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1. Introduction

Development has long acted as a way of incorporating new, often rural, areas into

the global capitalist market, at the expense of local socio-ecological conditions. Impo-

verished peoples in the global South are under consistent pressure to make use of

economic programs that largely dismiss the importance of the social relations in

which the economic relations of their communities are embedded. The consequence,

as explicated notably by Karl Polayni in The Great Transformation, is the dismissal of

the socio-ecological relationships of impoverished peoples at the expense of greater

profit and growth.1 The further degradation of the environment and the loss of com-

munity fostered by the market relations of global capitalism translate into further

inequity between the South and North.

One place where global capitalism has attempted to establish itself via neoliberal

development is the protected area of Cerro Guanacaure in southern Honduras. For

years, development projects geared toward the production of commodities for export

have exacerbated the material and socio-ecological conditions of rural peoples in

Cerro Guanacaure. The history of development in this area demonstrates that the

implementation of neoliberal development projects extends the reach of capitalism

and reworks local production-consumption networks, developing a “disembedded”

mode of capital accumulation. I present a case from Cerro Guanacaure that addresses

poverty by using a citizen participatory approach which incorporates notions of use

�I want to thankWally Goldfrank, Jim O’Connor, Tim Stroshane, and the Toronto Editorial Group for help-

ful comments on recent drafts of this paper. I am also indebted to Melanie DuPuis and Linda Stone for sup-

port on earlier drafts, and Tara Pisani Gareau for her support and comments. Of course, this project would

not have been possible without the support of Peace Corps- Honduras and the generosity and trust of the

people of El Despoblado, and Cerro Guanacaure in general. I conducted this research while studying as

a graduate student in the Master’s International Program in Environmental Science, Washington State

University.
1Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time (Boston, MA:

Beacon Press, 2001).

CAPITALISM NATURE SOCIALISM VOLUME 15 NUMBER 3 (SEPTEMBER 2004)

ISSN 1045-5752 print/ISSN 1548-3290 online/04/030095-16

# 2004 The Center for Political Ecology

DOI: 10.1080/1045575042000247284



value and local autonomy, as opposed to top-down production for exchange in the

global capital market. The case is based on my research and development experience

as a Master’s International Peace Corps Volunteer with environmental projects in

southern Honduras in 1997–1999.2

The first two instances of exchange production presented below illustrate the

reasons why “development for exchange” projects have failed in Cerro Guanacaure.

In a third instance, one prompted by the destruction wrought in a tropical storm, a

development project designed around the concepts of “production for use” and

local autonomy in exchange demonstrates the potential of implementing small-

scale networks for capital accumulation. In conclusion, I discuss a project that may

be used to build on the concepts of use production and autonomy for local commu-

nities: fair trade. Fair trade potentially treats exchange value as a complementary

development practice, not as the sole goal of development. As such, it presents an

opportunity to move toward more socio-ecologically sustainable production net-

works. My approach to alternative development accepts the need to incorporate

extended networks into existing reforms to the mainstream capitalist system such

as fair trade, at least in the short-term.3

2. Use Production and Autonomous Exchange

For capital, the whole world, nature and humanity alike, lies before it as a field

of exploitation.4

Alternative development strategies should consider the effects that exchange

markets have on socio-ecological conditions, and thus emphasize the effects of such

markets on impoverished places, for example, the disembeddedness of their economic

relations from their social relations. Exchange value fosters inequality and exploitation,

both of which contribute strongly to the degradation of nature-society relationships in

capitalism. The use-exchange value dialectic is thus a useful one to consider in alterna-

tive development, because it highlights the inherent inequities in neoliberal developmen-

tal proposals, and it provides something to strive for – the “restoration of use values.”

2John F. Kennedy established the Peace Corps in 1961. It is a US government-run organization with almost

7,000 volunteers in 70 “developing” countries. Although Peace Corps job assignments are country-specific,

work generally centers around helping poor communities attain clean drinking water, increase education,

start small businesses, improve small-scale agriculture, protect natural resources, and improve health

(e.g., slowing the spread of AIDS). As a participant in the Peace Corps Master’s International Program,

my job assignment as an Agroforestry/Protected Area Extensionist combined volunteer service with con-

ducting research to be put toward my Master’s thesis. Although not often mentioned, the job assignments

and their link to development is only the third goal of the Peace Corps; its first two goals are the establish-

ment of Americans’ understanding of other cultures and vice versa.
3“Extended networks” is meant to emphasize the fact that capitalism is of a relatively nascent form in some

rural places of the South, its capacity to rip social relations from the economic, not complete. These may be

thought of as places where capitalism is far-reaching, and not fully developed.
4Joel Kovel, “The Struggle for Use Value: Thoughts about the Transition,” CNS, 11, 2, 2000, p. 4.
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Joel Kovel’s re-visitation of the use-exchange dialectic conceptualizes how politi-

cal ecology might contribute to the achievement of a non-exploitative nature-society

relationship. He stresses the need to achieve socio-economic relations that allow for

a more conscious appreciation for the representation of utility within commodities.

