and the network of plantain intermediaries 
is profound. When speaking of the advantages or disadvantages of either plantain or 
banana, local producers in Zones II and III constantly cite differences in how often each 
is bought and whether payment is immediate or delayed. At least within the first half of 
2005, there was a conviction among many, for example, that the ‘rules’ of banana 
production are more just than those surrounding plantain production.  
                                                 
21 This raises the key question of future parcelation and its implications in terms of land availability. 
Despite what seems to be a dire situation, many households still retained hope that they would acquire land 
somehow. 
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Foremost in terms of complaints surrounding the commercialization of plantain in 
national markets is the system known as computado (‘computed’). In the rules of this 
system of exchange, plantain bunches must contain a minimum of 30 plantain ‘fingers.’  
If a bunch has 30 or more fingers, it counts as a complete bunch and is sold for the going 
price. If, however, a bunch has less than 30 fingers, say 25, it is incomplete and must be 
‘computed’ with another bunch of less than 30 fingers. These two bunches together count 
as a complete bunch and are sold for the going price. In the end, two bunches with 25 
fingers (50 total fingers) are sold for the same price as a complete bunch of 30. This 
system leads to substantial net losses for households.  
 
The ire this system evokes from households, however, arises from the fact that, in the 
next step in the commercialization chain, the plantain buyer shifts the rules. He does not 
sell his plantains on the same terms for which he bought them. Rather, he sells them by 
the individual finger, reaping substantial profit in the process as a direct result of the 
initial terms of trade vis-à-vis the producer, which are skewed in favor of the 
intermediary. Furthermore, producers routinely charge the small group of intermediaries 
that commercialize plantain nationally of collusion—that they arrange the price among 
themselves ahead of time, regardless of what the going price is. Households have few 
other options but to sell at the price demanded by the intermediaries. 
 
In Shiroles, several households that presently cultivate plantain explained that they in 
fact favored banana. What is more, many had planted organic banana at one point but 
then later shifted to plantain. They did so because neighbors were cultivating plantain 
nearby with agrochemicals. Because their parcel did not meet the requirement of a 
specified distance between of a ‘no-chemical zone’, these households were unable attain 
the certification needed in order to commercialize their banana in organic markets. 
Unable to access the organic banana market and with too little land to do much else, they 
had little choice but to cultivate plantain. Other households claimed that they favored 
organic banana production but, because they had small landholdings already dedicated to 
plantain, they could not afford to undertake the transition period required by certifying 
agencies to shift from conventional to organic production. 
 
In general, interviews in Zone III and II revealed the perception that land use is ‘locked’ 
in plantain production; producers cannot switch to organic banana due to local 
agrochemical use, as well as the opportunity costs implied in the transition from 
conventional to organic production. This is reflected in the fact that, in Zone III, whereas 
the majority of households dedicate the most work to plantains (65.6%) followed by 
banana (9.3%), more than two times the number of households view banana as more 
profitable than plantain (56.3 versus 25%). In Zone II, though 57.1% of households 
dedicate most work to plantain (14.3% to banana and 8.6% to basic grains), more 
households believe banana is more profitable than plantain (40% vs. 37.1%). 
 
At the same time, regardless of these other factors, there is more facility to sell plantain 
than banana, which is a primary factor that attracts many to its cultivation. Plantain still 
remains the most diversified market in which producers in Zones II and III can 
commercialize their product. For example, plantain can be sold each week, whereas 
organic banana is sold every 15 to 22 days. For households that purchase staples at the 



 50

local stores on credit, the frequency at which buyers purchase a crop is a major 
consideration, and plantain is at an advantage in this regard. A further advantage lies in 
the fact that households are paid immediately by plantain intermediaries, whereas due to 
organizational rules, households that sell organic bananas typically receive delayed 
payment.  
 
Furthermore, certain households with especially high levels of social capital are able to 
join with family and neighbors in order to by-pass intermediaries and access export 
markets for plantain with Dole and another company known locally as ‘Sony.’ Some 
households access these markets individually, others as small groups. Selling plantain to 
either company entails implementing many on-farm practices, like regular fertilization 
and intensive management of the plant disease black Sigatoka. These companies pay 
significantly higher prices than plantain intermediaries do. Furthermore, the price does 
not fluctuate but rather has tended to steadily rise. Households able to access these 
markets sell their product not by bunch but by weight, widely considered to be fairer 
terms of sale.22  Approximately 22% of households in Shiroles, for example, 
commercialize their product through Dole. Only one household in Sepeque I (Zone II) 
exported through Dole. Lack of social and financial capital, as well as sufficient on-farm 
labor, are the main barriers to entry into this market.  

 
Plantain cultivation likewise provides employment to many households in the form of 
wage labor, significantly more so than other crops. Of the 10 households that employ 
permanent labor, 80% dedicate most work to plantain production. Of the 16 households 
that employ extra-household labor irregularly, 72.7% dedicate most work to plantain 
production. 

4.3 Livelihoods 

Local livelihoods complexly interact with land use in the indigenous territories. Both are 
enmeshed in a dynamic biophysical and socio-cultural landscape. As the local economy 
is based on agriculture and agriculture-related activities, the focus on land use and 
livelihoods together is appropriate. The present section seeks to articulate some of these 
connections.  

4.3.1 Vulnerability context 
In livelihood parlance, the ‘vulnerability context’ frames the external environment in 
which people live. People’s livelihood assets, activities, and priorities are fundamentally 
affected by seasonality, shocks, and trends, over which they have little or no control. 
 
 Seasonality 

                                                 
22 It is important to note, however, that some of the product does not meet export standards and therefore 
can not be sold as such. This product is typically sold in national markets, used as feed for pigs, or thrown 
away. Despite this, it is widely held that the profits and steady prices more than make up for the plantain 
that does not make export grade. 
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Semi-structured interviews with households included discussion of ‘critical months’ 
during the year. Households typically cultivate basic grains in the ‘drier’ season (January 
through April), where, if it is dry enough, slashed vegetation is burned, and if it is too 
wet, slashed vegetation remains on the field as mulch. Banana, plantain, and cacao are 
perennial cultivars, grown throughout the year. Banana and plantain are harvested 
continually throughout the year, whereas cacao is harvested twice a year, usually in 
October and December. The lack of rainfall, or irregular patterns of rainfall, has severe 
implications for the physiological, pathological, and management aspects of banana and 
plantain. Lack of water manifests itself principally in yield reduction, which leads in turn 
to decreased incomes and availability of work for local laborers. 

 
In May, the rains pick up markedly. These ‘wetter’ months make the commercialization 
of banana and plantain difficult. The normal condition of road access to the indigenous 
territories is not particularly good, and excess rains tend to cause landslides and wash out 
roads and bridges. This affects the ability of buyers to enter with trucks. Furthermore, 
employment opportunities diminish for local laborers. Households who commercialize 
plantain in national markets also commented that there is a yearly price drop in plantains, 
in November and December. Plantain intermediaries claim this is due to the fact 
consumers in San José and other urban centers eat fewer plantains, opting for other 
products instead. Local residents claim that newspapers report the price of plantain as the 
same, but that the price drop reflects the collusion among intermediaries and their overall 
exploitation of local producers. 
 
 Shocks and trends 

Apart from seasonality, the other components of the vulnerability context are shocks and 
trends. Shocks routinely affect the indigenous territories. Taking into account only recent 
history, shocks include biophysical events, such as massive flooding in 1970, 1991, and 
2005; a major earthquake in 1991; and the onset of monilia in 1978 and 1979 which 
devastated cacao production and turned into a permanent pest that, if not carefully 
managed, reduces yield significantly.  
 
Shocks also include socio-economic events, such as the withdrawal of a major buyer of 
cacao in 2002 (Hinojosa 2002), the temporary withdrawal a major buyer of organic 
bananas in 200523, price fluctuations in the national plantain market; and the arrival of 
non-indigenous residents to the territories with RECOPE and the civil conflict in 
Nicaragua in the 1980s.  
 
Key trends affecting livelihoods in the indigenous territories include: land parcellation as 
a result of heritage and population growth, the inability to keep livestock due to lack of 
available land, non-indigenous influence on the territories in general and on land use in 
particular, the perception of acculturation as a result of that influence, steady decline in 

                                                 
23 Gerber, the buyer that withdrew, justified its withdrawal based on its purported loss of a client. Local 
residents and many organizations that work with them are suspicious of this. They widely claim that 
Gerber’s withrawal, subsequent to its offering record-high prices for several months, was part of an overall 
strategy to weaken TROBANEX, its main competitor, and then once its increased market share was secure, 
lower prices. 
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real wages and purchasing power vis-à-vis the rise in household expenditures, 
widespread perception of ecological degradation, and the increased interest in indigenous 
territories and biodiversity conservation on the part of development and research 
organizations. 
 
The indigenous territories are not only characterized by dynamism in terms of socio-
economic structures; they are also characterized by dynamism in terms of continual 
subjection to natural events. Take for example the ‘shock’ of the January 2005 floods. 
Households lost on average ½ parcel of agricultural land due to the flooding. But as 
Table 8 illustrates, the flooding not only affected agricultural land but residential land as 
well. 

Table 8. Estimated January 2005 flood damage along research transect  
Plantain Banana Cacao Forest Pasture House

Mojoncito 46.25 7 1.5 0 1 2
Sepeque 106.75 21.75 0 0 9 17
Shiroles 104.75 19.75 1.75 2 8 12

Transect totals 257.75 48.5 3.25 2 18 31  
 

Source: ADITIBRI 
 
In regards to the residences of households, however, this table is a bit misleading, in the 
sense that while 31 houses within the research transect were washed away, the amount of 
residences that were threatened and are now situated precariously is unaccounted for. 
Oftentimes, the flooding changed the course of streams and brought water dangerously 
close to the residence. Elsewhere, the heavy rains often caused landslides in the 
immediate vicinity of the residence. In the case of one household, immediately adjacent 
to the house was a massive landslide that, if it had occurred just a little in the other 
direction, would have buried the house and the entire household with it. In fact, one of 
the principal activities of households during the months of my research was finding more 
secure land to which their residence could be transferred.  

  

Household responses during ‘critical months’ 

Households had several general responses as to how they dealt with the critical periods, 
either in regard to seasonality, shocks, or trends. Besides the diversity of their land use 
practices and livelihood strategies in general (see ‘Discussion’ chapter), for many, 
livestock holdings provide an essential buffer and are influenced considerably by 
shortfalls in production or income as well as by excess production in certain instances. 
With shortfalls, households tend to consume or sell livestock, and so holdings diminish. 
With excess production, holdings increase largely in relation to the crop in excess: with 
banana and plantain, pigs increase; with maize, chickens increase. For these reasons, 
livestock holdings are highly dynamic throughout the year.  
 
A major trend affecting the indigenous territories is population concentration in the 
valley and accompanying land scarcity. A major upshot of this trend is the inability of 



 53

households to keep as much livestock as they once did. Traditionally, pigs are simply let 
loose to graze. If landholdings are extensive, the pigs can graze without problem; major 
problems are caused, however, when a neighbor has planted plantain nearby and pigs 
disturb the shoots. Households with less livestock tend to rely on wage labor during 
critical periods. Where work was sought tended to depend upon where in the indigenous 
territories the household lived. In general, there was a downward pressure: households in 
remote areas sought work in less remote ones. When there work was not available in 
accessible areas within the territories, household members would occasionally look for 
work outside them. 

4.3.2 Livelihood assets 

In the present section, we will discuss livelihood assets in each of the three zones in 
relation to the five major types of capital frequently mentioned in livelihood literature: 
natural, physical, social, human, and financial. Livelihood assets are difficult to assess in 
the indigenous territories and that the increase or decrease of different assets are assessed 
divergently by different segments of the local population. Nevertheless, in this section, 
general trends will be presented, and in the ‘Discussion’, the complications inherent in 
assessing livelihood assets will be discussed.  
 

Natural capital 

Natural capital as reflected in landholdings are much larger in Zone I than in Zone II and 
III, which reflects the general concentration of the population in the latter two zones and 
the associated land scarcity. One similarly notes a marked decrease in access to the 
forest, whose flora and fauna have traditionally contributed significantly to livelihoods.  
 
Table 9 groups household landholdings by zone, summarizing general data on household 
landholdings. Key categories in this regard are mean total hectarage of the household, 
mean forest hectarage, mean hectarage in some form of agricultural use, and finally the 
mean agricultural parcels prior and post major flooding in January of 2005 which 
affected a great deal of agricultural land. 

Table 9. Natural capital as reflected in household landholdings according to zone in the 
Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica 

 
Mean values for households Tot. ha Forest ha Agric. ha Avg. parcels pre flood Avg. parcels post flood

Zone I (n=15) 85.9 60.1 25.8 5.5 5
Zone II (n=35) 26.7 17.8 9.1 4.3 3.7
Zone III (n=32) 6.8 1.3 5.5 2.6 2.1

 
 

Source: Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

Note:  Zone I consists of the most remote communities (San Jose Cabécar, Alto Cohen, High Mojoncito, 
and Orochico); Zone II consists of more ‘intermediate’ communities (Low Mojoncito, Sepeque I, 
and Sepeque II); and Zone III consists of more ‘accessible’ communities (Shiroles and 
surrounding areas). 
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In all categories (total ha, forest ha, and agricultural ha), households in Zone I have 
access to the most land, followed by Zone II, and finally Zone III. Even in Zones II and 
III, despite considerable land pressures, households prioritized conserving the remaining 
patches of forest for reasons ranging from the preservation of water sources to their 
interest in gathering certain forest products. The heavy rains and flooding in January of 
2005 rendered significant portions of land unusable, both in Zone I in terms of massive 
landslides, and in Zones II and III in terms of flooding—completely washing away crops 
and leaving sand and rocks in their place. In all three zones, each household lost an 
average approximately ½ of a parcel. The damage was largely uniform throughout the 
territories.  
 
Figure 16 summarizes landholding cohorts according to zone, grouping households into 
one of four land-size categories. 
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Figure 16. Household landholding cohort according to zone in the Bribri and Cabécar 
indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica 

Source:  Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

Note:  Zone I consists of the most remote communities (San Jose Cabécar, Alto Cohen, High Mojoncito, 
and Orochico); Zone II consists of more ‘intermediate’ communities (Low Mojoncito, Sepeque I, 
and Sepeque II); and Zone III consists of more ‘accessible’ communities (Shiroles and 
surrounding areas). 
 

As a group, more households in Zone I pertain to the landholding cohort 51+ ha than any 
other. Similarly in Zone I, not one household interviewed had landholdings less than 6 
ha. One notices the opposite tendency in Zone III, where most households fall into the 
cohort 0 to 5, followed by 6 to 25, and then 26 to 50. Not one household interviewed had 
landholdings in the cohort 51+. Households in Zone II had landholdings in all categories, 
but principal among them was the cohort 6 to 25. To characterize the phenomenon of 
land scarcity, it is not enough to say it is concentrated in the more accessible 
communities of the valley. Figure 17 demonstrates the way there is a general association 
with younger age cohorts.  
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Figure 17. Household landholding cohort according to age cohort of household head in 
the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica 

Source:  Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

In the 15-24 age cohort, all households are in the 0 to 5 ha and 6 to 25 ha landholding 
cohort. Similarly, the largest number of households in the 25-34 age cohort likewise 
pertain to the 0 to 5 ha and 6 to 25 ha cohort. This suggests that there is somewhat of an 
association between land scarcity and the age of the population, with younger segments 
of the population generally making due with less land than the older segments of the 
population. The issue of land parcellation due to inheritance, combined with population 
growth and concentration within the valley, are major issues within the territories (see 
section 5.2.3) and continue to be such into the future. 
 
Table 10 displays natural capital as reflected in livestock holding by zone. The principal 
categories in this regard are cattle, pig, chickens, and horses, followed by turkeys and 
ducks. 

Table 10. Natural capital as reflected in household livestock holdings according to zone 
in the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica 
 

Household livestock (mean values) Cattle Pigs Chickens Turkeys Ducks Horses

Zone I (n=15) 8.1 9.4 16.2 0.8 2.1 0.6
Zone II (n=35) 1.2 3.3 22.2 0.5 1.2 1.3
Zone III (n=32) 0.6 0.9 18.8 0.2 2.3 0.9

 
 
Source: Household survey 2005 (n=82) 

 
Note:  Zone I consists of the most remote communities (San Jose Cabécar, Alto Cohen, High Mojoncito, 

and Orochico); Zone II consists of more ‘intermediate’ communities (Low Mojoncito, Sepeque I, 
and Sepeque II); and Zone III consists of more ‘accessible’ communities (Shiroles and 
surrounding areas). 

 
As reflected in livestock holdings, households in Zone I are likewise better off than their 
counterparts in Zones II and III, for whom smaller landholdings in general and 
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population density makes livestock holdings increasingly problematic. Households in 
Zone I on average have more cattle and pigs, two crucial household ‘assets.’ It is 
interesting to note that in Zone II and III, households on average hold more chickens, 
which would reflect the general ease of their management on more confined space. 
Similarly households have more horses, which reflects the importance of horses in terms 
of the transportation of plantain and banana bunches to the road for their sale. 
 

Physical capital24 
 
Table 11 displays the presence of physical capital per community as reflected by basic 
infrastructure such as health clinics, schools, and roads; as well as by basic services such 
as access to electricity and potable water. 

