
3 Conflicted Landscape
CIAT and Sugarcane in Colombia

Timothy W. Lorek

In a bunker far under the ice on the Norwegian island of Svalbard, 12
degrees latitude north of the Arctic Circle, seeds descended from maize
landraces collected in Colombia are catalogued as part of the effort to
preserve the world’s agricultural genetic diversity and cultural patrimony.
Here in the Svalbard Global Seed Vault, reserve seeds are filed in an
abandoned coal mine for future breeding projects or in case of catastrophe.
Nearly a million samples of seeds in the vault represent duplicates for over
one-third of the genetic diversity contained in seed banks around theworld.

The Svalbard Global Seed Vault opened in 2008 under a tripartite
agreement between the Norwegian government, the Nordic Genetic
Resource Center, and the Global Crop Diversity Trust, the latter
a partnership between the United Nations Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) and the Consultative Group on International
Agricultural Research (CGIAR).1 That year, the vault received its first
batch of shipments of duplicate seeds from around the world, including
Colombia, where CGIAR operates out of the International Center for
Tropical Agriculture (CIAT), opened in 1967 outside the city of Palmira
on the tropical floodplain of the Cauca River.2

Within months in late 2017 and early 2018, both the Svalbard Global
Seed Vault and CIAT celebrated anniversaries. Scientists, philanthrop-
ists, government officials, and journalists arrived at Svalbard airport in
Longyearbyen, Norway on the arctic ice and at Alfonso Bonilla Aragón
International airport in Palmira, Colombia in the tropical heat. They

1 On Svalbard and seed banks, see HelenAnneCurry, “TheHistory of Seed Banking and the
Hazards of Backup,” Social Studies of Science 52, no. 5 (2022): 664–688;Helen AnneCurry,
Endangered Maize: Industrial Agriculture and the Crisis of Extinction (Oakland: University of
California Press, 2022); Courtney Fullilove, The Profit of the Earth: The Global Seeds of
American Agriculture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017); and Xan SarahChacko,
“Creative Practices of Care: The Subjectivity, Agency, and Affective Labor of Preparing
Seeds for Long-Term Banking,” Culture, Agriculture, Food, and Environment 41, no. 2
(2019): 97–106.

2 “Svalbard Global Seed Vault Celebrates 10 Years,” Press Release, February 27, 2018,
International Institute of Tropical Agriculture (IITA), www.iita.org/news-item/svalbard-
global-seed-vault-celebrates-10-years/.
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celebrated these institutions and their histories and looked forward to
their continued roles in tackling some of the twenty-first century’s endur-
ing issues, including food security, climate change, war, and natural
disaster.3 The stories these sites tell about themselves have changed
since CIAT’s founding in 1967; however, one constant remains – their
global orientation.

This chapter introduces CIAT in Palmira, Colombia, contextualizing
its founding and historical evolution and juxtaposing its research agenda
and purported accomplishments against the lived reality of late twentieth-
century rural Colombians, particularly those in Valle del Cauca, the
political department in which Palmira and CIAT are located. Although
CIAT is a key node in a global network that spans from Palmira to
Svalbard, the global history perspective presented at anniversary celebra-
tions and in official publications, whatever its other merits, misses or
minimizes the Colombian side of the story.4

CIAT’s founding role in the establishment of CGIAR in 1971, and its
continuing significance today, situates the site within the circulation of
scientists, seeds, and funding in a global network of agricultural science.
But in Colombia, the social, political, and economic landscape in which
CIAT operates may be discerned in the speaker list for the celebrations of
CIAT’s fiftieth anniversary in 2017: corporate executives, local and
national politicians, a peace negotiator with the guerrilla, international
aid workers, and land-grant academics. Their convergence in the agrarian
history of the Cauca Valley binds the experiences of the Latin American
Cold War and the multigenerational Colombian conflict to global pro-
cesses of agricultural science, development, and capitalism.

In Palmira, CIAT’s history has played out against the backdrop of
a landscape indelibly marked by a parallel history of agricultural corpor-
atization and monoculture, particularly via the ascendency of
a sugarcane agro-industrial complex that has, since 1959, organized
under the auspices of the politically powerful Colombian Sugarcane
Growers Association (ASOCAÑA). The refined sugar industry
has many by-products – candy, alcohol, and biofuels, but also land

3 To date, the only withdrawal from the Svalbard Global Seed Vault came between 2015
and 2017 when the International Center for Agricultural Research in the Dry Areas
(ICARDA) requested seeds to relocate its research and conservation work from war-
torn Syria to new sites in Lebanon and Morocco. See “Svalbard Global Seed Vault
Celebrates 10 Years.” Also see Courtney Fullilove, Chapter 1, this volume.