Kovel calls attention to the fact that capital attempts to change everything that has utility

into a commodity with exchangeable properties. Additionally, capital alters the percep-

tion that people have of the use value embedded in commodities, to further its ability to

reproduce and accumulate at the expense of the environment. The consequence is:

The degradation of production conditions and that of use-values are therefore

continuous – although the latter offers a finer grain and hence a more practic-

able handle on the politics of ecological transformation. The entire ensemble

of degradation is given as the “second contradiction;” it appears wherever

profit seeking controls the social process, and it expresses the essence of the

ecological crisis as a global degradation of use-values, whether these be the

fouling of water or the corruption of human beings whose prime functions

become the insertion of exchange-value into things.5

Use values can be conceptualized in relation to another dynamic; that of the

disembeddedness of sophisticated capitalism, that is, the tendency of the finance-

led market global system to systematically separate local economies from social

relations in an exploitative way. Societies with economies embedded in social

relations place a strong emphasis on the representation of utility within commodities,

and are thus not in need of restoration, in Kovel’s sense.6

Autonomy in locally based exchange and its relationship to a socially embedded use

value provides a way to maintain command, or at least influence, over local productive

processes. Alternatively, development projects designed to extend exchange production

as an initial course of action produce or exacerbate social inequality. For this reason,

exchange production projects are unlikely to rectify the predicament of theworld’s poor-

est people, thosemost lacking in economic assets, power or “skills” valued in capitalistic

exchange. Conceivably, there are exceptions in very well designed projects carried out

by armies of dedicated people – as in Bangladesh’s Grameen Bank.7 Yet, much of what

5Ibid., p. 7.
6Kovel’s paper is concerned with the effects of capital on use values in a broader sense. In fact, he mentions

that the organic farm, although tied to the capital market, is a step closer to an eco-socialist organization

than industrial agriculture. The organic farm is not in need of a restoration of use values, as the use

value of commodities (i.e., vegetables, soil, and their agroecological interconnectedness) are highly recog-

nized and appreciated, with strong concern for nature-society relationships and, ideally, labor conditions.
7See Mark Aardenburg, The Women’s Bank of Bangladesh (Princeton, NJ: Films for the Humanities &

Sciences and Movie Tron, 1997), videorecording; Gudrun Kochendorfer-Lucius, Karl Osner, and Deutsche

Kommission Justitia et Pax, Development Has Got a Face: Lifestories of Thirteen Women in Bangladesh

on People’s Economy: Interpretation of Lifestories (Dhaka, Bangladesh: Grameen Bank, 1992); Jayanta

Kumar Ray, To Chase a Miracle: A Study of the Grameen Bank of Bangladesh (Dhaka: University Press,

1987); Helen Todd,Women at the Center: Grameen Bank Borrowers After One Decade (Boulder, CO: West-

view Press, 1996); Muhammad Yunus, Grameen Bank Project in Bangladesh: A Poverty Focussed Rural

Development Programme (Dhaka: Grameen Bank Project, 1982); Muhammad Yunus and Alan Jolis, Banker

to the Poor: Micro-Lending and the Battle Against World Poverty, 1st ed. (New York: Public Affairs, 1999).
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the Grameen Bank funds is use value! Moreover, many Bangladeshis contribute to their

impoverished families by engaging in the self-exploitation of “economic warfare”8 – by

working as laborers abroad and distributing remittances back home.

To illustrate the potential of the combination of use-production and local auton-

omous exchange, I use a case study of development in Cerro Guanacaure, a protected

area in Choluteca, Honduras. My approach examines the effects that development pro-

jects have on nature-society relationships. Ultimately, any planned improvements for

the human population must consider the local ecosystem.9 My study is ethnographic in

method, done with a political ecological framework – to learn about the socio-cultural

and socio-economic conditions of the community and its relationship with its environ-

ment. For me, “this means that a community is assessed by not only the wants and

needs of the human species, but by the needs of the biotic communities that depend on

the same natural environment for survival.”10 In this sense, political ecology is both pol-

itical andhumanecological; it is concernedwith the interactionbetweenhumansand their

environment andorganisms’ relations tooneanother as their conditionschangeover time.

3. Natural Resource and Human Development
in Cerro Guanacaure

Cerro Guanacaure is located 15 kilometers southeast of the department capital city

of Choluteca in southern Honduras. It is a park of 2,000 hectares, containing 7 stream

sources, 12 villages, and extensive flora and fauna. The area consists of tropical dry for-

est and semi-dry forest, and provides approximately 30 percent of the water for the city

of Choluteca. Cerro Guanacaure is the main contributor of water for the municipalities

that surround or lie within its boundaries and is the sole source of water for approxi-

mately 8,700 inhabitants.11 The name itself, an indigenous word, means, “hill filled

8Pierre Bourdieu, “Making the Economic Habitus: Algerian Workers Revisited,” Ethnography, 1, 1, 2000.
9A discussion of the heightened degradation of the natural environment in an exchange-based system in