Table 11. Physical capital by community in the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous 
territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica 

Community S.J. Cabecar High Cohen Orochico Mojoncito Sepeque Shiroles

Road access                      No No No No/Yes Yes Yes
Electricity access No No No No No Yes
Potable water access No No No No/Yes Yes Yes
Heath clinic No No No No/Yes Yes Yes
Primary school No Yes Yes No/Yes Yes Yes
Secondary school No No No No Yes No

 
 

Source:  Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 
In terms of physical capital, the communities of Zone III and II—Shiroles, Sepeque, and 
part of Mojoncito—have better access to the infrastructure and the services listed. The 
communities of Zone I—San José Cabécar, High Cohen, and Orochico—for the most 
part completely lack access to the infrastructure and services listed. In both Zone II and 
III, roads constitute a physical capital particularly important for the commercialization of 
agricultural products. 
 
 Social capital 
 
Social capital is notoriously difficult to assess (see for example 5.4.2 and Bebbington 
1999, as well as the thesis of Sandra Candela on social capital). At the same time, it is 
also emerging as a key topic in livelihood literature. Within the indigenous territories, 
one must differentiate between two (perhaps conflicting) kinds of social capital: one we 
might term ‘traditional’ social capital as evident, for example, in inter-household labor 
sharing practices; another we might term ‘modern’ social capital, as evident in ability to 
participate in certain markets, participation in local governmental organizations and 
services (like the local ADIs, ADITIBRI for the Bribri territory and ADITICA for the 
Cabécar territory, or Ministry of Agriculture extensionists), and linkages with 
development, conservation, and research organizations (e.g. CATIE, University of Costa 
                                                 
24 Physical capital as reflected in tools will be accounted for in Figure 18. 
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Rica, ANAI, and Corredor Biológico). We might also add the category ‘anti-social 
capital’ to the analysis to designate the development of social forms like widespread sale 
and abuse of alcohol and drugs along with associated health-risks and violence.  
 
In terms of the sample communities, ‘traditional’ social capital is most evident in Zone I 
and increasingly declines in Zone II and then in Zone III. In Zone I, for example, inter-
household labor-sharing practices are common; all households interviewed in this zone 
regularly call for chichadas, in which community members work on a household’s land 
and are rewarded with food and drink, or participate in mano vuelta, in which a group 
arranges to work one day on one member’s land, then the next day at another member’s 
land, and so on. Not one household relies only upon household labor; not one household 
pays day laborers to work on its land. There is a generalized absence of participation in 
the labor economy as employers. Furthermore, access to informal loans from friends and 
family is much higher in Zone I as well (Figure 21), most likely due to close-knit 
relationships among households which serve as, among other things, social security. 
 
There is a marked decline in ‘traditional’ labor practices in Zone II, as well as in Zone 
III. In Zone II, 36% of households regularly participate in inter-household labor sharing 
arrangements such as the chichada or mano vuelta; 46.3% hire casual or permanent 
extra-household labor; 17% of households rely on no labor other than their own. In Zone 
III, inter-household labor sharing practices are altogether uncommon: 9% of households 
regularly participate in chichadas or mano vuelta arrangements; 45.5% hire casual or 
permanent extra-household labor; 45.5% rely on no labor other than their own. 
 
In terms of ‘modern’ social capital, the reverse is the case. Households in Zone I have the 
least access to markets to sell their products. Households in Zone II and III have a great 
deal more options in that regard. Households in Zone II can access the national plantain 
market, the organic banana market, and to a certain extent the export plantain market. 
Households in Zone III can access the national and export plantain market, and to a 
certain extent, the organic banana market. For example, in Zone I, 0% of households 
reported receiving visits from Ministry of Agriculture extension agents; in Zones II and 
III, 9% and 15%, respectively, reported visits from extensionists, and those households 
that did tended to cultivate plantain. 
 
Calling the access to markets an expression of ‘social capital’ must be qualified. In the 
case of plantain production, households frequently comment upon their exploitation at 
the hands of plantain intermediaries (see sections 5.2.4 and 5.4.4). Furthermore, the 
proliferation of organizations associated with organic banana production can be 
misleading. All four organizations—APPTA, UCANEHÜ, TROBANEX, and 
ACAPRO—commercialize organic banana mainly as purée for baby food and in two 
primary markets: TROBANEX works with HIPP and the others work with Gerber. 
Despite efforts over the years to access other organic banana markets (fresh fruit, dried 
fruit, vinegar etc.) and diversify buyers, the low aesthetic quality of the fruit, the lack of 
standardization in the production process, and the difficulties in transporting it have 
made it difficult to commercialize organic banana other than as purée within these two 
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primary markets. This has in effect made households dependent on banana extremely 
vulnerable, as in the recent case of Gerber’s withdrawal from the market manifested25. 
 
The access to social capital in the form of local government or outside agencies must 
likewise be qualified. Respondents often expressed intense satisfaction toward the local 
governments, ADITIBRI and ADITICA, especially the former. For example, in Zone I, 
only about 13% of the sample population felt that the government worked well. In Zone 
II and III, this percentage dropped to 9%. When this topic was broached during 
interviews, household members would frequently launch into diatribes about the 
ineptitude of the ADIs, especially ADITIBRI. Accusations of corruption and 
malfeasance were common; more common still was the perception that government 
officials ‘lived in the name’ of the local populace (see section 5.6), that is, they played 
into the wider society’s romantic notions of the ‘indigenous’ to attain funds for various 
projects. These funds then paid for salaries of personnel and administration, but little 
actually improved about the plight of local residents themselves. ‘What has improved 
about our condition?’ people would frequently ask, ‘Millions of dollars have entered 
Talamanca in our name. Where has the money gone?’ One prominent ADITIBRI 
member told me that he, and others, felt that CATIE’s current environmental markets 
project will little benefit local residents. Their interest in the project, he said, derived 
from their interest in building up their organizations’ ‘social capital’—their ability to 
negotiate and manage similar projects in the future. 
 
Dissatisfaction with the local government was vividly displayed in the campaigning 
leading up to local ADI elections in May of 2005, their cancellation, and their subsequent 
resolution in August after a protracted legal affair.26 Many residents commented to me 
that they had never before seen campaigning for the elections, much less the kind of 
negativity expressed in the campaign itself. This affair cast light not only on the 
dissatisfaction felt, but also on numerous issues related to the legitimacy of the local 
governments themselves. For example, only a fraction of the adults are registered voting 
members, and the ADIs themselves control who can and can not register. Many 
suggested that this is not only a conflict of interests, but calls into question their claim to 
be the representatives of the local population. On a more fundamental level, residents 
continue, the ADIs themselves are not the reflection of an indigenous form of political 
organization but rather a form established in Article 4 of the Indigenous Law 6172.  

In terms of ‘anti-social’ capital, there is widespread preoccupation of households in Zone 
II and especially Zone III of alcohol abuse among male household heads. Women heads 
would often comment that men could not be trusted with the management of money; a 
frequent comment was that ‘men get money and spend it all on alcohol for themselves 

                                                 
25 This transpired after I had finished field work, and so its impact is relatively unaccounted for throughout 
these pages. 
26 The cancellation and postponement of the elections is an incredibly complicated affair. In a nutshell, 
there was a contraversy surrounding the question of affiliation of voting members of the ADI. Apparently a 
candidate affilliated many local residents only a month prior to the elections, whereas by law, members 
have to be affiliated at least three months prior. Those favoring the incorporation of the new members 
charged that these laws were not ‘indigenous’ laws but the laws of ‘outsiders’. 
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instead of food for the family.’27 Obviously drug sale and abuse is an enormously 
sensitive subject, but despite this fact, it was mentioned by households in Zone III as 
among their principal preoccupations. Evidently, the sale and use of crack cocaine is on 
the rise, especially among the youth. Many talk about the rise of petty crime as 
associated with drug addiction.  

To give a brief sense of the scope of the drug situation in Talamanca, the April 15, 2005 
of both La Nación and The Tico Times reported that police set fire to nearly 700,000 
marijuana plants spread across 20 plantations in ‘high’ Talamanca. Both articles likewise 
report statistics from the Ministry of Security that since 2000, nearly 7 million plants 
have been destroyed in the Talamanca region. This year alone, the Drug Control Police 
have conducted 67 operations in which, in addition to the 676,045 marijuana plants 
destroyed, 103 kilos of cocaine and 7,944 crack rocks have been confiscated. Authorities 
have also detained 128 suspects – 64 Costa Ricans and 14 foreigners – seven vehicles 
and four firearms, as well as more than $700,000. 

 Human capital 
 

Common indicators of human capital are access to and quality of health care and 
education. Both Table 12 and 13 treat education within the indigenous territories, Table 
12 looking at household members who have completed primary education and Table 13 
looking at highest education level attained by household members according to zone. 

Table 12. Household members who have finished primary education according to zone in 
the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica 

 
Total no. finished primary Total household members Percent of total members

Zone I 18 95 18.9%
Zone II 88 162 54.3%
Zone III 62 156 39.7%

Total 168 413 40.7%  
 

Source: Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

Note:  Zone I consists of the most remote communities (San Jose Cabécar, Alto Cohen, High Mojoncito, 
and Orochico); Zone II consists of more ‘intermediate’ communities (Low Mojoncito, Sepeque I, 
and Sepeque II); and Zone III consists of more ‘accessible’ communities (Shiroles and 
surrounding areas). 
 

A considerably lesser percentage of household members in Zone I have completed 
primary education, versus Zones II and III, a reflection of the lack of physical capital of 
primary schools. It is interesting to note that, though Zone III is more accessible, in terms 
of road access, a higher percentage of total household members have completed primary 
education in Zone II; this could very well be due to the presence of a high school in this 

                                                 
27 First hand experience in two out of the three households in which I lived during field work confirmed 
this. 
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community to give an incentive to keep studying in comparison with Zone III in which 
there is no high school. 

Table 13. Highest education level attained by a household member according to zone in 
the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica 

 
No. of households None Primary Secondary University Total

Zone I 7 (46.6%) 6 (40%) 2 (13.3%) 0 (0%) 15 (100%)
Zone II 0 (0%) 12 (34.3%) 23 (65.7%) 0 (0%) 35 (100%)
Zone III 1 (3.2%) 14 (43.8%) 13 (40.6%) 4 (12.5%) 32 (100%)

Total 8 (10%) 32 (39%) 38 (46%) 4 (5%) 82 (100%)  
 

Source: Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

Note:  Zone I consists of the most remote communities (San Jose Cabécar, Alto Cohen, High Mojoncito, 
and Orochico); Zone II consists of more ‘intermediate’ communities (Low Mojoncito, Sepeque I, 
and Sepeque II); and Zone III consists of more ‘accessible’ communities (Shiroles and 
surrounding areas). 
 

In Table 13, the breakdown of highest education level attained by a household member 
according to zone is displayed. Not only have more household members completed 
primary education in Zone II, but also in more households at least one member has 
completed secondary education as well. The only category in which Zone III surpasses 
Zone II is in terms of at least one member completing university-level education. 
 
In terms of health-related aspects of human capital, Table 11 above displayed that access 
to potable water and nearby health clinics is non-existent in Zone I. Major issues related 
to health in Zone I are both the distance from health facilities in the case of emergency 
(see Table 2), the difficulty in accessing those facilities in certain times of the year (for 
example, traveling from San José Cabécar or High Cohen to Mojoncito entails forging 
the River Cohen twice; when water levels rise during times of heavy rains, the river is 
impassable), and the lack of financial resources to pay the associated costs of such a trip. 
 

Financial capital 

In terms of financial capital, all households are in a similar position in terms of their 
ability to access credit. The indigenous territories are communal lands, and so individual 
households have only partial legal control over their lands. It is therefore impossible for 
them to secure formal loans at a bank or financial institution because their landholdings 
cannot be offered as collateral. Households typically respond to this situation by trying to 
secure informal loans from family, friends, or others. In this way, financial capital relates 
to social capital in that access to informal credit depends essentially upon ‘who you 
know’—who households have kinship and other bonds with. Households in Zone I have 
better access to such informal loans (60% able to access them) versus Zones II (48.6%) 
and III (37.5%). The character of this informal credit is likewise different. In Zone I, all 
of it is given by friends or family. In Zone II, 64.7% is given by friends and family and 
17.6% is given by plantain intermediaries. In Zone III, 16.6% is given by friends and 
family and 50% is given by plantain intermediaries.  
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Figures 18, 19, and 20 list the principal sources of income according to zone. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 18. Principal income sources for households in communities San José Cabécar, 
High Cohen, High Mojoncito, and Orochico (Zone I), Bribri and Cabécar indigenous 
territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica  

 Source: Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

Even in Zone I, the most remote, more households reported wage labor by one or more 
members as a principal source of income. This eclipsed even banana and livestock. 
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Figure 19. Principal income sources for households in Low Mojoncito, Sepeque I, and 
Sepeque II (Zone II), Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica 

Source: Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

Wage labor likewise is the predominant category in Zone II in terms of principal income 
sources for households. Banana and plantain contribute similar amounts, but slightly less 
than wage labor. Also noteworthy is the percentage of households that depend on some 
form of sales as a principal income source. 
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Figure 20. Principal income sources for households in Shiroles and surrounding areas 
(Zone III), Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica 

Source: Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

Finally, in Zone III, the importance of wage labor is more significant still in terms of the 
quantity of households for which it is a principal income source. Wage labor is followed 
by plantain, which clearly surpasses banana. Livestock holdings are also a significant 
source of income. 
 
 Assets compared 
 
Figure 2128 provides a summation of key categories of livelihood assets as they vary by 
zone within the indigenous territories.  

                                                 
28 See section 3.3.4 for details on the construction of Figure 18 
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Figure 21. Livelihood assets according to zone in the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous 
territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica 

Source: Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 

Note:  Zone I consists of the most remote communities (San Jose Cabécar, Alto Cohen, High Mojoncito, 
and Orochico); Zone II consists of more ‘intermediate’ communities (Low Mojoncito, Sepeque I, 
and Sepeque II); and Zone III consists of more ‘accessible’ communities (Shiroles and 
surrounding areas). 
 

In terms of natural capital as expressed in mean total hectarage owned by the household, 
Zone I scores highest in comparison to Zones II and III. Similarly, Zone I, II, and III 
score in descending order in terms of human capital as expressed in number of household 
members, and in terms of financial capital as expressed in organizational and other 
linkages such as access to informal loans, and natural capital as reflected in number of 
pigs owned. Zone II scores highest in terms of physical capital embodied in access to 
adequate tools necessary to do agricultural work, followed by Zone I and finally Zone 
III. Finally, it is human capital as expressed in highest education level attained by a 
household member and physical capital as expressed in access to electricity, that mean 
scores for Zone I are highest, followed by Zone II, and then Zone III. 

4.3.3 Livelihood activities 
Livelihood activities have already been partially accounted for, as these tend to revolve 
around agriculture or agriculture-related activities. Household livelihood portfolios in all 
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zones are comprised of a diversity of activities. Tables 15, 16 and 17 display livelihood 
portfolios of the 82 households along the research transect. Mean household livelihood 
elements were 6.4 in Zone 1, 5.7 in Zone 2, and 4 in Zone 3, suggesting a narrowing of 
livelihood strategies descending along the research transect. Nevertheless, household 
livelihood portfolios in all zones displayed diversity. Furthermore, this diversity displays 
that livelihood strategies within the indigenous territories are not comprised of 
agriculture alone. Whereas there is evidence that that was once the case, there is a 
significant shift of households in all zones along the gradient to off-farm activities. This 
is reflected in principal sources of income (figures 18, 19, and 29), as well as the 
livelihood portfolios of households (Tables 15, 16, and 17). Even in the remotest 
communities, such as San Jose Cabécar and High Cohen, it was typical that the young 
men of the household migrated to communities like Sepeque or Shiroles, work as wage 
laborers in the plantain fields of indigenous and Nicaraguan residents, and then later 
return to their communities.  
 
As Table 14 indicates, the importance of hunting and fishing likewise diminish as we 
move downward along the gradient.  

Table 14. Hunting and fishing activities according to zone in the Bribri and Cabécar 
indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica 

Hunt (1-5) More in the past Fish (1-5) More in the past

Zone I 3.3 Yes (60%) 2.9 Yes (80%)
No (40%) No (20%)

Zone II 1.6 Yes (29%) 2.1 Yes (46%)
No (71%) No (54%)

Zone III 1.3 Yes (31%) 1.8 Yes (37.5%)
No (69%) No (62.5%)

 
 

Source:  Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
  

Note:  Zone I consists of the most remote communities (San Jose Cabécar, Alto Cohen, High Mojoncito, 
and Orochico); Zone II consists of more ‘intermediate’ communities (Low Mojoncito, Sepeque I, 
and Sepeque II); and Zone III consists of more ‘accessible’ communities (Shiroles and 
surrounding areas). 
 

Households were asked to rank from 1 to 5 the importance of hunting and fishing for 
their household’s livelihood. In Zone I, hunting was a more important activity for 
households than in Zones II and III. Also, as indicated by the secondary question 
regarding its importance in the past, both figured much more significantly as livelihood 
activities historically than in the present. A common response to these questions was that 
the forests and rivers have been over-hunted and over-fished, and that there is really no 
longer anything to hunt or fish (see section 5.4.1 for further discussion). Both are 
therefore not primarily livelihood strategies but rather hobbies engaged in by household 
members, typically boys and young men. 