Honduras could be an article in itself. The fact that the environment is not valued until it is fully incorpor-

ated into (or extracted for) the capitalist economy is a major reason that it, and the human populations living

therein, is degraded so haphazardly. This is the major reason why I consider the maintenance of the natural

environment in my discussion of production for use and autonomous exchange. How capitalism destroys the

primary use value (Karl Marx, “Critique of the Gotha Program,” in Robert C. Tucker, ed., The Marx-Engels

Reader (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1972 [1875]) that assures its continuance is, of course,

a second contradiction (James O’Connor, Natural Causes: Essays in Ecological Marxism (New York:

Guilford Press, 1998), that needs to be alleviated.
10Brian J. Gareau, Addressing Sociocultural and Ecological Conditions in Sustainable Development: A

Case Study on Rural Southern Honduras and a Theoretical Critique of the Literature, unpublished Masters

Thesis in Science, Washington State University, 2001. See also D.F. Calheiros, A.F. Seidl, and C.J.A. Fer-

reira, “Participatory Research Methods in Environmental Science: Local and Scientific Knowledge of a

Limnological Phenomenon in the Pantanal Wetland of Brazil,” Journal of Applied Ecology, 37, 2000.
11Julio Javier Mayorga, Contaminación de Aguas en la Cuenca del Cerro Guanacaure, Choluteca, Hon-

duras: unpublished report, 1991; Julio Javier Mayorga, Water Quality of Low Stream Flows on the Cerro

Guanacaure Watershed, Masters in Science, University of Arizona, 1989; Domingo Omar O. Oyuela,

Los Recursos Forestales y La Vida Silvestre en la Zona Sur de Honduras (Siguatepeque, Comayagua, Hon-

duras, Centro America: National School of Forestry Science- ESNACIFOR, Department of Investigation of

Applied Forestry, 1995).
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with water.” Because Cerro Guanacaure contains the headwaters of water sources, the

water quality of the entire watershed depends on its environmental health and function,

especially for the cycling of essential nutrients.12 Cerro Guanacaure is also a significant

source of firewood and lumber for the city of Choluteca and its surrounding areas; it is

one of the last remaining forested areas in Choluteca. As stated by Mayorga, here “you

find the only [mature] broad-leaf forest in the south of the country.”13

The local people’s relationship with the natural environment is crucial in Cerro

Guanacaure. The community members rely on their natural surroundings for necessi-

ties: water for drinking and washing, clay soils for pots and stove-making, fibers from

certain trees for ropes and cords, other tree species for firewood and house building

and repair, grasses for livestock, and fruits for sustenance and for market. The gather-

ing of these natural products, when done in an unsustainable manner, degrades the

natural environment. Degradation leads to a loss of biodiversity and water scarcity

due to heightened runoff caused by an increase in impervious soils. Loss of habitat

also affects bird species, as many migratory birds find refuge in Guanacaure.14

In 1997, Cerro Guanacaure was included in Peace Corps Honduras’ Support

Strategy for Sustainable Development because it is in one of the poorest regions of

Honduras and because of its importance as a water source.15 The three villages

(Los Cocos, El Pueblito, and La Fortunita) located in the most remote area of

Cerro Guanacaure (El Despoblado) had the highest priority in the context of Project

Plan 1997–2004: Peace Corps Support for the Integrated Management of the Natural

Resources. The primary Peace Corps objective for 1997–1999 was to establish rap-

port with the community members of El Despoblado, and then create links between

the community members and the various development agencies promoting and imple-

menting environmental projects in the region.

In the early months of my work, the community members as a whole conveyed

their discontent with development agencies. With these reports, I considered it best

not to proceed as a facilitator of the development that local people already perceived

as unsuccessful. Rather, I chose a method that would allow me to acquire an under-

standing of the perceptions held by the local community members, while providing

them with an understanding of my own position and objectives. Conducting a formal

survey of the local population, following a three-month period as a resident of Cerro

Guanacaure, was part of this objective.16

12See Bruce J. Peterson, et al., “Control of Nitrogen Export from Watersheds by Headwater Streams,”

Science, April, 2001.
13Mayorga, op. cit., p. 2.
14Sherry Thorn, “Fauna Inventory of Cerro Guanacaure, Choluteca,” Tegucigalpa: Universidad Autónomo

de Honduras (UNAH), 1998.
15Peace Corps-Honduras, Investigación Programática de Sitio y Asignación de Voluntario (Tegucigalpa:

Peace Corps, 1999).
16I designed surveys with two fellow Peace Corps Volunteers to gather information about the villagers’ feel-

ings towards their surrounding environment and their opinions about past projects implemented in their vil-

lage. Then, I conducted a random sample survey of 208 people living in the protected area. The initial intent
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The surveys depict Cerro Guanacaure as an economically poor area. More than

three-quarters of the people interviewed earned less than 500 lempiras monthly

(about $36 US). (See Table 1).

Large proportions of the people are landless or only have small parcels that are

not sufficient for subsistence.17 An even larger proportion of those interviewed in

the villages of El Despoblado earn less than L500, while similar percentages are land-

less. In addition, there is little formal education. In Cerro Guanacaure, 76 percent had

not completed sixth grade; in El Despoblado, 81 percent.

The poorest of the poor in Cerro Guanacaure live in the most remote areas with

the least access, areas like El Despoblado. The community members in the more

accessible areas reported higher rates of success in their development projects.

Based on my initial experiences, I had expected that the survey would depict high dis-

content in all villages. This was likely because the community members in all villages

of Guanacaure complained that they had not been involved in projects as equals, but

rather as recipients of external aid and knowledge. The survey data show (see Table 2)

that in the sample of the entire area, 40 percent would have not changed anything

Table 1. General Characteristics of Cerro Guanacaure and El Despoblado.

Characteristics

Cerro Guanacaure

(N 5 208)

El Despoblado

(N 5 59)

Monthly Income (in Lempiras�)

0–500 79%�� 85%

501–1000 16% 10%

1000–2000 0.5% –

1001–2000 3% 5%

2001–4000 1% –

Size of Land (in hectares)

0 45% 42%

1–5 34% 29%

6–10 10% 17%

11–20 10% 12%

21þ 1% –

Level of Education

Not 6th grade 76% 81%

Completed 6th 21% 17%

High school 2% 2%

Career School 2% –

�$1 US ¼ �L14
��All percentages have been rounded

was to interview ten men and ten women in each of the twelve villages. Due to difficult access to most vil-

lages, and the occurrence of Hurricane Mitch, I interviewed 208 people of the intended 240.
17Many of the large landowners live in the larger cities, and were therefore not interviewed.

100 BRIAN J. GAREAU



about the development projects in their village. In “accessible” San Juan Arriba,

60 percent of the sample would not have changed anything. In remote Despoblado

only 30 percent of the sample would not have changed anything about their projects.

In La Carrizal, another remote area without any vehicle access, again only 30 percent

of the sample would have made no changes.

In-depth interviews with two community members who had the greatest inter-

action with project promoters and involvement in executing development projects

provided keen insight into the make-up of development agencies and their impacts

on local areas.

4. The Demise of the Mira Flores Coffee Cooperative

An in-depth interview with a landowner from Los Cocos revealed a history of

unsuccessful development schemes in Cerro Guanacaure. That development has

been strongly oriented toward economic growth, mainly for those who could partici-

pate in production for exchange designed to benefit foreign investors. I conducted the

interview after I had been a resident of Los Cocos for about one year. The interviewee,

“Carlos,” had lived in Guanacaure for most of his adult life. He was both victim and

prizewinner of neoliberal development for exchange.18

Carlos explained that German entrepreneurs were the first developers of Guana-

caure, having arrived during the 1930s. The Germans bought 20,000 hectares of land

from the Honduran government and turned it into shade coffee plantations and cattle

pasture. They hired local Hondurans to act as managers, to improve the economic

integrity of the plantations, and ostensibly to create a self-sufficient local community

Table 2. Project Improvement Suggestions by Residents of Certain Villages in Cerro

Guanacaure.

San Juan Arriba

(N 5 20)

El Despoblado

(N 5 20)

La Carrizal

(N 5 17)

“What would you have

done differently with

the project”?

Nothing 55% 31% 29%

More participation – 14% –

More profit – 2% –

Less time consuming 5% – –

Other 40% 54% 71%

18I conducted this interview in collaboration with a reporter, and it appeared in segments in a 1999 article

(Beth Hamilton, “Revelaciòn – Amid Hurricane’s Ruin, the Search for a Future,” The Hartford Courant,

January 31, 1999).
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of coffee laborers. The Germans loaned large amounts of money to local farmers and

peasants so they could expand the coffee harvest and increase economic growth. What

ensued was the establishment of a coffee cooperative in Cerro Guanacaure, “Mira

Flores,” located in what is now El Despoblado.

Due to increased demand for coffee harvesters, the cooperative initiated a surge

of migration to Guanacaure, bringing in a working class completely dependent on the

coffee harvest. Carlos worked his way up the managerial ladder of the coffee business,

ultimately becoming overseer of the entire operation, along with a companion,

“Ricardo.” When a disagreement occurred between the Honduran government and

the Germans in the 1960s, the government forced the Germans to leave, confiscated

the coffee land and handed it “over to a few political cronies.”19 This created a class of

wealthy landowners who were suddenly in charge of the economic base of the entire

region.

From that point on, Mira Flores experienced a steady decline in harvest volume

and membership. The major landlords squandered away their earnings, ultimately

resulting in the near-closure of the 125-member coffee cooperative, where so many

of El Despoblado’s residents made their livelihoods, in 1982. Now, Mira Flores is

merely part of a larger coffee cooperative, and it has only 19 members. Some

of the more fortunate managers, like Carlos and Ricardo, secured some land for them-

selves, but the unequal distribution of landholdings had ill effects that are still appar-

ent today.

The tragedy of the Mira Flores cooperative shows how exchange market-oriented

economic development can rupture social relationships if devoid of local autonomy.