Table 15. Livelihood portfolios of households in the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica (I) 
Livelihood elements 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28

Banana 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Plantain 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Basic grains 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Cocoa 1 1 1 1 1 1
Cattle 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Pigs 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Chickens 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Tilapia 1
Hunting 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Fishing 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Teacher
Pastor 1
Intermediary
Organization 1
Ag. day labor 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Permanent labor
Construction-related 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Mechanic
Acueduct 1
Chainsaw 1 1 1
Transportation 1
Clothes washer
Miscellany
Sales 1 1
Rent house 1
Pension
Remittances

Total Elements 9 5 8 11 6 5 8 4 8 7 8 7 7 5 6 6 8 4 4 6 7 8 5 4 5 5 5 9  
 
Source: Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
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Table 16. Livelihood portfolios of households in the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica (II) 
Livelihood elements 29 30 31 32 33 34 35 36 37 38 39 40 41 42 43 44 45 46 47 48 49 50 51 52 53 54 55

Banana
Plantain 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Basic grains 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Cocoa
Cattle 1 1
Pigs 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Chickens 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Tilapia 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Hunting
Fishing 1 1 1
Teacher 1 1 1 1 1 1
Pastor 1 1 1
Intermediary
Organization 1 1 1 1
Ag. day labor 1
Permanent labor 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Construction-related 1
Mechanic 1 1 1
Acueduct 1
Chainsaw 1
Transportation 1 1 1
Clothes washer 1
Miscellany 1
Sales
Rent house 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Pension
Remittances

Total Elements 7 5 3 7 6 8 7 5 3 5 3 6 6 4 1 8 8 5 5 4 5 4 3 5 4 5 1  
 
Source: Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
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Table 17. Livelihood portfolios of households in the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories, Talamanca, Costa Rica (III) 
Livelihood elements 56 57 58 59 60 61 62 63 64 65 66 67 68 69 70 71 72 73 74 75 76 77 78 79 80 81 82

Banana
Plantain 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Basic grains 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Cocoa 1 1
Cattle 1
Pigs 1 1 1 1
Chickens 1 1 1 1 1 1
Tilapia 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Hunting 1 1 1 1
Fishing 1 1 1 1
Teacher 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Pastor
Intermediary
Organization
Ag. day labor 1 1
Permanent labor 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Construction-related 1 1 1 1
Mechanic 1
Acueduct
Chainsaw
Transportation 1
Clothes washer
Miscellany
Sales 1
Rent house 1 1 1
Pension
Remittances 1 1

Total Elements 4 3 2 4 8 3 5 1 3 4 5 4 4 5 3 5 4 4 4 4 5 3 4 4 3 7 5  
 

Source: Household survey 2005 (n=82) 
 



 4.3.4 Livelihoods and power 

In section 4.2.4, in our discussion of the ‘computado system’ and the injustice 
households perceive, the question of livelihoods and power is starkly raised. What this 
perceived injustice surrounding exchange means for management practices is gleaned in 
certain recurrent phrases in communities in Zones II and III. People constantly said 
things like, ‘We do not own our farms, the plantain buyers do’; ‘we do not sell our 
product, we give it away’; and ‘we work our asses off (nos pichasiamos) but don’t earn 
anything for the products we sell.’  One resident asked, ‘Why am I going to work hard to 
manage my farm? So that another might live better?’   

 
Besides the computado system, another common topic of conversation which relates to 
power dynamics within the territories is the complex of laws surrounding logging 
activities within the territories (Brenes 2004). The Indigenous Law (no. 6172) prohibits 
non-indigenous from cutting trees; only the indigenous themselves can do so. In terms of 
indigenous forest management itself, in 1999 the Costa Rican Ministry of the 
Environment and Energy (MINAE) gave to the Integral Development Associations 
(ADI) of the territories the authority over the forests, which lead to a system in which 
permission to harvest a tree had to be solicited in advance from the ADI. Several 
conditions have to be met: only non-forested areas can be harvested, the purpose of the 
harvesting has to be domestic in nature, and only three trees per hectare per year can be 
harvested (including fallen trees). What is more, in order to cut a tree, a fee has to be 
paid to the ADI. 
 
Such legislation would seem to presuppose that people only cut down trees; local 
residents, however, do not just cut down trees but actively plant them in their 
agroforestry systems, hence the widespread indignation at the prohibition. One resident 
explained to me that he had planted hundreds of trees at his own expense over the 
previous decades—with no assistance whatsoever from the local government—but the 
government prohibits him from cutting any of them without first paying a fine. He said, 
incredulously, ‘[If I cut down a tree without their permission,] on my own farm they 
make me into a thief!’  He then went on to explain, what many others typically comment 
on as well, that though illegal, logging does in fact take place within the territories. 
Trucks routinely leave in the night, and even sometimes during the day, with logs 
secretly covered with plantain bunches in an effort to conceal the cargo.  
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5  DISCUSSION 

5.1 ‘Insider’ vs. ‘outsider’ readings of the landscape 

‘The United Fruit Company obtained a concession from the Costa Rican government to plant 
bananas in the Talamanca Valley. Starting in 1910, the Company built railroads going far up 
along the Sixaola and Telire Rivers. The indigenous people that were living there protested to the 
government, but the United Fruit Company kept right on working. They burned the indigenous 
people’s houses and crops and planted bananas everywhere. And they killed Antonio Saldaña, our 
king, who was leading the fight against the Company. They kept expanding the plantations, 
building bridges across the rivers for their trains to carry their bananas out, and the Bribri and 
Cabécar had to flee into the mountains, abandoning their homes along the rivers. 
 
Finally, the people sent the bikili29 to talk to the uséköl30 in Kaspáspa31. The uséköl ordered a diet 
of one month, and all the people kept the diet. My aunt and uncle and my grandmother were 
living in Talamanca at that time, and they told me how they kept the diet. The uséköl made the 
rivers overflow. There was a great flood in 1935, and it destroyed all the bridges and the railroads 
and the warehouses of the Company. The Talamanca Valley was like an ocean for weeks, and the 
Company had to abandon its plantations there. 

 
A few years later, though, the Company started expanding again, and the uséköl called for another 
one- month diet. Everybody kept the diet, and uséköl created a disease in the banana plantations. 
The Company called the disease ‘Panama disease’. It destroyed their business, and the Company 
left the Talamanca region for good. 
 
Now there are no uséköl left, just their family, who are guarding the stones of Kaspáspa. But the 
family still calls for diets when the people complain of great suffering.’ 

 
—Sanchez (quoted in Palmer et al. 1993) 

 
In this passage, Juanita Sanchez recounts one of the traumatic historical events still 
preserved in the collective consciousness of the Bribri and Cabécar of Talamanca: the 
Costa Rica government’s land concession to the United Fruit Company and how its 
subsidiary, the Chiriquí Land Company, evicted local residents from their homes and 
lands and drove them to the mountains. Her account goes on to relate how it was that the 
banana company withdrew from the territories.  

 
Surely in the annals of the official history of the banana company or the Costa Rican 
government, no mention is made of fasting or the priestly clan of the Cabécar that made 
the rivers overflow and turned the valley into an ocean. It is furthermore unlikely that 
mention is made of the second fast, in response to the company’s subsequent expansion, 
which unleashed this time, not an ocean but a disease. Though official history refers to 
this plant sickness as ‘Panama disease’ and has traced its center of origin to Southeast 
Asia, its real center of origin, according to the Bribri and Cabécar, was the suffering of 

                                                 
29 Interpreter between the uséköl clan and the people; the one who is charged with the task of speaking for 
the people before the high priests and then transmit the messages of the priests. 
30 The highest ranking authority among the Bribri and Cabécar until the second or third decade of the 20th 
century. 
31 Where the uséköl reside, in close proximity to San José Cabécar. 
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the Bribri and Cabécar people—whose lands had been taken from them—and the priestly 
clan’s efficacious intervention on their behalf. 

 
It is not my intention to assess the truth value of this account, but rather to note the 
possibility of the existence of separate narratives about the history and form of the 
landscape that have meaning for those who adhere to them. These different narratives are 
therefore not incidental for the communication and understanding between ‘insiders’ and 
‘outsiders’ that is necessary to do good ‘development’ work. These are precisely the 
questions of epistemology raised earlier (see section 2.5 ‘Livelihoods in an indigenous 
territory’). These references to priests and fasts gesture toward a worldview that could be 
radically at odds with that of ‘outsiders.’ 
 
Greider and Garkovich (1994) provide a theoretical framework for a cultural group’s 
definition of and relationship with their natural surroundings in their article, 
‘Landscapes: The Social Construction of Nature and the Environment.’  They contend 
that while ‘the open field is the same physical thing … it carries multiple symbolic 
meanings that emanate from the values by which people define themselves … These 
symbolic meanings and definitions are sociocultural phenomena, not physical 
phenomena, and they transform the open field into a symbolic landscape.’  For Greider 
and Garkovich, ‘every landscape is a symbolic environment … [which] reflect[s] our 
self-definitions that are grounded in culture.’ 

 
Though the intent of the present study was to address precisely these issues, this was not 
as successful as was hoped (see section 5.6 ‘Methodological reflections’ for a more in-
depth account of these issues). For example, much literature on the indigenous territories 
of Talamanca mentions the concept of Siwá. Bozzoli (1977) writes that it means soul, ‘in 
the sense of a vital principle in order to live in this world; [the word itself] carries great 
symbolic weight … [on the one hand it means] breath, air, wind; [and on the other] 
myth, history, knowledge, soul’. Borge and Castillo (1997) refer to it as ‘indigenous 
science’ and claim that it is ‘different from that of outsiders [Sikwas] because it 
conceives … nature and society as part of a single system, in which everything is 
interrelated and interconnected.’  Despite the obvious relevance of Siwá to the present 
study, a palpable barrier remained such that local residents did not discuss it with me. 
This was due to numerous and complex reasons, but mostly relates to a general mistrust 
of ‘outsiders’ and the widespread perception that they do not act in the interests of local 
residents but in their own, a suspicion that much of the region’s history would seem to 
corroborate.32  

 
Despite the fact that no one would discuss such matters, it would be a serious error to 
assume that they no longer exist or are not extremely relevant for consideration among 
‘outsiders’ and their organizations at work in the indigenous territories. Rather, it reflects 
the poor level of respect and overall communication between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’. 
The philosophical analysis related to questions of epistemology, though complicated, are 

                                                 
32 The final section of the present chapter (section 5.4 ‘Methodological reflections’) will discuss these 
issues further.  
 



 71

highly relevant for ‘outsiders’ to take into account, for it is likely that precisely a lack of 
criticality surrounding outsiders own pretensions to the superiority of their knowledge 
over that of the indigenous has not only contributed to past violence but also to present 
mistrust. 
 
In regards to the interactions between human society and nature, for example, at least 
since the Enlightenment, western science has conceptualized ‘nature’ and ‘society’ as 
being of a different order, as ontologically separate. It is a bedrock assumption that 
nature can be investigated as separate from human society, an assumption upon which a 
great deal of current agricultural investigation rests. CATIE is no exception in this 
regard. Not only is the relationship between ‘nature’ and ‘science’ conceptualized as 
distinct, if the writings of the early scientists of the Enlightenment such as Bacon or 
Descartes are any indication, science is to a large extent the branch of inquiry that allows 
human society to extend its power over nature.  
 
Even after a brief acquaintance with the ethnographic literature on Talamanca, it 
becomes readily apparent that not all people conceive of ‘nature’ and ‘society’ as 
separate fields of analysis which can be examined on their own (de Castro 1996 for an 
elaboration on this theme in Amerindian cosmology in general). For many within 
Talamanca, such assumptions are alien, for categories of thought such as Siwá transgress 
‘nature’ and ‘society’ divides. This sort of analysis significantly reconfigures standard 
notions of truth and falsity related to knowledge, highlighting that all forms of 
knowledge rest on certain bedrock assumptions and furthermore that there is no neutral 
rule or standard with which to evaluate between these assumptions (see section 2.5).  

 
In short, many more things would have had to happen for this study to be an adequate 
‘reading’ of the landscape from the perspective of local residents: a comprehensive grasp 
of Bribri and Cabécar, more time spent in the communities, and with it, more trust 
relationships formed. While this thesis is written within the discursive terms of social 
science and is locked into Cartesian reasoning about nature and society, oriented as it is 
to ‘outsiders’ interventions, it does attempt to raise awareness and open up conceptual 
space for a more radical incorporation of inhabitants’ own perspectives and voices on 
these matters.  

5.2 Driving forces of land use change and livelihood adaptations 

5.2.1 Introduction 

A common perception of local residents is that plantain production in monoculture and 
the accompanying use of agrochemicals is concentrated in the valley, and that banana, 
cacao and other crops in agroforestry systems, as well as swidden production of basic 
grains such as maize and rice, are produced in the foothills and mountains.  
 
To understand the factors that have formed this landscape and those that will shape it 
into the future from the perspective of the household is an enormously complex 
endeavor. In these initial sections, ‘my voice’ will be prevalent in the discussion of the 
wider, exogenous forces that have impinged on the land use and management practices 
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of households, and the voices of local residents will be interspersed where relevant. It is 
in later sections, where questions of institutional dynamics and power relations are 
discussed, that the perspective of the household will be more fully integrated into the 
discussion. In the final section (5.6), we will treat some of the difficulties facing a deeper 
incorporation of the voices and perspectives of local residents.  

5.2.2 Biophysical and social shocks in land use change 

Several theories of agricultural change emphasize population pressure and market 
changes as primary drivers (Boserup 1965, Netting 1993). Two broad trajectories of 
change are intensification, which entails more intensive use of existing lands, and 
extensification, which entails clearing new land for agricultural production. Typically a 
growing population or new markets will pressure farmers to increase production through 
one of these two options: extensification if land is abundant, intensification if it is not. 

 
Goldman (1995), however, argues that unexpected events or ‘shocks’ have often 
precipitated important agricultural changes: ‘The main physical, biological, and 
socioeconomic parameters of agricultural systems vary over time, and all are subject to 
extreme fluctuations whose timing and magnitude are uncertain and unpredictable. The 
most obvious examples are extreme climatic and hydrologic events (droughts, storms, 
freezes, floods, etc.), tectonic events (earthquakes, volcanic eruptions), biological events 
(major pest and disease outbreaks), and socioeconomic events (major price and market 
changes, and economic, social, and political upheavals). Any and all of these can have 
profound impacts on human life, settlement, natural and human-generated resources, and 
human activity.’ 

 
Posas (2001) draws on Goldman’s work to argue that historically in the social economy 
of the Bribri of Mojoncito, ‘sociopolitical shocks and extreme weather events’ have been 
‘stronger catalysts for [agricultural] change’ than market changes and population 
pressure. Though she acknowledges the oft-repeated claim that Talamanca was never 
conquered by the Spanish or those who subsequently came is ostensibly true, she 
highlights how continual and significant cultural disruption is a primary thread of their 
history. Until fairly recently, shocks, she argues, provide a better conceptual model for 
Talamanca agricultural history.  
 
Shocks also provide a heuristic to incorporate natural events into historical narrative, a 
perspective more in accordance with the Bribri and Cabécar for whom, in the words of 
the epigraph of this thesis, ‘water’, ‘air’, ‘rocks’, ‘forests’, and ‘animals’ also ‘intervene’ 
in history. One resident reminded me of the pertinence of this insight as we descended 
down the Sixaola River by boat, and he turned to me and said offhandedly, ‘These lands 
would still belong to the banana company if it were not for this river. It both hurts us 
[reference to the January 2005 floods] and protects us.’  Rivers and streams, in general, 
permeate life in the indigenous territories, forming the skeleton of the landscape. They 
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are constantly changing course, rising and lowering, flooding and subsiding, eroding land 
and depositing silt, destroying and creating.33  
 
Among the noteworthy socioeconomic shocks, we might include the following: first, the 
destabilization and decimation of the population with the arrival of the Spaniards in the 
16th century. Second, when the Spaniards withdrew with Costa Rican independence in 
1821, the Bribri gradually descended to the Talamanca valley, only to be driven to the 
mountains once again by the Chiriquí Land Company in the early 20th century. Upon the 
withdrawal of the banana company, the population began to repopulate the valley. And 
finally, throughout the 20th century, the Costa Rican government launched various 
mineral and petroleum explorations in the territories. The oil prospecting of the Costa 
Rican Petroleum Refinery (RECOPE) had by far the greatest repercussions, not only 
ecologically in terms of the prospecting and the construction of roadways to access the 
petroleum, but socially as well, in the transplantation of several hundred single men into 
the territories to do the work. In general, both historically and in the present, socio-
economic shocks generally disproportionately affect the more accessible communities of 
Zones II and III that are more integrated into and have more contact with the wider 
society. 

 
Biophysical shocks have likewise been ubiquitous in Talamanca’s history. Lying at the 
confluence of the Cocos, Caribbean, and Nazca plates, Talamanca has averaged an 
earthquake every 2.25 years over the past 325 years since records have been kept 
(Saunier and Meganck 1995, cited in Posas 2001). Massive quakes have struck the 
region in 1917 and 1991; the epicenter of this last was in the Talamanca mountains and 
registered 7.2 on the Richter scale, changing the basin of the Telire, Estrella, and Banano 
Rivers, and causing major landslides and infrastructural damage. It is noteworthy that in 
the years surrounding the 1991 earthquake, major flooding occurred in December 1988, 
June 1989, and August 1991. Local residents speak of a cycle in which a major flood 
event takes place approximately every 35-40 years. We have already mentioned the flood 
in 1935 which lead to the withdrawal of the Chiriquí Land Company. In 1970, another 
flood struck, and then again in January of 2005. These, however, are major floods that 
had significant and widespread impacts on livelihoods and agricultural systems; they do 
not include the minor flooding that routinely affects Talamanca. In general, though 
flooding affects all zones, damage is most significant in the communities of Zones II and 
III, situated as they are in the floodplain of the Talamanca valley. On the other hand, 
landslides disproportionately affect the communities of Zone I, whose topography is 
more broken and whose slopes are more severe. When earthquakes have occurred, 
damage has been severe throughout the territories. 
 