Mira Flores can now afford to hire only a handful of workers. The rest of the popu-

lation is forced to seek temporary employment from the few large coffee landowners,

borrow from family members, travel long distances to earn wages/send remittances,

or work on their own inadequate plots of land. Here we see the extension of capitalism

leading to heightened inequality and the inability of the local sphere to establish any

control within the conditions set by the world market.

The coffee plantation owners, like Carlos, are better off than the landless pea-

sants, but their lack of autonomy in the extended exchange market is a significant

deterrent to real improvement of the quality of life in the entire area. The coffee

growers are dependent on middlemen in Choluteca and the larger Honduran cities

(Tegucigalpa and San Pedro Sula) to sell their coffee on the international market,

drastically reducing their income: “The (coming) crisis is going to be much worse

than they even know,” Carlos said. The situation is getting worse. In recent years, cof-

fee prices have declined, as have the sizes of the harvests, leading to fewer hired hands

on coffee plantations and less pay per hour. As of 1998, a male in Los Cocos earned

only L30 ($2 US) per day during the coffee harvest season. A woman or child earned

L20 ($1.3 US) per day.

19Ibid., p. 8.
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The mudslide damage caused by Hurricane Mitch in 1998 made the situation

even more difficult, resulting in even less coffee and less hired labor – not to mention

the radical alteration of the ecosystem and local way of life.20 In January of 2001,

Carlos told me that his most recent coffee harvest fell from 18–22 quintales (1,800

pounds to 2,200 pounds US) to only 5–6 quintales (500 to 600 pounds).

5. Isaiah and the Coffee Funders

They get one gift and then they want another. Gifting the people does not move

them forward! After the gift is gone, where are the people left? Where they

started from, or worse. – Isaiah, Los Cocos, April 16, 1998.

Living in El Despoblado while conducting the research proved indispensable

in terms of gaining trust and awareness of the local people. One particularly invalu-

able contact was a man named “Isaiah” who had a great deal of involvement with

development agencies in Guanacaure. His ideas contradict those of the development

agencies, yet his approach is not anti-development. Rather, he wants to change devel-

opment to meet the needs of the people while considering long-term effects.

Isaiah explained that most of the external aid to El Despoblado is directed toward

coffee growers who are able to participate in production for export. The Asociación

Hondureño de Productores de Café, or the Honduras Association of Coffee Producers

(APROCAFE) is the “Mother” of all the other coffee development funds that operate

in Cerro Guanacaure. This group acts as a foundation for the development of the com-

munities of coffee farmers; it helps them in export markets and road repair so that the

coffee can be transported.

Two offshoots of APROCAFE are DIMAQ (División de Maquinarı́a y Equipo, or

the Division of Machinery and Equipment), and DICOMCAFE (Distribuidora y

Comercialidora de Café, or the Distributor and “Marketer” of Coffee). These agencies

provide activities designed to aid the farmer in making a profit, such as setting up

producer organizations, organizing pest management, securing discounts on coffee

machinery, and helping with classifying the quality of the producer’s coffee. Once

the coffee is classified, DICOMCAFE takes it and sells it in San Pedro Sula.

Fondo Cafetaleros (Coffee Farmer Fund), a subsidiary of APROCAFE, was

designed to help the rural coffee farmer. Ostensibly, it acts as a just middleman

(buyer and exporter) in the coffee market. Returns from coffee sales that used to be

lost to middlemen external to the coffee agency are now used to fix roads, bridges

and drainages, as well as to repair schools in coffee-growing communities. Fondo

Cafetaleros is set up in a hierarchical fashion, with a national junta (overseeing

group or board), a department junta, a municipal junta and a local rural junta. The

organization reimburses junta members for travel costs so they can participate in

capacitaciònes (training sessions) on how to be leaders in the community. The more

20Brian J. Gareau, Project Guanacaure: House Reconstruction Post Hurricane Mitch – Los Cocos & El

Pueblito, El Corpus, Choluteca, Honduras, Central America (Tegucigalpa: Peace Corps Honduras, 1999).
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coffee produced in a region, the more help the region receives from the Fondo

Cafetaleros.

IHCAFE (Instituto Hondureño de Café) is yet another coffee development

agency. Isaiah planned training sessions for IHCAFE in Cerro Guanacaure. A

group of IHCAFE representatives visited the local farmers and invited them to partici-

pate in sessions about the technical components of coffee growing. They trained

people in Cerro Guanacaure to build efficient coffee tree nurseries, maintain seedling

plots, commercialize their product, treat the farm for pests, and de-pulp coffee in an

environmentally sound manner.

The major problem with all these coffee development groups is that they bypass

the poorest of the poor and widen the gap between the coffee plantation owner and the

landless peasant by promoting market schemes designed strictly by the dictates of

non-local exchange. “Improvement” of coffee plantations results in the displacement

of landless families, for the reasons that improvement involves more industrially

organized, often monocultural coffee plantations that leave no room for the common

make-shift peasant dwellings. Additionally, “improvement” leads to the introduction

of shadeless coffee varieties, resulting in the loss of important food and nutrition

sources for the rural poor and degradation of the local environment. The poorest

inhabitants in Guanacaure rely on the fruits (mangos, avocados, oranges, bananas,

and tamarinds) supplied by the shade system, and they often harvest them with the

approval (and sometimes without) of coffee plantation owners.