What this research suggests is that the livelihood strategies of households have ‘co-
evolved’ with this dynamic context by diversifying rather than intensifying land uses and 
livelihood strategies. Through their various levels of agricultural diversity in terms of 
land use, as well as through the combination of on-farm and off-farm activities, 
households are resilient in the face of the social and ecological dynamism of Talamanca. 
                                                 
33 I suspect that an entire M.Sc. thesis could be written about how the environmental knowledge organized 
around rivers for the Bribri and Cabécar—how river names incorporate geographical, ecological, 
historical, and genealogical information. 
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The diversity serves, in essence, as an insurance mechanism by buffering the adverse 
consequences of, for example, a shock, and then shifting accordingly. For example, when 
in the January floods households lost on average ½ parcel of agricultural land, the fact 
that their land was as dispersed geographically as it was meant that damage was not as 
severe as it could have been if landholdings were concentrated in one locale. We would 
do well to recall Chambers’ (1997) warnings about thinking of livelihoods on the ‘model 
of machines’. Such thinking inhibits the assessment of the virtues of diversity and 
complexity in livelihood and land use systems. In the case of a machine, for example, a 
fault in one of its parts is usually enough to stop the whole machine. In the case of the 
livelihood and agricultural systems of households, on the other hand, redundancy is 
inherent in their diversity and complexity. The more diverse the parts and complex the 
linkages, the more they are buffered against shocks and failures in uncertain and 
changing conditions.  

5.2.3 Population growth and its implications on land use change 

To a considerable extent, Talamanca history confirms Posas’ thesis that sociopolitical 
shocks and extreme weather events have been the main drivers of agricultural change in 
Talamanca until fairly recently. Now the territories are submitted to market and 
population pressures in addition to biophysical and socio-economic shocks, engendering 
new kinds of vulnerabilities for households (see section 5.4). Both demographic trends 
and market changes will be discussed in this section and the following one, respectively.  
 
The demographic shift from the highlands to the valley, population growth, in-migration 
of the non-indigenous, and parcellation due to inheritance are currently exerting 
considerable pressure on land use and its management in the indigenous territories. In 
terms of the demographic shift, with the withdrawal of the banana company and the 
subsequent repopulation of the valley has been a defining process in the history of the 
Bribri and the Cabécar from the latter half of the 20th century to the present. Migration 
continues to this day, as the valley has been increasingly seen to provide more 
opportunities, both in terms of the commercialization of agricultural products as well as 
in terms of basic infrastructure such as roads, schools, and health clinics. The 
development of markets for plantain and banana, which has generated demand for labor, 
has also been a significant pull factor. As of 1998, 34.2% of the population of the 
indigenous territories lived in just three communities: Amubri, Shiroles, and Suretka 
(Yepéz 1999). Though there are no official statistics on the matter, all indication is that 
the concentration of the population in the valley has only continued to intensify.  
 
The creation of the indigenous territories in 1978 and then in 1982, along with the 
relative stability of the period leading up to this point, correlate with a surge of natural 
population growth (ibid.). During the period of 1973 to 1984 years, the population nearly 
doubled, from 2790 to 5030 inhabitants, with annual growth rates of up to 16.4% (ibid.). 
To put this phenomenon in historical perspective: it took nearly three centuries for the 
Bribri and Cabécar peoples to recover the population level they possessed prior the 
Conquest. Yet once their territories were relatively secure, their population doubled in 
about a decade. From the mid-1980s onward, it has grown at a rate 3.6%, increasing 
from 5030 to over 7610. By the end of the century, the population was registered at 
10,292, doubling yet again (2000 Census).  
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In-migration of non-indigenous populations has been a significant factor since the arrival 
of the Spaniards in the 16th century, bringing with it both disruption and resistance. More 
recently, both the Chiriquí Land Co. and RECOPE transplanted a significant non-
indigenous male population into the indigenous territories. In the 1980s, the civil conflict 
in Nicaragua drove many Nicaraguans to Costa Rica and then to Talamanca, where they 
found work first as wage laborers and then increasingly as land owners and employers. 
 
Finally, parcellation due to inheritance is becoming an increasingly acute problem (see 
Figure 16 in section 4.3.2). Households simply do not have sufficient arable land to pass 
on to their children; these children face a future in which a livelihood based in 
agriculture will be increasingly less a possibility.  
 
In terms of the research transect, the problem of land scarcity is particularly acute in 
communities such as Shiroles (Zone III), in which 72% of households interviewed said 
that they did not have enough land to cultivate. In the communities of Zone II, such as 
Sepeque I, Sepeque II, and Low Mojoncito, land scarcity is still extremely prevalent. In 
these communities, 69% of households interviewed said they did not have enough land. 
This situation is only likely to aggravate as population growth continues unabated with 
little signs of out migration, most arable land has an owner, and as those looking to buy 
land frequently complain, these owners are typically hesitant to sell their land. Interviews 
uncovered a significant percentage of households in Shiroles, for example, with no land 
at all (15.6%), and who live and work on others’ land. Almost 22% of households had 1 
ha or less. 

 
What this population pressure means for land use within the territories is hard to predict 
with absolute assurance. It favors an intensification of land use, for which plantain 
especially, and to a certain extent organic banana, is well suited. It does not favor the 
continuation of basic grain production, whose historic cultivation has necessitated 
extensive landholdings due to fallow periods required. What appears to be a significant 
result of population pressure, however, is the movement of households into non-farm 
work, which will be further discussed in the section on livelihoods (see section 5.3).  
 
Several other ‘safety-valves’ are possible that might release pressure on natural resource 
use. It appears to be increasingly the case that households are moving upward along the 
research transect toward the less accessible areas rather than downward toward the more 
accessible areas as has historically been the case. This would, in effect, put more 
pressure on existing forest lands, and could generate increased resentment and hostility 
in regard to the legislation that currently protects forested land and those who enforce it 
(see section 1.6.4). Another possible ‘safety-valve’, as has been the case elsewhere in 
Latin America, is out-migration to urban centers and to the United States. These migrants 
then typically support their families in their homelands through remittances. This, 
however, is largely unlikely in Talamanca, due to both the general condescension that the 
Bribri and Cabécar feel from the wider Costa Rican society, as well as their connection 
to the land of Talamanca itself. A final possible ‘safety valve’, one which looks to be 
increasingly the case, is the illicit production and sale of drugs and alcohol (see section 
4.3.2 on ‘social capital’). 
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5.3 Land use pathways 

In this section will concentrate on the two distinct land pathways we noted in the 
‘Results’ chapter. One pathway is cyclical, involving the alternating uses of basic grain 
production and fallow. The other pathway is a progression from forest or fallow to basic 
grains to more permanent uses. We will first briefly examine swidden cultivation in the 
indigenous territories. Then, we will examine the differences in the progression from 
forest or fallow to more permanent uses as manifested in each of the different zones.  

5.3.1 Swidden cultivation ‘pathway’ 

It has already been noted that only in Zone I do we clearly note the land use pathway of 
swidden cultivation. In general in Zone I, we see a cultural logic of land use mostly 
outside the influence on the market, and therefore one which most approximates 
‘traditional’ land use practices. Swidden cultivation is not so much a progression as it is 
cyclical, involving the alternating uses of basic grain production and fallow. Land does 
not shift into more permanent agroforestry uses but remains dedicated to the production 
of basic grains, which alternates with variable fallow periods, then returns to basic 
grains, and so on.  

   
According to Watters (1971), shifting cultivation involves the shift between fields rather 
than between crops on the same field, in which short (1 to 3 years) cropping periods 
alternating with longer fallow periods (4-60 years). In Zone I, the fallow vegetation is 
typically slashed and burned or slashed and mulched at the beginning of each cropping 
period, depending on the precipitation during that period. Land management practices 
depend almost exclusively on human energy rather than external inputs. The landscape 
of Zone I is typical of most swidden landscapes in that fallow occupies a significant 
portion of land area. This creates a unique landscape composed of a dynamic patchwork 
of fields, fallows of various ages, and patches of the original vegetative cover. 

 
The major agricultural functions of the fallow period for the Bribri and Cabécar, like for 
most shifting cultivators, are soil fertility recovery and pest and weed control (Nye and 
Greenland 1960). As explained by residents, the benefits from longer fallows are higher 
yields and lower labor costs for weed control during the cropping period. On the other 
hand, the costs associated with longer fallow lengths are a more intensive process of land 
clearing for cultivation, as well as the necessity for a greater area of land in order to 
maintain yields. At times, this greater land area must be achieved by the labor intensive 
process of cutting more forest. The length of the fallow period depends on available land 
and labor, as well as the requirements of the desired crop. It was commonly remarked, 
for example, that longer fallows are required for rice to produce well. Unlike rice which 
was reported to require fallows of up to 7 years, maize is reported to produce well with 
fallows of only 2 to 3 years because its nutrient requirements are less.  

 
When it is not possible to cut more primary forest, a critical moment is reached. This is 
presently the case in the indigenous territories, especially the more remote communities 
of Zone I, for two overlapping reasons. On the one hand, legally, forest cannot be cleared 
without the authorization of the local government, ADITIBRI for the Bribri and 
ADITICA for the Cabécar, for these organizations depend on the ecological services of 
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these forests for environmental service payments. While it is not clear that these laws are 
obeyed in the more remote areas of Zone I, at least in theory, these areas do fall under the 
jurisdiction of these organizations, which in turn are accountable, at least to a certain 
extent, to the Ministry of Environment and Energy of the Costa Rican government. On 
the other hand, at least in the more accessible communities of Zone I, land scarcity is an 
issue, and the response of local residents has been the shortening of fallow length. This is 
in accordance with a tropics-wide tendency toward shorter fallow periods (Finnegan and 
Nasi 2004). This shortening can exacerbate the decline of crop yields and increase weed 
problems and therefore labor needs during cultivation (ibid.). 

 
Residents mentioned that decisions were made where to plant maize and rice through the 
examination of various patterns of vegetation cover and soil characteristics. Comments 
were commonly made such as ‘it’s best to plant rice after clearing forested land or land 
that’s been in fallow a long time’, ‘red soil is good for rice’, and ‘black soils are good for 
maize’.  

5.3.2 Annual to permanent ‘pathway’ 

The general lack of land dedicated to swidden production in Zone II and III is principally 
a reflection of population concentration and growth and associated land scarcity. At the 
same time, it is a reflection of the changing economy of the indigenous territories, in 
which households, especially in Zones II and III, increasingly buy staple foods instead of 
producing them with money earned from plantain and banana sales. 

  
In Zone I, sufficient land allowed households to both gradually shift land from annual to 
permanent crops as well as maintain swidden agriculture practices. In Zone II and III, 
however, land scarcity creates a context in which continual swidden production—
extensive in nature—is next to impossible. Whereas the cyclical pathway of swidden 
production is not prevalent in Zones II and III, basic grain production has not completely 
disappeared. It some cases, basic grains were cultivated at one point in the history of a 
household parcel. Typically, after a couple of cycles of basic grains, a shift is made to 
more permanent uses of the land. Often, this more permanent use is an agroforestry 
system, with banana-based agroforestry figuring significantly.  

 
The significance of this progression from forest or fallow, to basic grains, and finally to 
agroforestry systems is illuminated by Clifford Geertz’s (1963) book Agricultural 
Involution (see also the entire issue of Human Ecology, Vol. 11, 1983). One of Geertz’s 
often-cited theses in this work is that ‘the swidden plot is not a ‘field’ at all in the proper 
sense, but a miniaturized tropical forest.’  His claim is that the swidden plot is like a 
forest in at least three senses: in its high degree of species diversity, in the high 
proportion of nutrients stored in the living matter itself rather than in the soil, and finally 
in the closure of the canopy. The above discussion suggests that among the Bribri and 
Cabécar, the particular pattern of crop succession which moves from forest or fallow, to 
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basic grains, and then finally to agroforestry systems, in a loose sense can be said to ape, 
at least structurally, the forest.34  

 
Various residents spoke of how it is their custom to plant ‘a little of everything’ (un poco 
de todo)—to plant ‘all mixed up’ (revueltos) rather than in monoculture. Some even went 
so far as to explicitly evoke Geertz’s thesis in saying that they cultivate ‘like the forest’ 
(como el bosque). Indeed, residents in all communities voiced notions of ‘using the land 
well’ or ‘the proper way to use the land’.35  One resident told me that ‘You cannot keep 
planting the same crop on the same land. The soil is often times thin, so it erodes easily. 
That’s why we keep adding permanent crops.’  He also claimed that some crops are 
weaker than others, hence the necessity of tree cover to protect these weaker crops from 
excessive wind and rain. Another spoke of how ‘the soil is like the skin of a human 
being: it is delicate and must be protected.’  She said that clearing the land of trees 
(pelando la tierra) and planting monoculture plantain is a ‘new custom’, indicating a 
significant shift from previous land use practices.36  The phrase often employed to 
characterize ‘good use’, ‘aprovechar bien la tierra’, captured well a dual sense of ‘to 
take advantage of’ and ‘to make good use of’: both its pragmatic sense in terms of 
making use of something, and the more normative sense using it well in the process.  

 
The idea residents had of ‘good use’ contrasted with a certain notion of ‘bad use.’  One 
older resident, for example, said that the tendency to plant a cleared fallow directly to a 
cash crop, such as monoculture plantain, is ‘exploitation.’  He said, ‘that way of using 
the land gives money but not health or life’; it is an economy which ‘looks for money 
and ruins soil in the process.’  In High Mojoncito, for example, a resident implicitly 
confirmed this when he sought to justify why he had cleared forest and planted directly 
banana rather than first maize or rice. He offered an elaborate explanation that the recent 
landslides from the January 2005 heavy rains and flooding had destroyed the household’s 
banana parcels. Because the household reared pigs, which were fed mainly bananas, the 
household first sought to re-establish regular banana production prior to any other land 
use. The fact this was related as if it had to be justified only substantiates the fact that it 
is an exception from the normal way it is thought land should be used.  

 
It would be disingenuous, however, to maintain that land use is purely a reflection of the 
free choices of household members. For example, we have seen how land use is ‘locked’ 
in plantain use in many communities. This means, that despite preferences to the 
contrary, plantain cultivation provides one of the few and regular sources of household 
income. Yet in spite of these constraints, traces of these notions of ‘good use’ are 

                                                 
34 Of course, forest sucession typically goes from gap, to secondary forest, then finally to mature forest. It 
would be interesting to explore in future research to what extent the agroforestry system is an 
anthropogenic ‘reconstruction’ of the forest.  
35 Such notions are likewise associated with the previous pathway considered, in which household typically 
maintained that continuous planting debilitates the land, and that after a couple of cropping cycles, the land 
must rest. 
36 It should be noted here that basic grain production is to a certain extent monoculture production which 
depends upon the clearing of the land of trees and other vegetation. While this is certainly the case, it 
should also be mentioned that it cannot be so easily compared to monoculture plantain production for a 
number of reasons: principally in that it relies on no external inputs and that swidden production is more 
dynamic and ephemeral than plantain production.  
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reflected in household land use practices. Though basic grain cultivation scarcely factors 
into present land use, for example, it is often an intermediate stage of use prior to the 
present cultivation of plantain. While the long-term land use is often different in Shiroles 
than in San Jose Cabécar, one notices a similar trajectory, which speaks to how, in 
certain instances, households respond similarly even within divergent contexts.  
 
In general, however, land is increasingly scarce, and is therefore typically used 
intensively. This makes it increasingly difficult for households to comply with such 
notions of ‘good use’, which were developed within a context of land abundance. Land 
scarcity, for example, creates the conditions in which a much more significant portion of 
land skips the stage of basic grain production entirely and goes directly from forest or 
fallow to more permanent uses such as agroforestry systems or monoculture plantain. In 
a different context—but equally applicable to this one—one resident in responding to 
y8outside perceptions that the Bribri and Cabécar have ‘lost their culture’ said that ‘it is 
incorrect to say that we are losing our culture; it would be more accurate to say that the 
conditions in which we live are changing, and so our culture changes with those 
conditions. It is increasingly difficult to practice our culture the way we once did.’  

5.3.3 PIPs and land use change 

As we noted previously, the phrase ‘PIP’ embraces a complex range of issues associated 
with power, authority, governance, laws, policies, public service delivery, social 
relations, such as gender, caste, and ethnicity; institutions, such as laws, markets, and 
land tenure arrangements; and organizations, such as NGOs, government agencies, and 
private sector. In this section and subsequent ones we will touch on several aspects of 
these relative to land use change.  
 
Significant factors contributing to agricultural transformation in Talamanca are 
associated with wider market forces. As we have seen (1.6.1), it was really only within 
the 20th century—and especially the latter half of it with the spread cacao production—
that the economies of certain segments of the Bribri and Cabécar communities began 
more active participation in and even dependence upon wider national and international 
markets. We have already seen how the commercialization process for banana largely 
resembled that of cacao and plantain in the sense that a crop long-present in local 
agricultural systems was singled out and cultivated at a higher density than was done 
previously. Demand for these products elsewhere led to the presence of interested buyers 
and organizations willing to support producers—at least to a certain extent—in the inputs 
or certification processes necessary to access these various markets.  
 