Isaiah’s description of the various coffee development agencies also demon-

strates that these coffee groups are trying to promote an ethic of individualism

among the coffee growers. By training the coffee growers to operate exclusively as

individuals, the development agencies depress the various ties that the coffee farmers

have to their community members in terms of kinship responsibilities and local com-

munal decision-making processes. These coffee development groups show no con-

cern for any of the production for use values in the local communities. It is evident

that the development agencies are only concerned about enhancing the coffee

growers’ ability to compete in the world market. This sort of market pressure, its dis-

embeddedness of local social relations from economic exchange, is a central focus of

critics of “market triumphalism.”21 Indeed, this instance in Honduran development

confirms the political ecological concern that “the pressure[s] of production on

resources” in a neoliberal exchange market economy “is transmitted to the environ-

ment through social relations which compel the land manager to make excessive

demands” on both the environment and the human relations of production.22

The landowners must cooperate with the externally determined mandates of

the coffee agencies. Isaiah explained, for instance, that under DICOMCAFE the

21Richard Peet and Michael Watts, “Liberation Ecology: Development, Sustainability, and Environment in

an Age of Market Triumphalism,” in Richard Peet and Michael Watts, eds., Liberation Ecologies: Environ-

ment, Development, Social Movements (New York: Routledge, 1996).
22Ibid., p. 6.
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coffee growers are required to forfeit 25 percent of the total value of their coffee to the

agency in return for its assistance with export and road repair. However, the agencies

decide how to spend this money, without owner collaboration. The cafetaleros have

little choice but to comply with the provisions set by the hierarchical aid groups,

because without such aid their plantations will flounder.

What is especially negative is that development agencies work only with the most

market-savvy members of a community (in this case, propertied coffee growers), result-

ing in problems that go beyond the “cultural fragmentation” caused by multiple

development groups;23 it exacerbates internal cleavages between haves and have-nots.

This could be avoided by incorporating local communal strategies of use and auton-

omous exchange into the development scheme. Accordingly, the solution is not “non-

commodified” forms of exchange, but rather, particular forms of exchange that retain

(or restore) a link to the use value inherent in the commodity-society-nature relationship,

thus discouraging the environmentally destructive aspects of neoliberal exchange

markets.

6. The Hurricane Mitch Home Repair Project

In late October 1998, Hurricane Mitch ravaged most of Honduras and parts of

Nicaragua and El Salvador. Southern Honduras was one of the most devastated

areas. Cerro Guanacaure endured terrible damage caused by mudslides and inundated

streams. In El Despoblado, 30 homes were either destroyed or severely damaged, their

owners left homeless or living in precarious conditions. The patronato (town council)

president of Los Cocos reported 90 percent losses in harvests of corn, sorghum, and

beans for most farmers.24 The coffee harvest was devastated as well, meaning certain

loss of labor opportunities for, potentially, years.

Despite the tragic state of the community, not a single agency arrived in El Despo-

blado to aid in home repair. The only program offered was a food-for-work project for

road repair sponsored by the US Agency for International Development (USAID) and

managed by COHDEFOR (the Honduran Forest Service) and municipal mayors. Hon-

duran officials in the larger cities and municipality centers decided the program would

not channel funds from any aid projects to home repair because of fear that community

members would misuse the project materials.25 It is also possible that the funding

parties did not see any benefit to providing support for home repair in such isolated

villages, not only because they are “marketless” projects oriented towards production

for use, but also because of the lack of economic potential in the area.

23Although I acknowledge this as a serious problem as well – cf. David Lewis, et al., “Practice, Power and

Meaning: Frameworks for Studying Organizational Culture in Multi-agency Rural Development Projects,”

CCS International Working Paper, 12, 2002.
24Personal communication.
25My personal communication in 1999 with a mayor in the Guanacaure region who wished to remain

anonymous
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The patronato of Los Cocos, however, decided that it had to take action to

improve the security of people’s homes. As a Peace Corps Volunteer, I acted as a

facilitator in the planning and implementation of the patronato’s request. Having

learned from the development problems discussed above, the patronato suggested

that in order for reconstruction to be (both ecologically and socio-culturally) “sustain-

able,” the community members needed to be fully involved in the improvement pro-

cess. The local people’s perceptions of past projects and their own resources needed to

be considered, so that the community could move forward from the ecological crisis

without repeating the history of failure in development.

The patronato of Los Cocos managed a number of project activities in a way that

linked them to the concepts of autonomy in decision-making, planning, and demo-

cratic organization. For instance, they wrote the home repair proposal soliciting

funds from the Peace Corps Partnership Program. In order to ensure a just distribution

of improvements and the transparency of the project, the patronato then elected a pro-

ject committee consisting of three community members with experience in house con-

struction. The committee’s job was to assess the damage caused by the hurricane and

to prioritize community members most in need of aid. The creation of this committee

served to increase participation of community members.