In the way local residents of these communities typically speak of the development of the 
plantain and banana markets, it is often conveyed that the initiative to commercialize was 
not theirs. They did not search out the market for their products; the market came to them 
in the form of non-local intermediaries, to which they simply responded. Agricultural 
land use in these communities changed in response to the arrival of these different buyers 
and organizations—their pressure to purchase a product and the opportunities for 
households to earn cash income generated as a result of these developments.  
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This comparison breaks down however, in terms of the biodiversity value and the 
relative impact on the local environment of these diverse systems (see entire issue of 
Agroforestería en las Americas vol. 10, 2003). Both cacao and banana, as has been 
noted, are cultivated in organic polyculture agroforestry systems. Plantain, on the other 
hand, is typically grown with much less shade (or no shade), in higher densities (usually 
in monoculture), and with occasional or regular agrochemical use.  
 
The disparate impacts of the process of commercialization should likewise be noted. 
Though the spread of cacao cultivation had a disparate influence on the Bribri and 
Cabécar, affecting some segments of the population more than others, there were very 
few areas within the territories not incorporated into the cacao market. Even in the most 
remote communities of the study transect, such as San Jose Cabécar and Alto Cohen, 
trailways are lined with abandoned cacao plantations. Residents in these communities 
maintain that cacao was in many ways an ideal crop because of general ease of transport. 
Households could descend from the mountains, sell their cacao, buy the products they 
needed, and then return to their communities. This fact problematizes the still widespread 
conception of those who live deep in the mountains as isolated, independent, and free 
from outside intervention. 
 
The decline of the cacao economy created a void for those households that at least 
partially depended on the yearly cash influx from cacao that plantain was not able to fill. 
Due to its physiological requirements, plantain was primarily cultivated in the valley. 
The communities of Zone I were therefore largely excluded from participation in the 
plantain market as producers. Their options were either to relocate to the communities 
with more infrastructure, as many of them did, or periodically descend to sell their labor 
and then return to their communities. As evidenced in the analysis of principal household 
income sources, cacao production does not figure nearly as prominently as, for example, 
plantain or banana in the communities under consideration.37  This, however, could be 
particular to the households in the transect, because in the territories as a whole, in 1999, 
the Namasöl project reported approximately 1,000 ha of cacao in production within the 
indigenous territories. And as of 2001, APPTA reported approximately 885 producers 
that have on average 1.9 ha of cacao (quoted in Hinojosa 2002). 

 
In terms of factors influencing the spread of plantain production in the territories, what is 
striking, in addition to the suitability of floodplain soil for plantain cultivation, is the 
central importance of its early historical establishment relative to organic banana and the 
institutional network that came to surround its production. As we previously noted 
(1.6.1), it was during the 1980s that plantain replaced cacao as the primary crop sold for 
cash income within the indigenous territories. Furthermore, an important yet 
unappreciated factor in regards to plantain expansion seems to be the facilitation of 
financial capital to households on the part of plantain intermediaries. As we noted earlier 
(1.6.4), the indigenous territories are communal lands, and as such, households cannot 
use their lands as collateral to secure loans, limiting their access to financial capital in the 
                                                 
37 APPTA bought 5.8 t of conventional and organic cacao in 1991 (300 participating producers), which 
rose steadily to reach  460 t. of organic cacao in 2000; in 2001, however, this figure dropped to 74 t. 
APPTA’s registers indicate approximately 885 producers that have on average 1.9 ha of cacao (Hinojosa 
2002). 
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form of loans or credit services. Plantain intermediaries filled this void, offering the 
service of bringing purchased goods and agricultural inputs to households and deducting 
accordingly from the plantain harvest. This enabled households that did not have the 
resources to get plantain production up and running the opportunity to do so. 
 
Currently, producing households participate in various plantain markets, which 
correspond to different levels of intensity of management, start-up capital necessary and 
resultant incomes. Predominance of plantain production in communities such as Shiroles 
(Zone III) and Sepeque I (lower end of Zone II) is due to the relative accessibility of 
these communities in comparison to others and the fact that much agricultural activity 
takes place on the banks and the islands located within the Sixaola River, whose highly 
fertile soils are seen by local residents as particularly suited for plantain production.  

 
Most households in Zone II—Sepeque I, Sepeque II, and Low Mojoncito—maintained 
that it was primarily road access that first enabled plantain intermediaries and later 
organic banana companies to enter the zone and buy agricultural products. The influence 
of plantain production certainly exists in these communities, but because of their 
presence in the foothills and the general absence of the preferred soils for plantain 
cultivation, the influence of plantain has been markedly less. The suitability of organic 
banana for cultivation in these conditions, however, has led to its rapid spread within 
communities farther removed from the plantain trade but still with road access, such as 
Sepeque II, Low Mojoncito, and parts of Orochico.  

 
When organizations began to buy organic banana in the 1990s, they moved within a 
landscape and institutional matrix in which plantain had taken firm root and around 
which networks had been established. One of the major factors influencing the expansion 
of banana was the fact that it could be cultivated in the foothills of the Talamanca 
Mountains, where plantain, on the other hand, could not be cultivated; this presented 
many residents who were not able to cultivate plantain with an opportunity for a cash 
income from banana. Residents commonly claim that banana varieties can be grown in 
poorer soils and under shade, and are thus better suited for the foothills and mountains 
than plantains. Plantains, on the other hand, are more ‘delicate’—more susceptible to 
pest infestation and more in need of careful management than banana—and therefore 
suited to the fertile soils of the valley. In general, however, households’ access to the 
organic banana market was relatively more difficult than that of cacao or plantain before 
it because of the certification requirements of producing for an organic market. 
 
What this research suggests is that a distinguishing characteristic of the agricultural and 
agroforestry systems in the communities under consideration—particularly in their 
various levels of diversity—is precisely their adequacy to cope with and resilience in the 
face of the social, economic, and ecological dynamism of Talamanca and its surrounding 
areas. In other words, they do not so much change as a result of such events but are in 
principle organized to deal with such events—buffer their adverse consequences and 
shift accordingly. For example, when in the January floods households lost on average ½ 
parcel of agricultural land, the fact that their land was as dispersed geographically as it 
was meant that damage was not as severe as it could have been if landholdings were 
concentrated in one locale.  
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The precise character of change in land use is more than a question of semantics; it is 
crucial to emphasize that changes are typically not stepwise but rather a question of 
degree. The problem resides precisely in the linearity implied by land use change (a 
linearity, incidentally, implied in the land use diagrams in the ‘Results’ section). There 
are instances of ‘discrete’ changes, but complicating such a conception is the fact that 
land use is at times cyclical, returning to former land uses after one or more uses of a 
different kind, as we have seen in the case of swidden agricultural production.38  
Similarly complicating the notion of linearity is the way land use displays qualities of a 
palimpsest, in which the change is not an immediate and complete transition from one 
use to another, but rather an incremental and incomplete change in which subsequent 
land uses always bear traces of former ones.39   

 
The best example of this phenomenon is the diversified agroforestry system. About three 
decades ago, in the communities under consideration, these systems were dominated by 
cacao, which households commercialized in international markets. It was a major 
biological event—the onset of monilia—that drastically reduced cacao production. 
Instead of replacing cacao with another cultivar, in contexts where land scarcity was an 
issue, households cut down a lot of cacao but typically left some of it; furthermore, they 
added cultivars to the mix. Local residents often speak of agroforestry systems as filling 
with crops over time rather than changing between uses. It is therefore common to see 
agroforestry systems today whose principal crops are combinations of banana and cacao 
whose area was once dedicated predominantly to cacao. Similarly, one sees agroforestry 
systems today which mix banana and plantain but what were in the past predominantly 
plantain in monoculture.  

 
A sort of sequential or responsorial logic is embodied in aspects of agroforestry 
management practices. For example, the resultant layout of different crops in the field is 
both the product of intention and improvisation. Households routinely commented to me 
that when they spotted a laurel (Cordia alliodora) or cedro (Cedrela odorata) seedling in 
their fields, instead of removing it, they would weed around it and tend to it where it lay. 
Attentiveness to this kind of logic, it shall be argued later, has significant implications for 
the interventions of ‘outsiders’.  

5.4 Livelihoods 

5.4.1 Vulnerability context  
 

‘There are districts in which the position of the rural population is that of a man (sic.) standing 
permanently up to the neck in water, so that even a ripple is sufficient to drown him.’  

 
—R.H. Tawney (1966) 

                                                 
38 This is certainly the case with land that was first changed from fallow to some other use and then later 
returned to fallow. It is also the case with land that was previously planted to cacao, later changed, and is 
now increasingly being returned to cacao. 
39 This is certainly the case with cacao in Zone I, in which land formerly dedicated to that crop was later 
abandoned. Because of the abundance of land, there was no need to cut down the cacao and convert it to 
some other use. It was just left and new land was cleared and planted. 
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Tawney was writing about rural China but his words are equally applicable to certain 
segments of the population of Talamanca. Even the underlying metaphoric of the 
quotation is apropos, for not only are rivers a significant part of the Talamanca 
landscape, but many local residents evoke images of boats, water, and the risk of 
drowning when speaking about livelihoods. One resident, in talking about supporting the 
education of her son, said she hoped that he would finish ‘before we are flooded’ (antes 
de que nos inundamos). She and her family, she implied, were up to their neck in water 
with school payments.  

 
Notable transformations have been taking place over the past several decades that are a 
key to assessing the vulnerability context in which household livelihood strategies take 
place. As discussed in 5.2.5, the agricultural policies adopted beginning in the 1980s 
tended to stimulate production oriented toward exterior markets, especially in terms of 
the non-traditional agricultural products. This orientation—and Costa Rica is by no 
means alone in this respect—combined with the elimination of subsidies and other forms 
of protection for smallholders, as well as the import of staple goods, are the main 
characteristics of the transformation underway and have had the combined effect of 
‘raising the water level’ among the rural peasantry (Korten 1993; entire issue of NACLA 
Vol. XXVIII, No. 6 1994; González 1997, Mora 2005).  
 
These changes, these authors continue, have led to a bifurcation of the agricultural 
economy within Costa Rica. On the one hand, there is a group of larger producers or 
‘agroindustrialists’ that have successfully converted their farms in order to export and 
take advantage of the new economic situation. On the other land, there are the smaller 
producers that have had more difficulties adapting to these processes either by converting 
their farms or competing with the imported staple commodities. This has led to a new 
kind of vulnerability, which has increasingly made it difficult for households to subsist 
solely upon agricultural activities. Talamanca residents—and many others like them—
have turned to off-farm activities, such as wage labor, in order to subsist. While still 
relatively unimportant in Talamanca, in other parts of Costa Rica and Latin America, 
members of this category have likewise increasingly emigrated from rural areas to urban 
areas, creating conditions in which remittances are ever more important for household 
incomes.  
 
The transformation underway in Talamanca bears obvious similarities with ‘the great 
transformation’—that is, the creation of a self-regulating market economy—in Europe 
(Polanyi 1956). A key difference, however, is that a processes which took centuries in 
Europe has been telescoped in Talamanca into a matter of decades. Polanyi (1956) points 
out that perhaps the most insidious and long-lasting damage effected by this 
transformation is the ‘rapid and violent disruption of basic institutions … these 
institutions are disrupted by the very fact that a market economy is foisted on an entirely 
different organized economy.’40 The full import of these changes might be better grasped 

                                                 
40 The process described has had disparate effects on different communities in Talamanca, mainly 
depending upon their relative isolation from roads and basic infrastructure. It has therefore not only been a 
transformation which has taken place in time over the course of the 20th century, but it also has important 
spatial characteristics; the study transect is in many ways exhibits a transition from a subsistence to a 
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in light of our earlier discussion (see section 2.4) that rural people—especially the 
indigenous—have conserved the natural resource base because of their continuity in a 
certain locale and the way in which that continuity allowed them to pass on knowledge to 
subsequent generations. If we are correct to associate Polanyi’s insights with what is 
transpiring in Talamanca, than a significant upshot is that if discontinuity rather than 
continuity is a better characterization of what is going on, the effects of this upon 
intergenerational transmission of knowledge would be immense. 
 
Residents frequently commented on the increasing difficulty of maintaining a minimum 
level of subsistence. Households constantly commented that their sources of income 
(agricultural commodities and wages) tended to fluctuate or rise slowly, whereas the 
claims on their income (staple goods, agricultural inputs, labor costs, school fees, travel 
costs) tended to rise faster still. Households in all zones increasingly need cash income to 
purchase food and other staples; pay school fees, transportation, and medical costs; and 
finally to purchase the kinds of goods they see other non-indigenous Costa Ricans 
enjoying; and yet, they typically express frustration at their inability to gain such income.  
 
These changes have engendered new vulnerabilities in Talamanca above and beyond the 
biophysical and socio-economic shocks that previously characterized the vulnerability 
context in Talamanca. Oftentimes residents expressed a certain kind of bewilderment—
and even a hint of resignation—in the face of these changes. One resident told me that he 
felt as though he was ‘walking around in darkness in a land I do know’. My research 
assistant, Luis, once compared the predicament of his household (and by extension, that 
of other households) to ‘driving around drunk’. The implication was that they are moving 
along a path but quite not in full control of their movement, for at any moment is the 
possibility of a crash.  
 
While not adequately treated in this thesis (see, however, section 4.3.2), the prevalence 
of alcohol and drug abuse might be understood in connection with these changing 
conditions. While alcohol in the form of chicha has always been a part of Bribri and 
Cabécar culture, significant changes have been occurring in terms of how chicha is 
exchanged and consumed in recent decades. Previously it was not bought and sold, for 
example, but consumed communally in the course of the chichada. Residents often 
mentioned that now it is commonly bought and sold. Furthermore, its consumption has 
purportedly increased markedly; previously residents would ‘drink a little and work a 
lot.’  Now they ‘drink a lot and work a little.’  Especially in Shiroles (Zone III), the 
incidence of drug use in the form of crack has likewise increased substantially. 
Especially in this community, the buying and selling of alcohol and drugs provides for 
many households a significant source of income (one which residents were 
understandably hesitant to discuss with me).  

                                                                                                                                                           
market-oriented economy in space. Of course the reality is a bit more complicated than this, and my 
analysis unsettles these categories. Even a ‘subsistence’ economy like that in the more remote communities 
depends heavily upon migration for cash-income; the ‘market’ economy below also contains elements of 
subsistence. Nevertheless, I do believe this general characterization is appropriate. 
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5.4.2 Livelihood assets 

Livelihood assets are difficult to assess in this context. This is due principally to the fact 
that the increase or decrease of different assets is evaluated divergently by different 
segments of the local population, depending upon how they view integration into the 
wider market. We will now take a closer look at some of the complications in the 
assessment of livelihood assets.  

 
No asset categories are as divergent by zone as are total hectarage owned and access to 
electricity. Total hectarage owned significantly decreases, while access to basic 
infrastructure significantly increases with increased proximity to Bribri, the municipal 
center. These two key livelihoods assets are especially significant determinants of 
options available for households to achieve their livelihoods. A significant portion of the 
population in Zone III is landless or has access to very little land (<1 ha). This has 
resulted in the creation of new labor and tenure arrangements, such as wage laborers, 
tenants, and landlords. It has also lead to cases out-migration from the indigenous 
territories. 

 
It has likewise meant transformations in ‘traditional’ forms of savings. Pig-rearing, for 
example, has traditionally been one of the most profitable economic activities in the 
territories (Borge et al. 1998). Meat is so in demand locally that a household with pigs 
(or cattle) to sell does not have to leave their home; interested buyers will come to them, 
even if that means trekking long distances by foot. Land scarcity and the concentration of 
population in the valley, however, have meant that households are able to keep fewer 
pigs because of the tendency of pigs to disturb neighbors’ crops.  

 
In evaluating natural capital, we cannot simply consider mean household landholdings. 
We must also consider the kind of land available to households and a household’s ability 
to make that land productive. In Zone I and in parts of Zone II, the soils are 
predominately ultisols, the topography broken, and the slopes often severe. In Zone III 
and other parts of Zone II, on the other hand, the soils are predominantly fertile entisols, 
the topography and inclination is far lower. This means that though there is more land 
available in Zone I, it is less suitable for commercial agricultural production than the 
fertile alluvial entisols of the valley in Zones II and III.  

 
In general, the flood of January 2005 suggests how livelihoods assets in the form of 
natural capital could very well be deteriorating over time. The fact that most of the flood 
damage was concentrated in plantain contrasts vividly with the previous major flood, in 
1970, when the land that is now dedicated to plantain was then planted to agroforestry 
cacao. Older residents who remember the flood of 1970 say that the damage was not 
nearly as much. During the flooding in January, on the other hand, the waters rose, but 
instead of falling, swept crops, soil, and houses along with them. Most observers 
attribute the disproportionate damage to plantains over against banana and cacao to the 
fact that plantains tend to be cultivated in monoculture in the valley—on islands in rivers 
or on the banks immediately adjacent to the rivers. Banana and cacao, on the other hand, 
tend to be cultivated in agroforestry systems, both in the valley and in the highlands. The 
root structures of the accompanying trees tend to hold the soil in place and make 
agroforestry systems more stable than monocultures.  
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Physical capital as manifest in roads interacts in important ways with social capital as 
related to specific relationships with intermediaries who guarantee households’ access to 
the markets for agricultural products. This, in turn, is important to consider in relation 
with natural capital. While households in Zone I have abundance of land, they have 
limited access to roads and buyer networks. This limits the options available to them in 
terms of agricultural production for the market. Some households in Zone I therefore do 
not regard participation in the market as attractive. They are opposed to the construction 
of a road into their communities, because they anticipate negative changes as a result of 
facilitated access.  

 
Furthermore, social capital (see Sandra Candela’s M.Sc. thesis on related issues in the 
indigenous territories) expresses itself differently in the three different zones. For 
example, in discussing agricultural management in the land use section, a certain kind of 
social capital is evident in the frequency of inter-household labor sharing arrangements 
such as the chichada and mano vuelta. These have notably declined in Zone II and III 
and have been replaced with more formal contractual arrangements such as casual and 
permanent wage labor. On the other hand, as noted above, road access in Zones II and III 
facilitate the connection with buyer networks, another form of social capital, but one that 
does not exist in Zone I.  

 
Human capital is similarly difficult to assess. Health care and formal education are 
widely used as the two major indicators of human capital, but neither are value-free 
categories within the indigenous territories. Both are profoundly connected with non-
indigenous culture and many within the indigenous territories regard both as having 
caused damage to autochthonous cultural forms. In the case of schooling in Talamanca, 
many local residents reported that when the government first established schools in the 
territories in the 50s and 60s, teachers would castigate students for speaking Bribri or 
Cabécar in class. One resident recounted that once when she spoke Bribri to a friend in 
class, she was scolded in front of the rest of the students, called a ‘savage’ and an 
‘animal’, and was then forced to kneel on maize kernels. Events such as these, sadly 
enough, were quite commonplace. This is not an argument against schools and health 
centers as important institutions; it is rather to highlight the importance of gearing them 
to local needs and realities.  

5.4.3 Livelihood activities 

We have previously spoken of how small-holder livelihood activities, like their 
agricultural systems, are typically characterized by diversity and complexity (see section 
2.4). In a society without insurance or state-borne social safety nets and characterized by 
dynamism, this diversity and complexity spreads livelihood incomes more evenly across 
the year. The more diverse the parts and complex the linkages, the more livelihoods are 
buffered against shocks and failures in uncertain and changing conditions.  

 
In Talamanca, household livelihood strategies are often characterized by many levels of 
diversity. This diversity has a spatial dimension: households typically own and manage 
various agricultural parcels separated geographically from one another; these parcels are 
not only intercropped with different trees and cultivars in the case of agroforestry 



 87

systems, but also within these systems there are different varieties of the same cultivar, 
especially in the case of banana. This diversity likewise functions temporally: production 
is typically staggered so that harvesting is not all at once but little by little. Furthermore, 
households with sufficient land maintain parcels at various stages of the land use 
pathway from forest or fallow to basic grains (maize, rice, beans) and finally to mixed 
systems of more permanent cultivars (banana, plantain, cacao etc.).  
 
We have been speaking of this diversity agriculturally, but as we have seen, there are 
also important off-farm dimensions to household livelihood strategies in Talamanca. 
Certain members, for example, will manage household land, while other members will 
search for wage labor opportunities in the community or neighboring communities. In all 
three zones, more households reported wage labor by one or more members as a 
principal source of income than any other activity.  
 
Several residents of San Jose Cabécar and High Cohen, for example, explained that the 
current prevalence of internal migration within the territories—in which young men 
descend from the more isolated communities to work in the plantain fields in the 
communities of Zones II and III to earn cash income—is largely a response to the 
absence of a source of cash income subsequent to the decline of cacao. Accessing the 
existing commercialization options for banana or plantain is virtually impossible, due to 
the distance and the impossibility of transporting sufficient bunches to make the trip 
worthwhile without severe damage to the fruit. In the absence of another option and in 
the presence of a growing need for labor in the plantain fields, young men began to 
emigrate to sell their labor. 
 
Chambers (1997) and Richards (1989, 1993) have spoken of livelihoods as 
‘performance,’ as an ecologically and socially complex and subtle art form. In a very real 
sense, livelihoods in Talamanca are a performance and their diversity allows for 
spontaneity and improvisation when conditions change, which is constantly the case. In 
May of 2005, for example, one of the primary buyers of organic banana, Gerber, 
temporarily suspended its buying activities in the indigenous territories. Many 
households had grown to depend upon the regular cash income from banana sales, and 
suddenly, this was no more. The response of many households was to buy as many pigs 
as possible so that the pigs would consume the excess banana production until Gerber’s 
buying activities resumed. This is not to say the withdrawal of Gerber was not a 
significant blow to many households; it is to say that the livelihood strategies of these 
households, in their diversity, are adept at coping with such unforeseen events. There is 
an unsystematic quality about livelihood strategies. In an important sense, they move 
from practice to practice. 

5.4.4 Livelihoods and power 

In their recent article, ‘Exploring the Frontier of Livelihoods Research,’ de Haan and 
Zoomers (2005) claim that ‘the livelihoods approach could become more forceful 
analytically if it improved its ‘theoretical depth’, especially in terms of the analysis of 
‘power issues’.  
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It has been generally observed of ‘traditional’ societies that subsistence-oriented peasants 
typically prefer to avoid economic disaster rather than take risks to maximize their 
average income. As Scott puts it, ‘living close to the subsistence margin and subject to 
the vagaries of weather and the claims of outsiders, the peasant household has little scope 
for the profit maximization calculus of traditional neoclassical economics.’  This lack of 
a ‘profit maximization calculus’, in turn, has important implications for both the 
technical and social arrangements of these societies. Many of the technical arrangements 
of ‘traditional’ Talamanca agriculture, for example—diversity of parcels, crop rotations, 
polyvarieties, and staggering production, to name a few—are oriented to produce the 
most stable and reliable yield possible in a dynamic context. They are the technical 
arrangements, to evoke again the words of Tawney, to prevent the ripples that might 
drown a household (1976).  
 
This diversity in livelihoods, in turn, links in important ways with these wider social 
arrangements which are organized, among other reasons, to minimize the risk to 
individual households at times exposed to shortfall. Pre-capitalist societies, through 
various expressions of social exchange and reciprocity, did maintain safety nets and 
other forms of social insurance against more ordinary risks (Scott 1976). A number of 
works (Bozzoli 1988, Palmer et al. 1993, Borge and Villalobos 1995, Borge and Castillo 
1997) address this issue in the case of Talamanca. They speak of labor-sharing, bartering, 
and other such social arrangements along these lines. Norms of reciprocity in Talamanca, 
however, apply to various degrees both to human-human relations and also to human-
nature and human-animal relations as well.  
 
These technical and social arrangements put the critical problem of a secure subsistence 
at the center of consideration. This problem has implications for how rural households in 
these contexts perceive the powerful within a society as well as what they regard 
constitutes exploitation (Scott 1976). The idea of ‘the moral economy’, associated with 
the work of Scott (ibid.), refers to the popular consensus about what distinguishes 
legitimate from illegitimate practices surrounding exchange. Even more, it refers to 
popular notions of economic justice, their view of which claims on their product are 
tolerable and which are intolerable. This perspective is especially pertinent in 
understanding the residents who live and move within a socio-economic context 
undergoing profound and rapid changes, residents who face buyers whose demands on 
their production respond fundamentally to external rather than local circumstances.41 
  
The theoretical center of the ‘moral economy’ approach is a distinction between 
‘embedded’ and ‘autonomous’ economies. That an economy is ‘embedded’ (Scott 1976, 
Arnold 2001) refers to the way production and exchange are part of the purposes and 
practices of far more significant social, political, or religious institutions. In 
‘autonomous’ economies, on the other hand, production and exchange serve more 
narrowly economic ends and operate according to the institutions and constraints of 
pervasive markets. A good example of the transformation from an ‘embedded’ to a more 
‘autonomous’ economy in Talamanca is the case of chicha. Historically, chicha has been 
                                                 
41 It underlies the question Jorgeli Rodriguez, a local leader, asked at a meeting of local leaders held after 
the January 2005 floods: Who we are going to produce for?  
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fabricated for home consumption and to be consumed during larger tasks that required 
the collaboration of various households, events known as chichadas. The fact that chicha 
is increasingly being bought and sold independently of its formerly embedded position 
within household labor-sharing arrangements is often cited to illustrate how the social 
fabric is changing.  
 
If for the inhabitants of a ‘moral economy’ the primary concern is the maintenance of a 
minimum level of subsistence, then when dealing with relations of exchange surrounding 
their agricultural production or labor, the essential question is who stabilizes income at 
whose expense? (Scott 1976). This is nowhere more evident than in the computado 
(‘computed’) system, previously discussed (see section 5.2.5), in which there is a certain 
set of rules for buying plantains and another set of rules for selling plantains. The 
difference in these rules—a product of the disparate power of plantain buyers in relation 
to plantain producers—amounts to profits earned directly at the expense of producers. 
Often producers comment that intermediaries start buying plantain with an old pick-up 
truck. After a year or two of buying in Talamanca, they are able to buy new trucks. An 
important issue is why has not social capital been constructed to counter this. 
 
These are enormously complex issues. Both buyers and the local government face their 
fare share of difficulties. Buyers, for example, need sufficiently large quantities of a 
homogenous product with a stable supply over time. The fact that producers are 
dispersed and their volume of production is small leads to high transaction costs, which 
cuts into the prices paid to producers. That being said, the charge has been leveled 
against Gerber that its recent withdrawal from the purchasing of the organic banana 
market is ultimately an effort to expand market share and drive down prices. A few 
months before its withdrawal, the organizations affiliated with Gerber were offering high 
prices relative to their competition, TROBANEX. Officials at TROBANEX were deeply 
preoccupied at the attrition rate of its members to these other organizations offering 
higher prices (Mario Graff Biesel, personal communication). Once TROBANEX was 
weakened, the story goes, Gerber announced that it lost a buyer and it was temporarily 
discontinuing buying activities within the territories and elsewhere. Months later, Gerber 
re-entered the market offering a lower price, having purportedly found another buyer. 
Regardless of the truth or falsity of this account, there is certainly a widespread 
perception that Gerber’s activities reflect an abuse of its powerful position vis-à-vis 
producers and their organizations. Similarly, we have discussed how plantain buyers are 
often accused of colluding among themselves to fix prices, irrespective of the market 
price of plantain in San José (see section 5.2.5). Clearly, there is much work left to be 
done on issues surrounding the disproportionate degree of power buyers have over 
producers. 

5.5 Sustainable development and biodiversity conservation 

In section 5.1 we briefly discussed different conceptualizations of the relationship 
between human society and nature. We noted that at least since the Enlightenment, 
western science has conceptualized ‘nature’ and ‘society’ as ontologically distinct, and 
are therefore amenable to separate branches of inquiry, evident in the distinction between 
the ‘biophysical’ sciences and the ‘social’ sciences. It was furthermore noted that this 
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distinction is questionable in the case of Talamanca. Extending these comments a bit, 
one could make the same kind of case for the need to be circumspect in regards to the 
seemingly neutral and positive categories of ‘biodiversity conservation’ and ‘sustainable 
production’ and the extent to which the approaches taken to address these issues both 
perpetuates such distinctions, and as such, reflects the priorities of ‘outsiders’.  
 
Taking a wider perspective, several important studies have addressed and critiqued 
notions of ‘conservation’ and ‘development’ as themes which not only directly stem 
from the preoccupations of the industrialized nations (Rist 1997) but also reflect the 
same underlying ontology of the separation between ‘nature’ and ‘society’ (Albert 2002), 
which leads to the conceptual distance necessary to imagine human ‘intervention’ and 
‘management’. Notions of ‘development’, ‘intervention’, ‘management’, or 
‘conservation’ imply that human society is fundamentally distinct from nature and that 
there exists the possibility of not being in relationship with nature in some way.  
 
Perhaps a better way to put the same point is by analyzing the term ‘environment’, which 
etymologically means that which environs or surrounds. But nature does not just 
surround human beings; human beings are inescapably caught up in nature; they eat, 
drink, and breathe from nature. This is not to suggest that categories such as 
‘conservation’ and ‘development’ are not meaningful and important to many local 
actors—especially in terms of garnering resources from outside Talamanca. It is to say 
that, just in the case of the livelihood approach itself, it is important to maintain a healthy 
level of skepticism about whose underlying interests are reflected by these categories, 
and furthermore, whether they are appropriate categories through which to frame 
solutions to the problems that face Talamanca. 
 
It is advisable, then, to begin with a bottom-up approach, assessing where local 
categories and priorities best mesh with outside categories and priorities. Not only have 
we seen that there are widespread cultural notions of ‘using the land well’; we have also 
noted how households pursue biodiversity-enhancing activities such as maintaining 
forested land when possible and planting trees in the form of agroforestry systems (see 
section 5.2.7). At the same time, we have also pointed out that a concern with a 
minimum level of subsistence if of utmost importance for households (see section 5.3.4). 
This means that households will in fact pursue activities that are biodiversity-
diminishing, such as clearing land for cattle pasture (Zone I) or farming monoculture 
plantain (Zones II and III). Especially in the case of monoculture plantain, it is important 
that outside interventions conceive of these livelihood activities not as simply the 
expression of a rational choice on the part of farming households but rather attempt to 
understand how this activity is firmly embedded within a complex institutional context. 
Addressing the underlying factors that have created this situation would entail much 
more than simply work at the farm-level regarding the management practices of 
individual farmers or their ability to assess on-farm biodiversity. This is necessary but 
not nearly sufficient.  
 
This research has suggested that organic banana would be among the most promising 
targets of intervention. Not only has organic banana provided—at least until fairly 
recently—a stable income for many households, but the fact that banana is typically 
planted in agroforestry systems with multiple banana varieties makes it a much more 
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biodiversity-positive activity than monoculture plantain. In the chapter 
‘Recommendations’, we will discuss in further detail what the promotion of organic 
banana in Talamanca might look like. 

5. 6 Methodological reflections 

… [O]ne discovers new dimensions of meaning by going back from that which is thought to the 
fullness of the very thinking … [W]hen I turn from a theme to the ‘modes’ by which that theme is 
accessible, these modes are essential for the meaning of the theme; the modes reveal an entire 
landscape of forgotten horizons within which the theme has a meaning on it … 

 
    —E. Levinas (1982)  
 

Despite all that has been said up to this point, perhaps the most significant ‘data’ 
gathered during the research was not what was said directly to me by local residents, but 
what was not said, implied in word or deed, or said to others in another language and 
then related to me afterwards. These omissions, implications, and oblique 
communications gestured toward the same message: human relationships and their 
damaged condition are of pressing concern. 

 
No one suggested this more forcefully than José42, whom I had met the first time I 
traveled to Mojoncito (Zone I). He was friendly, though spent most of the two-hour walk 
chatting with my companion in Bribri. When we parted ways, he invited me to visit him 
later that week at his home, and I told him that it would be my pleasure to do so. I saw 
him two or three times after that, and each time he was cordial and insisted that I visit 
him. When I finally did, he welcomed me and my research assistant, Luis, and offered us 
both coffee. When we requested his permission to ask specific questions about his 
household’s agricultural practices, he turned to Luis and began speaking in Bribri. It was 
obvious that he was speaking about me from the way he was gesticulating. Troubling, the 
friendly countenance was also gone; I now sensed anger, even rage.  

 
About a half an hour into the diatribe, Luis wrote in his notebook, ‘Let’s leave now’, 
casually and showed it to me. Moments later, I stood up, collected our coffee cups, and 
carried them to the kitchen. We thanked José for the coffee and excused ourselves. Once 
out of earshot, I asked Luis what had just happened. He said softly, sharply: ‘Wait.’  We 
walked for a while in silence until we had reached the river. There, we sat down on some 
rocks; Luis closed his eyes, and began recounting to me José’s words: 

 
I’m going to explain my vision, why it is that I’m not going to tell anything to you. Outsiders (Sikwas) 
gather things. They once came to rob us, but now they also come and take pictures of the mountains, 
the rivers, the rocks. They take it all away in order to make themselves rich, and they don’t leave 
anything behind. We’ve been tricked by them since Columbus came. They’ve always treated us the 
same; they’ve always dominated us, like slaves. After the knowledge spills from our mouths, they sit 
there writing, they then they pass it to a computer, and keep it for themselves.  

 
To give you an example: I was once in Bribri [the municipal center] when I saw a German telling a 
woman about the work he was doing. He was saying that he had collected knowledge from the 

                                                 
42 This is a fictitious name chosen to protect this resident’s anonimity.  
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indigenous people and with it he was going to create a museum and make a great deal of money. The 
people that shared with him this knowledge were at the same time betraying the Bribri people. The 
only solution is to keep our knowledge to ourselves until we die. 

 
They suck our blood, like mosquitoes. They leave us without blood but they are nourished. Everyone I 
have seen in the last couple of days—I have told them not to tell this young man anything. That’s the 
only way this will stop. If we don’t speak, they won’t be able to write. Many people have come to 
conduct studies, but we have not seen any benefit. Many people will continue to come. My ancestors 
said not to give our knowledge to any outsiders. But I say, I will say one word for 10,000 colones 
[approx. $21], two words for 20,000 colones [$42], and three words for 30,000 colones [$63]. 