The project committee determined that 25 homes were either destroyed or too

damaged to safely inhabit.26 Then, the patronato organized labor groups and hired

local workers such as roofing tile makers, carpenters, and masons. Whatever resources

could not be obtained within the community were bought in Choluteca and trans-

ported by a bus operated by a local family. In this way, payment for transportation

and materials benefited families from El Despoblado.

To address the ecological conditions of the community, if only rudimentarily, the

patronato and the committee decided to repair the damaged homes only to levels that

existed before the hurricane damage. In this manner, the impact on the surrounding

environment would be minimal. Only felled trees were used for lumber, and all

other activities to secure local supplies were undertaken with consideration for

their environmental impacts. Everything that could be salvaged from the ruined

homes was reused.27

The democratic organization of the project extended into the community at large.

The Los Cocos patronato held several community meetings that all beneficiaries were

required to attend. The initial meeting focused on community assessment. The next

meeting involved writing the project proposal. When the proposal was finalized

and signed by all potential beneficiaries and project leaders, it was sent to the

26The USAID/COHDEFOR developers might have been astonished to learn that not one of the three elected

assessors secured home repair for themselves!
27The careful management of resources is commonplace from the perspective of the rural poor. Guha’s tri-

bute essay to Anil Agarwal explicates this point quite clearly. The rural poor have a vital interest in utilizing

whatever materials they may have for securing their survival, Ramachandra Guha, “Anil Agarwal and the

Environmentalism of the Poor,” CNS,13, 3, 2002.
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Peace Corps in Washington for evaluation. The Peace Corps Partnership Program

accepted and funded the project in January of 1999.

An important reason for success in the house reconstruction project was the inte-

gration of local, autonomous exchanges into the process. Materials needed to repair

the homes of El Despoblado (roofing tiles, adobes, etc.) were purchased from local

producers in El Despoblado. Several community members were hired to help with

house repair for single mothers or others in need of special assistance, thus incorpor-

ating another aspect of local exchange. In all other cases, the homeowners themselves,

along with whatever other family and community assistance could be acquired,

repaired their homes without payment for their labor. Therefore, community members

helped each other and benefited economically.

The strong local networks maintained by the organization of the project aided in

its perseverance even in the difficult natural conditions of the Honduran rainy season.

Several trips were made to Choluteca for materials that could not be obtained in El

Despoblado. Transportation proved a difficult undertaking, as an earlier report on

the project described:

For two months the road from El Despoblado to Choluteca was impassable

due to heavy rains . . . On one such trip, the hired bus brought the materials

[and other passengers] as close to [El Despoblado] as it could – still a one-

and-a-half-hour walk away . . . Over the next few days, the beneficiaries

walked down the mountain to claim their materials and bring them up to [El

Despoblado]. Indeed, the entire project was an incredible effort.28

In sum, this Guanacaure case demonstrates the incorporation of production for

use and the local maintenance of capital exchanges. Of course, the circumstances

of this project were unusual; it was designed only several months after a natural

disaster, and it involved the collective action of people in the desperation of homeless-

ness. These unique features, however, do not negate the fact that important

connections were made between the use value gained by home improvement and

the autonomy achieved by making use of community skills and resources in exchange.

The appearance of such connections provides an example of how societies can

become more egalitarian and ecologically sustainable.

As Bob Jessop29 pointed out, Marx noted that there are fundamental differences

between use value and exchange value; the former gives way to the expansion of the

latter in capital markets. I agree with Jessop that “all economic forms of the capital

relation embody different but interconnected versions of this contradiction.”30 Social

struggles can take on what appear to be mundane forms, such as those depicted in the

development projects above. Yet, they are also struggles involving accumulation and

28Gareau, 1999, op. cit., pp. 2–3.
29Bob Jessop, “The Crisis of the National Spatio – Temporal Fix and the Tendential Ecological Dominance

of Globalizing Capitalism,” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 24, 2, 2000.
30Ibid., p. 325, my emphasis.
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use. The house reconstruction project demonstrates how particular places and actors

may gain a form of control over their local forms of use and exchange.

7. Is There Potential for Fair Trade Exchange?

The goal for rural communities can not be isolation from the exchanges of the

global market; many rural places require resources that are external to their immediate

surroundings. However, communities must have access to networks of exchange that

allow for the incorporation of local values, that safeguard their inherent use values and

local exchange relations so that they may obtain a secure nature-society relationship.

This can be accomplished by developing exchanges via alternative networks that

modify or by-pass the limitations of state-controlled markets.31 Fair trade networks –

if employed as an alternative development strategy with a long-term socio-ecological

vision – might have a potential to preserve use value and local autonomy, to create

empowering modes of exchange.