 
In including research within the same story of the Conquest of the Americas and contact 
with outsiders since then—mineral explorations of the Costa Rican government, the 
presence of the Chiriquí Land Company43 in the Talamanca valley, and the petroleum 
explorations of RECOPE, to name just the most significant and dramatic instances—
José’s words, spoken during my first days living in the community of Mojoncito, re-cast 
completely how I understood my research within the indigenous territories. In fact, it has 
implications for all research, as his words evoke histories and relationships antecedent to 
research—whether research biophysical or otherwise—and into which this research is 
then inserted. His claim that the context of research in Talamanca is parasitic—like a 
mosquito nourished by others’ blood—explodes any pretension to its neutrality or 
objectivity, for the fundamental relationships that undergird it are exploitative and unjust. 
In the absence of the possibility of outright resistance to an enemy as diffuse as this, 
José’s solution is non-participation, active silence. 

 
Instead of simply dismissing an occurrence like this as part and parcel of field work or 
aberrations of what is otherwise a normal investigative process, insights from the work of 
Scott (1976, 1985), especially his work on ‘hidden transcripts’ (1990), provides us with a 
heuristic with which to discuss the significance of this and other ‘aberrations’. Scott uses 
the phrase ‘hidden transcript’ to refer to ‘a critique of power spoken behind the back of 
the dominant.’  José’s speech to Luis in Bribri—a language I did not understand—while 
smiling effusively and feigning courtesy to me, is a good example of what Scott has in 
mind. The phrase hidden transcript is somewhat of a misnomer, Scott later admits, when 
he says that ‘the hidden transcript is typically expressed openly—albeit in disguised 
form.’  Throughout this book, Scott illustrates how rumors, gossip, folktales, songs, 
gestures, jokes can all be vehicles by which the powerless ‘insinuate a critique of power 
while hiding being anonymity or behind innocuous understandings of their conduct.’  
These patterns of disguising ‘ideological insubordination’ are similar to patters by which 
peasants and slaves have ‘disguised their efforts to thwart material appropriation of their 
labor, their production, and their property: for example, poaching, foot-dragging, 
pilfering, dissimulation, flight.’  Together, he calls these various manifestations of 
insubordination the ‘infrapolitics of the powerless.’ 44 

                                                 
43 The Chiriquí Land Company is a United Fruit Company (UFC) subsidiary. 
44 The powerful, in turn, have their own ‘transcript’, likewise not communicated directly to their imagined 
subordinates. While the ‘hidden transcript’ of the privileged is very much at work in the indigenous 
territories of Talamanca, in terms of the way representatives of various organizations construe ‘the 
indigenous’, it is not the present focus. Nevertheless, comparing the hidden transcripts of various groups 
and juxtaposing these with the ‘public transcript’ offers a substantially new way of understanding power 
dynamics in a given society. 
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Though José’s words were the most forceful and explicit—albeit spoken to another and 
in Bribri—when viewed in the light of Scott’s work, many others communicated, to 
varying degrees and in different manners, a similar message. Some did so by repeatedly 
setting up a time for me to visit and then not being there. Another told me there was ‘too 
much to say’ in regards to my questions and ‘not enough time’ to say it unless I paid 
him. Even after I explained who I was and what I was doing, one young man remained 
incredulous and kept peppering me with questions; he later admitted that he thought the 
study was part of some scheme to acquire land within the indigenous territories.  

 
By far the most common occurrence was, upon meeting the members of the household 
we were to interview and introducing ourselves and the purpose of our research,45 the 
interrogation by certain members, often repeating questions previously addressed, about 
what exactly this interview was for, who would receive the information as a result, and 
who would benefit from it. Was this simply, they would ask, research for the sake of 
research?  Are you going to research us and then go away or work here with us?  Why 
do you want to know these things about us?  What are the people to whom you give the 
research going to do about our situation?  Questions along these lines were asked not 
only prior to the interview; sometimes the interview would be interrupted with similar 
questions, and often they framed the discussion afterwards. 

 
These questions and their implications stand in stark juxtaposition to the sleek 
presentation of data in charts and graphs, for such a presentation occludes the presence of 
researcher and respondent, as well as the communities these agents represent, in which 
they participate, and to which they respond. More importantly still, it occludes the 
character of the relationship between them and how its true condition might be 
dramatically different from what the ‘public transcript’ suggests.  

 
To think about the relationships between these actors and their communities, however, is 
a difficult task, one for which many of us are not well equipped as scientists, because 
much scientific methodology rests upon the assumption that these relationships are 
unproblematic and can therefore be ignored or excused in the process and unaccounted 
for in the results. Knowledge which aspires towards universality, neutrality, objectivity is 
a kind of knowledge particularly blind to the relationships in which its production is 
inescapably implicated. Research in Talamanca, however, proved that both the 
assumption that the relationship between these interlocutors and their respective 
communities is unproblematic is untenable.  

   
To think about these relationships is precisely to think about, as Levinas writes, the 
‘modes [which] are essential for the meaning of the theme [,] … [the] forgotten horizons 

                                                 
45 It should be noted that Luis and I would show up for interviews with some combination of rice, beans, 
coffee, sugar, salt, bread etc., depending upon local availability, as an offering in gratitude for the 
household taking the time to speak with us (following the advice of a local leader that ‘gift giving’ was 
‘how things are done in Talamanca.’)  One could therefore venture a tentative hypothesis that the removal 
of information from networks of reciprocity to be used in a completely different context is akin to cutting 
of the movement of the gift, violating the Hyde’s (1983) injunction that ‘the gift must always move’, that 
is, that the gift must remain in circulation. 
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within which the theme has a meaning’. It is to acknowledge, as Levinas writes 
elsewhere, that ‘the relation is, to a certain extent, the condition of all reflection … Pure 
reflection cannot have the first word … Reflection must be put into question from 
without’ (1996). Peirce made precisely the same point in 1868—and a whole line of 
philosophic thinking has done so since—when he wrote: ‘the very origin of the 
conception of reality shows that this conception essentially involves the notion of a 
COMMUNITY’ (1984 [1868], capitals in original).  
 
Despite the fact that the intention of the research was ostensibly otherwise—to 
understand land use dynamics and livelihoods—the continual highlighting and calling-
into-question of these relationships gesture to a much larger story, well beyond the scope 
of the present work, which calls on all communities involved to acknowledge the depth 
of the brokenness and begin the long conversation about what healing would entail—a 
conversation which, in many respects, has yet to begin. 
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6  CONCLUSIONS 

The conclusions will be organized in reference to the five guiding research questions, 
elaborated in section 1.4.  
 
What are the past and present land uses on the farm, and what do households believe 
to be their future? 
 
In Zone I, past uses of parcels that are today in agricultural use were mainly under forest 
and fallow cover, with forest a much more significant original use than fallow. The most 
significant shifts were into basic grain production and banana agroforestry systems. 
Households placed emphasis on acquiring livestock, especially cattle, in the future, and 
also working in plantain and banana. 

 
In Zone II, past uses of parcels were likewise forest and fallow, with fallow being a much 
more significant original land use than forest. Many parcels were likewise originally 
planted to cacao in agroforestry systems. This proved to be the most volatile in terms of 
percentage change out of one land use and into another. The most significant positive 
changes in land use were to agroforestry banana, mixed agroforestry systems, and 
monoculture banana, in that order. In terms of future work, most households envision 
expanding agroforestry banana production, followed closely by those who considered 
expanding plantain production. 

 
In Zone III, forest and fallow accounted for the most predominant original uses of 
parcels, with fallow being a much more significant original use than forest. Cacao 
likewise proved to be a volatile land use, that is, of the 42 parcels that were dedicated to 
cacao when the household first began management, only one remains dedicated primarily 
to cacao production; 6 have shifted to emphasize other crops (for example, banana and 
plantain). The most significant changes in land use were to plantain, mixed agroforestry 
systems, and agroforestry banana production, in that order. Most households envisioned 
no significant change in terms of how they would work in the future; others mostly 
considered expanding plantain production, followed by those who were interested in 
expanding organic banana production. 

 
All zones exhibit certain trajectories in land use. Two pathways in particular are 
noteworthy. One pathway is cyclical, involving alternating uses of basic grain production 
and fallow. The other pathway is a progression from forest or fallow to basic grains to 
more permanent uses. For example, more parcels ‘progress’ to agroforestry banana in 
Zones I and II, whereas more parcels ‘progress’ to plantain in Zone III. The differences 
in progression of uses between different zones indicate different forces impinging on 
households of different zones, principal among these, population pressure and market 
integration.  
 
What policies, institutions, and processes have influenced, currently influence, and 
will influence these land use changes?   
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Specific policies, institutions, and processes have disparate effects on land use in each of 
the three zones of the research gradient. In Zone I, influences on agricultural land use 
involve a constellation of factors: cultural notions of ‘how to use the land well’ and the 
importance of maintaining diversity; biophysical conditions such as broken topography, 
declining fertility, and natural events such as landslides and floods; lack of market 
access; and the presence of livestock to feed. Household responses to these factors 
involve an increased reliance on off-farm sources of income. 

 
In Zone II, the impact of different ‘rules of the game’ established by certification bodies, 
organic organizations, and the network of plantain intermediaries, is profound for those 
households most integrated into the market. When speaking of the advantages or 
disadvantages of either plantain or banana, local producers constantly cited differences in 
how often each is bought and whether payment is immediate or delayed. There was a 
conviction among many, for example, that the ‘rules’ of banana production were more 
just than those surrounding plantain production.  

 
In Zone III, predominance of plantain is due both to the prevalence of suitable floodplain 
soils as well as the early historical establishment of the plantain market relative to the 
organic banana market. Other factors reinforcing this situation in which land use is 
‘locked’ into monoculture plantain production are the inability of plantain farmers to 
switch to organic banana production due to the predominance of agrochemical use in the 
area, the opportunity costs implied in the transition period from conventional to organic 
production in a context of land scarcity and generalized poverty, and finally to plantain’s 
absorption of local labor in a context where there are relatively few other options for off-
farm employment.46 
 
Another important yet unappreciated factor in regards to plantain expansion seems to be 
the facilitation of financial capital to households on the part of plantain intermediaries. 
Because households cannot use their lands as collateral to secure loans, their access to 
financial capital is limited. Plantain intermediaries acted to fill this void, offering the 
service of bringing purchased goods and agricultural inputs to households and deducting 
accordingly from the plantain harvest. This enabled households that did not have the 
resources to get plantain production up and running the opportunity to do so. 
 
The vulnerability context of Talamanca also has had a profound influence on land use 
changes. Historically, both socio-economic shocks (oil explorations within the territories 
such as RECOPE, buyers like Gerber withdrawing from key markets such as organic 
banana, price fluctuations such as those surrounding plantain production for the Costa 
Rican market), and biophysical shocks (natural infestations such as monilia, and extreme 
weather events such as floods and earthquakes) have been strong catalysts for 
agricultural change and have been especially damaging to local livelihoods. 

 

                                                 
46 Bebbington (1993) describes a situation in highland Ecuador in which indigenous federations and the 
organizations that work with them have promoted intensive agricultural production as a strategy they still 
understand to be ‘indigenous’ because of its overall objective to offset out-migration, a problem perceived 
as a far more serious threat to their identity than intensive agriculture. Though this ‘strategy’ was never 
explicitly addressed during research in Talamanca, it contains certain plausibility. 
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In recent decades, in addition to these shocks, other trends have come to the forefront in 
influencing land use within the indigenous territories. Population growth and 
concentration where there is access to roads and basic infrastructure has greatly 
diminished average landholding size of households and is threatening the capacity of 
household heads to bequeath sufficient landholdings to their children. At the same time, 
market integration has powerfully affected the design and management of local 
agroecosystems, subjecting crop selection and management practices to non-local forces. 
The epitome of this tendency is monoculture plantain production for the export market 
and its employment of calendarized applications of agrochemicals. Both population 
growth with its concomitant land scarcity and market integration have led to 
intensification of land use, such as the decline and even elimination of fallows, increased 
use of agrochemical in plantain, and the increased importance of off-farm income 
sources for households’ livelihoods.  
 
What are the livelihood assets, priorities, and activities of households, and how do 
these relate with land use? 
 
A distinguishing characteristic of the agricultural systems in the communities under 
consideration—particularly in their various levels of diversity—is precisely their 
resilience in the face of the social and ecological dynamism of Talamanca. This is the 
principal way in which livelihoods relate with land use: diversification. Diversity in land 
use and related livelihood strategies is an important property of sustainable systems 
under conditions of high risk and uncertainty, primarily in that it fosters resilience and 
reduces vulnerability. In the case of the Bribri and Cabécar indigenous territories of 
Talamanca, a society for whom large segments are in transition from a ‘traditional’ to a 
market-oriented society without the availability of insurance or social safety nets, 
diversification supplies a kind of insurance mechanism for households.  

 
Historically, this diversification has involved agriculture, hunting, fishing, and gathering 
activities, as well as livestock holdings, especially cattle, pigs, and chickens. Because 
population growth both diminishes access to the forest and contributes to (at least the 
perceived) over harvesting of fish and over hunting of fauna, the household economy has 
been forced to change. Households in Zones II and III, for example, often express 
interest in obtaining more livestock, especially cattle and pigs. Livestock holdings have 
‘traditionally’ been an important source for obtaining financial capital. Due to a 
confluence of factors—increased population density, the closeness of agricultural parcels 
to residences, and the need to sell bananas and plantains for cash income rather than 
using them for feed—livestock has become increasingly problematic, leading often to 
tensions between neighbors, and households livestock holdings (especially pig) have 
diminished accordingly. 

 
The diversification of land use and livelihoods, to a certain extent, discourages intensive 
management of the farm (monoculture plantain for export being the exception to this) or 
undue reliance on any one activity. Households not only typically manage several 
parcels, but most households depend in some form or another on off-farm activities, such 
as wage labor. Furthermore, the widespread perception that plantain intermediaries (and 
to a lesser extent the organic banana organizations) are exploitative tends to reinforce the 
overall lack of intensive management of landholdings (the exception to this is plantain 
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production for export). Residents seemed more inclined to have a lot of parcels with little 
management than have few parcels with a lot of management.  

 
Overall, there seems to have been an important shift in livelihood strategies outside of 
agriculture. The local labor market plays a key role in income smoothing. Even the most 
remote areas, the migration of young men to the plantain fields of the valley is a major 
livelihood activity of households. While it is important to note that the spread of cacao 
cultivation affected some segments of the population more than others, there were very 
few areas within the territories not incorporated into the cacao market. Even in the most 
remote communities of the study transect are lined with abandoned cacao plantations, 
problematizing the still widespread conception of those who live deep in the mountains 
as isolated, independent, and free from outside intervention. Furthermore, in these 
communities young men typically migrate from the more isolated areas to work in the 
plantain fields for cash income.  

 
It is therefore important not to overestimate the role of agriculture in the indigenous 
territories or neglect the ways households have already responded to declining returns in 
agriculture—as well as the general transformation in an economy in which it is difficult 
to make ends meet without some cash income—by switching into off-farm activities. 
The point here is not that agricultural-related activities are not important in the 
livelihoods of the poor; the point is that they typically are one of many different elements 
of livelihood strategies, including off-farm income sources. It is also important to note 
how the rising importance of off-farm activities, as previously mentioned, is associated 
with larger and more complex transformations in the Costa Rican countryside. 

 
A large portion of the population in Zone III (and to a lesser extent Zone II) is landless or 
has access to very little land (>1 ha). This has resulted in the creation of new livelihood 
arrangements, such as permanent wage laborers, tenant farmers, and landlords. It has also 
lead to migration outside of the indigenous territories. 
 
What are households’ conceptions of and priorities in regards to the relationship 
between sustainable production and biodiversity conservation, specifically in terms of 
the problems and possibilities of organic cacao and banana production? 
 
This research suggests that many households are primordially concerned with securing 
adequate subsistence above all else, and that the diversity in their land use and livelihood 
strategies is oriented precisely to this end. This research further suggests that households 
increasingly must command the cash income necessary to participate more fully in a 
wider economy in which cash income is fundamental, not only for subsistence, but also 
for other aspirations, such as studying. 

 
Ample evidence also suggests that households do pursue activities that both provide 
economic returns and contribute to biodiversity conservation. Households, especially in 
the communities of Zone I, expressed and widely practiced notions of the ‘good use’ of 
land. Such notions involved diversification, allowing for sufficient fallows, maintaining 
vegetative cover of the soil, not using agrochemicals, and following a certain land use 
pathway which involved an intermediate stage of basic grain production prior to a more 
permanent use of the land (often an agroforestry system). At the same time, due at least 
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in part to the fact that these activities do not provide the kind of income necessary to 
make ends meet in this changing context, households have few choices but to turn to 
migrate and sell their labor for cash income.  

 
The idea many of these residents had of ‘good use’ contrasted with a certain notion of 
‘bad use,’ for example, planting a cleared fallow directly to a cash crop, such as 
monoculture plantain. That being said, both households that labor within monoculture 
plantain and those who cultivate it at times express ambivalence and the necessity for 
trade-offs between livelihood security and biodiversity conservation: on the one hand 
they recognize its negative effects on the local environment, but on the other hand, they 
point out that are few other options for cash income, especially in Zone III. 

 
In terms of organic production of cacao and banana, evidence from the sample 
communities reveals that organic cacao production is relatively unimportant as an 
income source among households. On the other hand, real potential for collaboration 
between insiders and outsiders exists in regards to the promotion of organic banana 
production, which both provides significant incomes to households and also maintains 
high levels of biodiversity. In both the case of cacao and banana, profound changes in 
institutional support are necessary in order to expand production. 
 
What are the implications of findings for adjusting development and conservation 
programs and policies to local realities? 
 
Several implications arise in terms of adjusting development and conservation programs 
and policies to local realities.  

 
First, a certain discourse about Talamanca emphasizes how various ‘economies’ are at 
work in Talamanca, for example, subsistence elements existing side by side with more 
market-oriented elements. This is to a large degree true. But in this discourse there 
likewise exists the notion of ‘pure’ and ‘uncorrupted’ traditional Bribri and Cabécar 
communities in the highlands. But households in these communities, just as households 
in more accessible communities, also rely, to a certain extent, on cash incomes. Many 
development organizations overlook these regions because of difficulty of access, but 
also partially out of the misperception that households in these communities exist outside 
a cash economy. While for a variety of reasons it would be extremely difficult for 
organizations to work within these communities, they could at least provide the option 
for households to orient certain projects toward their specific needs, such as the 
attainment of a minimal cash income. The fact that conditions have grown increasingly 
difficult for these more remote communities in the absence of opportunities to earn cash 
has lead in large part to their members’ migration to more accessible zones in order to 
work and also to live. 
 
Second, the emphasis on what farmers know about technology and ecology, while 
important to consider, tends to overlook the myriad aspects that rural people do not know 
about markets, politics, and the world beyond the specific locale in which they reside 
which has an increasingly important effect upon them. In the case of the Bribri and 
Cabécar indigenous territories, factors beyond the territories themselves are especially 
influential in terms of affecting the present land use patterns and their future direction. 
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The emphasis on revalidating past practices or the hope to recover an uncorrupted ‘Bribri 
and Cabécar culture’ might not be sufficient in changing circumstances. What rural 
people do not know about all the policies, institutions, and processes in their changing 
context highlights that, for those households in the indigenous territories, the future looks 
less like the past than ever before. This discontinuity, in turn, generates a great deal of 
uncertainty as to what to do next. At least one aspect of the situation is clear: the change 
to an agriculture which sustains households and conserves the natural resource base 
involves much more than a change in farming practices.  
 
Third, successful efforts to promote agricultural systems which sustain rural households 
economically while conserving biodiversity must account for the socio-economic 
contexts within which agricultural activities are embedded. Analyses and corresponding 
interventions which treat biodiversity conservation (or its lack) and sustainable 
production (or its lack) as merely the cumulative product of the rational choices of local 
actors misconceive the problems local residents face and the potential solutions to these 
problems. Such analyses and their associated interventions fail to provide a more 
nuanced account of local institutional forms, power disparities, and the macro and meso 
level factors—like those associated with RECOPE petroleum explorations or the 
establishment of the plantain market—which instigate new patterns of behavior at local 
levels and impinge in manifold ways upon decisions of households and the possibilities 
of sustainable land use. Analyses and interventions which solely focus on the 
management decisions of households, while the least controversial, are the most likely to 
run the risk of stigmatizing the most vulnerable local actors. The imperative of 
promoting a more sustainable agriculture necessitates both analyses and interventions 
which challenge the assumption that sustainable agriculture is the responsibility of 
farming households alone. 

 
Fourth, an equally fundamental implication is that, in places such as Talamanca, to treat 
land use as a predetermined design or the product of the rational choice of households 
confuses the intention of farming households and the result of a historical process. To 
treat a particular land use in the present as a design or choice rather than the present stage 
of an ongoing performance fundamentally misconstrues what has happened in time and 
space in terms of land use and decision making. What transpired and why, and what will 
transpire and why, can only be accounted for through attention to the possibilities and 
constraints that households face in particular times and spaces.  

 
This has several important implications for agricultural research. It implies, for example, 
that researchers interested in intercropping in the farming systems of rural households are 
looking at a problem not necessarily perceived as such by the rural household. They are 
searching for combinational logic when what is really at stake is a performance logic—
the ongoing adjustment to the conditions of a particular context. It further implies that 
conceptually and methodologically, conventional agricultural research is not equipped to 
deal with these kinds of problems. If experiments are carried out under laboratory 
conditions or in experimental plots, the possibilities and constraints of particular times 
and spaces are bracketed to allow for control, replication, and general representability. 
For this reason, experimental stations can be described quite accurately as ‘out of time’ 
and ‘out of space’. In vivid contrast, the problems rural households confront, at least in 
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many parts of the so-called ‘third world’, are only perceived and dealt within the 
exigencies of particular times and spaces. 

 
It therefore seems necessary to reconceive problems that local residents face as 
‘performance’ issues. The key question becomes: how to enhance the capacity of 
household members to perform under difficult circumstances?  It is important that we 
learn to see livelihood strategies as performances within the wider performance of social 
life. That is to say, agricultural and natural resource-related activities are embedded 
within a complex institutional and value-laden context.  
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7 RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. For development and conservation organizations, there is a need for a new 
institutional culture and ‘role reversals’, as well as renewed discussion about 
what local participation entails and which local residents are doing the 
participating. Much more must be done to create trust within existing 
relationships and alliances between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’. Many 
organizations and researchers purportedly work for the good of the indigenous 
communities and obtain their own livelihoods by doing so. Outside the circle of 
indigenous leadership that routinely interacts with ‘outsiders’ and their projects, 
this research uncovered evidence of widespread suspicion regarding who really 
benefits from these activities. Research projects such as the present one are no 
exception in this regard.  

 
2. For development and conservation organizations, considering the fact that 

diversity in land use and livelihoods is an important property of sustainable 
systems under conditions of high risk and uncertainty, in the absence of formal 
insurance mechanisms or social safety nets, a key question that should guide all 
outside intervention is: how does this activity enhance or diminish diversity? 
Trying to create more options rather than focusing on a single option would seem 
to be the best approach.  
 

3. For development and conservation organizations, much work remains to be done 
in terms of the promotion value chains of organic and fair-trade products, along 
the lines of the work of the Center for the Competitivity of Eco-enterprises 
(CECOECO) at CATIE.  

 
4. The indigenous government, the municipality, and development organizations 

could do much to support local plantain, banana, and cacao producers in order to 
directly commercialize their agricultural products, foment access to additional 
buyers, attain more favorable terms of trade, and address the institutions (such as 
the ‘computado’ system in plantain) which local residents deem to be 
exploitative.  

 
5. Financial institutions, in conjunction with the local government, the municipality, 

and development organizations, could work to increase access to financial capital. 
Because land tenure in the indigenous territories is communal, households have 
no title on their land which they can then use as collateral. As we have seen, in 
the absence of access to other forms of credit, households therefore typically only 
have informal access to loans, which are often offered on unfavorable terms, as in 
the case of plantain intermediaries who bring purchased goods to households and 
subtract these from the plantain harvest. There are several small examples of 
groups working to provide low-interest loans to households, whose efforts might 
be replicated in other communities. The local and municipal government might 
work in tandem to address this particular problem of access to credit. 
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6. The indigenous government, the municipality, development organizations and 
conservation organizations could work to promote organic banana production and 
address the factors that limit its spread. Organic banana is in many ways the best 
available option in terms of achieving both sustainable production and 
biodiversity conservation. Yet at present, there seem to be several institutional 
roadblocks to its greater cultivation. Key issues that remain to be resolved are: the 
risks associated with reliance on two primary buyers, risks associated with the 
exclusive dependence on the market for banana purée alone, the creation of a 
national market for organic banana, institutional roadblocks in assisting interested 
households with the transition into organic production, addressing the constraints 
upon households interested in organic banana when neighbors apply 
agrochemicals nearby, and incentives for organic banana production. 

 
7. MINAE and the local government could collaborate to change existing forestry 

laws in order to allow more flexibility in adapting these laws to the needs of local 
residents, especially in terms of permitting households to harvest the trees they 
themselves plant. More generally, the sustainable harvesting of tree species such 
as Cordia alliodora, for example, which grows rapidly and abundantly in the 
indigenous territories, would provide households an additional income source. 

 
8. For researchers, it is important that they learn to see their work as caught up in 

relationships. It is only in relationships and through relationships that knowledge 
is generated, transferred, and modified in the social sciences and to a certain 
extent the biophysical sciences as well—relationships which are inescapably 
ethical in import. Participatory action research, which strives for improved 
communication and between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ in terms of defining 
problems to be examined or addressed, generating relevant knowledge about 
them, and joint decision-making, is instructive in this regard. 

 
9. For researchers, focusing on the farm level alone overlooks the entrenched, 

interwoven networks that have already evolved around the needs of plantain 
production. The changes necessary involve changes in people, institutions, and 
policies—change not only in the households that make those decisions but in the 
wider society that buys and consumes their products. This necessitates research 
which takes into account the complex interactions between society and nature.   

 
10. Finally, consumers, to quote Wendell Berry (1990), must learn that ‘that eating 

takes place inescapably in the world, that it is inescapably an agricultural act, and 
how we eat determines, to a considerable extent, how the world is used.’ Even 
those of us who live far away from Talamanca participate in the life of places like 
it when we eat chocolate, banana, and plantains.  
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8 ANNEXES 

Annex 1: Costa Rica and the location of the Bribri-Cabécar Indigenous Reserve 
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Annex 2: Protected areas in Costa Rica 
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Annex 3: Poverty incidence in Costa Rica by district (2000) 
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Annex 4: Interview guide for key-informants 
 
Introduction 

 
I introduce myself and the project; explain why I am there, and what the information is 
for. 

 
What are the present and past local land uses? 

 
I will then ask the interviewees to construct a list of land types in the area, both in terms 
of production and conservation. Likewise, I will have already compiled a fairly extensive 
list of types gathered from the literature that can be verified, reduced, or expanded. A 
tentative list is: Basic grains, Vegetable crops, Plantain-Banana-Cacao, Plantain-Cacao, 
Plantain, Banana-Cacao, Banana-other, Plantain-Cacao, Cacao-other, Primary forest, 
Secondary forest, Riparian forest, Fallow, Family garden. 

 
What are the management practices widely associated with each land use? 

 
Probing questions are asked about each type and the management practices associated 
with it (i.e. planting, fertilization, pest and disease control, weeding, pruning, harvesting, 
re-planting, crop rotation, fallow periods) and the period of the year in which these 
practices take place. 

 
What are the policies, institutions, and processes that have influenced and currently 
influence land use in favor or against certain land uses and management practices? 

 
I begin with an explanation of ‘structures’ (i.e. various levels of government, companies, 
and local community organizations) and ‘processes’ (i.e. policies, natural events, 
legislation, institutions, cultural practices, power relations). The interviewee will be 
asked to construct lists of these policies, institutions, and processes that in some way or 
another influence these production and conservation practices. 

 
What has been the history of the major land use changes, as well as changes in 
policies, institutions, and processes, that have occurred since 1977?47 

 
The interviewees will develop a timeline of the history of land use changes, as well as 
changes in policies, institutions, and processes, with emphasis on the period between 
1977 to the present. This will add a temporal element with the hopes of identifying the 
major historical changes. Archival evidence will be researched to supplement the 
historical data. 

                                                 
47 This is the date the Bribri-Cabécar Indigenous Reserve was created by decree of the Indigenous Law No. 6162. 
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Discussion related to interactions livelihood and land use will likely have already 
arisen during discussion of the above questions. The main categories to be explored 
in terms of livelihoods—always probing their relation with land uses—will be: 

 
• Livelihood priorities. What are the livelihood priorities of local people?  Do they 

vary by age group (young versus old) or by gender (men versus women)?  Do 
they vary by wealth or well being?   
 

• Livelihood activities. What types of livelihood strategies are employed by local 
people to meet these objectives?  Are they agricultural or non-farm?  Which 
groups produce which crops?  How important is each crop to the livelihoods of 
the groups that produce it?  What proportion of the output is marketed and 
consumed?  How do prices vary throughout the year?  How predictable is 
seasonal price fluctuation?  What role does migration play (i.e. do households or 
household members live in different parts of the Reserve at different times of the 
year)?  What role do remittances play?  How do income-earning opportunities 
vary throughout the year?   

 
• Vulnerability context. What policies, institutions, and processes within their 

context constrain households from achieving their livelihood priorities?   
 

• Human capital.48 What do households do with their labor and how does this 
affect, for example, livelihood activities (i.e. on-farm or off-farm) and 
management practices?  
 

• Social capital.49 What kinds of social organizations exist that both empower and 
disempower different groups?  
 

• Natural capital.50 Which groups have access to which types of natural resources 
(e.g. land, the most fertile soils)?  How productive is that resource and has this 
productivity changed with time?  What is the nature of access rights (private 
ownership, rental, common ownership, highly contested)?  How secure is this 
access?   
 

• Physical capital.51 How does the relationship between livelihoods and land use 
change in relation to the availability of basic infrastructure (affordable transport, 
secure shelter and buildings, adequate water supply and sanitation, electricity, 
access to information)?   
 

                                                 
48 At a household level, human capital is a factor of the amount and quality of labor available, and varies according 
to household size, skill levels (e.g. education), health etc.  
49 Social capital refers to the social resources upon which people draw.  
50 Natural capital is the natural resource stocks from which resource flows and services useful for livelihoods are 
derived. Within the sustainable livelihoods framework, the relationship between natural capital and the 
vulnerability context is close. 
51 Physical capital is the basic infrastructure and producer goods.  
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• Financial capital.52 What types of financial service organizations exist (formal 
and informal)?  What services do they provide and under what conditions 
(interest rates, collateral requirements, etc.)?  Who has access to these services?  
If people have savings, in what form do they keep it?  Do households (and what 
type) have family members living away who remit money?  If so, how is it 
transmitted?  Do they vary? 
 

How do you perceive the relationship between sustainable production and 
biodiversity conservation? 

 
Questions relate to the limits and potential of organic cacao and banana production. What 
potential conflicts exist between households’ livelihood activities and ‘sustainable’ land 
use?  What factors influence these?  What possibilities exist for more ‘sustainable’ land 
use? 

 
Logistical questions 

 
Ask questions regarding the feasibility of different sample designs, specifically in terms 
of how to best select households along a gradient, taking into consideration both different 
degrees of remoteness from market, infrastructure, and services, as well as ‘well-being’, 
on livelihoods and land use.  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
52 Financial capital refers to financial resources, namely, the availability of cash or equivalent that enables people 
to adopt different strategies. 
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Annex 5: Interview guide for households 
 
Introduction 

 
I introduce myself and the project; explain why I am there, and what the information is 
for. 

 
General information 
 
A series of general questions about the household, its members, how long they’ve lived 
in the community etc. 

 
Introduction to activity 

 
I explain that we will conduct the following activity so I can understand the farm and its 
history a little better. Together, we are going to construct a map of your farm(s) that 
include all the different crops and land uses (i.e. crop, fallow, and forest). Using the map 
as a guide, we discuss the farm as it presently looks. Then, we discuss the farm as it was 
when the household first started using the land. Finally, we discuss how the household 
expects their farm to look in the future.  

 
Questions 

 
The map is used as the basis to discuss the different production and conservation systems 
and why they were chosen. Questions will be asked addressing their particular reasons 
for choosing to alter, leave, or pursue each land use. The emphasis is on the following:  

 
• the primary considerations and influences of each decision 
• what, when, where, and why some of the major changes have occurred on the 

farm 
• what are the management practices associated with each land use (i.e. planting, 

fertilization, pest and disease control, weeding, pruning, harvesting, re-planting, 
crop rotation, fallow periods) 

• why they have chosen to maintain remaining tree cover (patches, remnant, live 
fences, plantations) 

• what are some things that might make them change their management in the 
future 
 



 122

Interactions livelihood and land use will have already arisen during discussion of 
the above questions. The main categories to be explored in terms of livelihoods—
always probing their relation with land uses—will be: 

 
• Livelihood priorities. What are the priorities of different household members?   

 
• Livelihood activities. What are the different activities of different members?  

How do these vary throughout the year?  What are the most important sources of 
income?  In terms of different land uses, who makes the decisions?  Who does the 
work?  What part of the output is marketed and consumed?  How predictable are 
seasonal price fluctuations?  What role does migration play?   
 

• Vulnerability context. Do they perceive their situation in general getting better or 
worse?  What factors contribute to things getting worse?  What are the major 
obstacles that keep things from getting better?  
 

• Human capital. What do households do with their labor and how does this affect, 
for example, livelihood activities (i.e. on-farm or off-farm) and management 
practices?  
 

• Social capital. What kinds of social organizations is the household involved in? 
What social organizations empower and disempower the household?  
 

• Natural capital. What natural resources (e.g. land, the most fertile soils) does the 
household have access to?  How productive is that resource and has this 
productivity changed with time?  What is the nature of access rights (private 
ownership, rental, common ownership, highly contested)?  How secure is this 
access?   
 

• Physical capital. Is basic infrastructure (affordable transport, secure shelter and 
buildings, adequate water supply and sanitation, electricity, access to 
information) present?   
 

• Financial capital. What types of financial service organizations exist (formal and 
informal)?  What services do they provide and under what conditions (interest 
rates, collateral requirements, etc.)?  If people have savings, in what form do they 
keep it?  Do households have family members living away who remit money?  If 
so, how is it transmitted?  Do remittances vary throughout the year? 
 

How does the household perceive the relationship between sustainable production 
and biodiversity conservation? 

 
Questions will relate to the limits and potential of organic cacao and banana production. 
What potential conflicts exist between households’ livelihood activities and ‘sustainable’ 
land use?  What factors influence these?  What possibilities exist for more ‘sustainable’ 
land use? 
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