Fair trade is described as an exchange network that seeks to ameliorate inequities

between developed nations and developing nations by working “in and against the

market.”32 The goal is to establish a close-fitting linkage between producers and con-

sumers by avoiding corporate intermediaries. The goals of fair trade extend beyond

achieving price premiums for producers – to the inclusion of other goals, such as

democratic organization, education, community development, and sustainable agri-

culture. Extending the concept of fair trade beyond the farm to “also include greater

emphasis on non-farm rural employment in industry, manufacturing and services”

could bolster the broader economy of rural areas, making them less dependent on

the supply and demand of specific agricultural commodities.33

Fair trade networks represent a form of exchange that respects local knowledge

networks and local conditions of production. As a response to “modernized” exchange

systems, fair trade attempts to give people more control over their means of pro-

duction. As Lori Ann Thrupp34 demonstrated, constructing development from a

local network perspective allows local knowledge and modes of production to

“become a source of political-economic empowerment [for] rural people.”35 Whether

31As Michael Burawoy points out, there are ways around the constraints of established market networks,

networks that limit local autonomy and political involvement. These alternatives are found when we

“think . . . not in or even against the nation state but above and below the nation state, in the global-local

nexus – regional communities strung together on a global net.” See Burawoy, “Marxism after Commun-

ism,” Theory and Society, 29, 2, 2000, p. 173.
32Laura Raynolds, “Forging New Producer-Consumer Links Through Fair Trade Agro-Food Networks,”

Sociologia Ruralis, 42, 2002.
33Jon Hellin, “Coca Eradication in the Andes: Lessons from Bolivia,” CNS, 12, 2, 2001.
34Lori Ann Thrupp, “Legitimizing Local Knowledge: From Displacement to Empowerment for Third

World People,” Agriculture and Human Values, 6, 3, 1989.
35In, Kees Jensen, Political Ecology, Mountain Agriculture, and Knowledge in Honduras (Amsterdam:

Thela Publishers, 1998), p. 165.
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or not fair trade production networks can fulfill this lofty goal is yet to be seen. Fair

trade has provided a premium for producers that often exceeds the world market

price. The premium is often used by local communities in social and environmental

projects – contributing to their sustainability. Non-governmental organizations

work with local producers in fair trade projects to “inform local producers about

alternative markets and facilitate producers’ access to a range of critical economic,

political, and technical resources.”36 But as Michael Watts so poignantly pointed

out, alternative exchange schemes such as fair trade often over-emphasize their poten-

tial for success. Still, “they unquestionably represent alternative networks, sources of

power and discursive practice not readily captured by an overly deterministic view of

global and macro-structural political economic forces.”37

Fair trade strategies are readily adopted by global market-based institutions, just

as neoliberal development “guises in neutral-sounding language highly value-laden

assumptions about the benign and infallible nature of a market economy and the

inevitability of a skewed distribution in land and wealth.”38 Whether or not fair

trade has the capacity to maintain the use values of local communities (including

the values of place/natural resources, communal sharing, and communal organization)

while exposing local production networks to global exchange is still unknown. Cer-

tainly, the fact that Starbucks, a multi-national corporation with a market capitaliza-

tion of $8.8 billion, now sells “fair trade” coffee is reason enough to suspect that

monopoly capital can co-opt the ideology of fair trade.39

8. Conclusion

The success of the Hurricane Mitch home repair project reflects something that

had never been achieved in El Despoblado, in terms of the empowerment of local

people employed in a development project. The success was attained primarily

because the Hurricane Mitch project was geared towards production for use (in

this case shelter) and exchanges that benefited local market relations. Home repair

is a task often accompanied by collective action and support, and many post-crisis

projects are met with ephemeral success only to be diminished in the long-term.

The important aspect of the Hurricane Mitch project, one that may be translatable

into development schemes of other locales, is that it entailed production for use based

on local autonomy. As major agencies such as the World Bank have recognized for

decades, home improvement has a great multiplier effect. Home improvement pro-

36Laura Raynolds, “Re-Embedding Global Agriculture: The International Organic and Fair Trade Move-

ments,” Agriculture and Human Values, 17, 2000, p. 305.
37Michael Watts, “Development III: The Global Agri-food System and Late Twentieth Century Develop-

ment (or Kautsky Redux),” Progress in Human Geography, 20, 2, 2001, p. 235.
38Tony Weis, “Contradictions and Change in Jamaica: Theorizing Ecosocial Resistance Amidst Ecological

Crisis,” CNS, 12, 2, 2001, p. 94.
39See also, Marie-Christine Renard, “Fair Trade: Quality, Market and Conventions,” Journal of Rural

Studies, 19, 2003.
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jects have the potential to lead to autonomous exchange production networks. How-

ever, achieving such autonomy via the marriage of use value and autonomous

exchange is still far off. Fair trade, a prevalent alternative to neoliberal terms of

trade, if coupled with producer-community links forged in a use value-local exchange

synthesis, may be one way to proceed.

Fair trade is a potential alternative to the dictates of neoliberal exchange markets.

Yet, to be successful, it must take into account the importance of synthesizing local

use values with autonomy in exchange. Otherwise, fair trade risks continuing the

economic exploitation and environmental degradation of the market that dominates

the globe today. In the spirit of alternative development with an extended vision,

fair trade (in coffee production, for example) has the capability to encourage local

autonomy and local equity in market exchanges.
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