4 The history of CIAT has thus far remained the purview of official, institutional histories.
See, for example, the history commissioned for CIAT’s fiftieth anniversary: John Lynam
and Derek Byerlee, Forever Pioneers – CIAT: 50 Years Contributing to a Sustainable Food
Future . . . and Counting, CIATPublicationNo. 444 (Cali, Colombia: CIAT, 2017), http://
hdl.handle.net/10568/89043.
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concentration and the Colombian government’s commitment to private
capital growth over land reform, environmental and public health issues
related to nitrate leaching from chemical fertilizers and inputs including
glyphosate herbicide, and societal consequences such as diabetes and
obesity related to a steady rise in per capita refined sugar consumption.
Collectively, these have played an important role in the country’s long-
running and multidimensional armed conflict.5 In fact, one of the first
victims of a guerrilla insurgency kidnapping in Colombia occurred in
1965, when the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC)
symbolically targeted, kidnapped, and murdered Harold Eder, heir to
the largest and oldest sugarcane corporation in the valley.6 Throughout
much of the second half of the twentieth century, parts of the Cauca
Valley remained a landscape of conflict. But it was also a landscape of
conflicting agricultures, or at least agricultural visions. This valley was
and is home both to a sprawling sugarcane monoculture and to a world-
renowned international research entity dedicated to the improvement of
staple food crops, most notably beans, rice, cassava, and pasture grasses.
What does the jarring realization that CIAT exists in a sea of corporate
sugarcane suggest about the conflicted landscapes of global food pro-
duction, scientific research, and CGIAR?7 (See Figure 3.1.)

5 On the growth of private agribusiness, see Joan Marull, Olga Delgadillo,
Claudio Cattaneo, María José La Rota, and Fridolin Krausmann, “Socioecological
Transition in the Cauca River Valley, Colombia (1943–2010): Towards an Energy-
Landscape Integrated Analysis,” Regional Environmental Change 18, no. 4 (2018):
1073–1087. On environmental and public health issues, see Olga Deldadillo-Vargas,
Roberto Garcia-Ruiz, and Jaime Forero-Álvarez, “Fertilising Techniques and Nutrient
Balances in the Agriculture Industrialization Transition: The Case of Sugarcane in the
CaucaRiver Valley (Colombia), 1943–2010,”Agriculture, Ecosystems and Environment 218
(2016): 150–162. Details on glyphosate and public health from private communications
with retired CIAT scientist Douglas Laing, August 2013. See also “‘No puede ser que en
Cali se sufra de recortes de agua’: Douglas Laing,” El Tiempo (September 9, 2014),
www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/CMS-14509898. On sugar consumption rates,
see US Foreign Agricultural Service, Colombia – Sugar Annual – Colombian Sugar Industry
Maintains High Production Levels, Global Agricultural Information Network (GAIN)
Report Number 1904 (April 12, 2019): https://apps.fas.usda.gov/newgainapi/api/report/
downloadreportbyfilename?filename=Sugar%20Annual_Bogota_Colombia_4-12-2019.
pdf, and Andrew Jacobs and Matt Richtel, “She Took on Colombia’s Soda Industry.
Then She Was Silenced,” New York Times (November 13, 2017), www.nytimes.com/20
17/11/13/health/colombia-soda-tax-obesity.html. On violence in the sugarcane zone, see
Michael Taussig, Law in a Lawless Land: Diary of a Limpieza in Colombia (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2003).

6 Cali’s most circulated daily ran a feature on Eder’s murder as part of its coverage of the
Colombian government’s negotiation of a peace accord with the FARC from 2013 to 2016.
Catalina Villa, “La historia deHarold Eder, uno de los primeros secuestrados de las FARC,”
El País [Cali, Colombia] (September 22, 2016), https://www.elpais.com.co/proceso-de-paz/
la-historia-de-harold-eder-uno-de-los-primeros-secuestrados-de-las-farc.html.

7 The imagery of a sea of sugarcane is elaborated in Carmen Cecilia Rivera, Luis
Germán Naranjo, and Ana María Duque, De María a un mar de caña: Imaginarios de
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In this chapter, I borrow the concept of deterritorialization from
anthropology and political geography to suggest an important framework
for writing the history of CGIAR centers from the ground up.8 In these
pages, I’m less interested in evaluating the global impact of CIAT, and
even less in celebrating its successes or condemning its failures. Instead,
my interests coalesce around the international center’s relationship to the
landscape, people, and politics just outside its gates. I advocate for seeing
research centers in place and evaluating science and knowledge produc-
tion as actions that take place. Despite their global orientation and circu-
lation, CGIAR centers still rely on local, place-specific environments for
soil and water, on local people to drive shuttles and buses, tend to fields,
serve food, and clean the bathrooms, and on local businesses and regional
and national politics for coordination, agreements, infrastructure, and
even funding, whether applied directly to the center’s operations or
indirectly via the financing of roads, airports, and state-funded public
university programs, to mention a few. Despite these ties, the beneficiar-
ies of CIAT’s research seem to consistently live beyond the Cauca Valley.
Viewed from the Cauca Valley, I argue that CIAT has adopted a placeless
research agenda, that is, one not specific to a particular location or

Figure 3.1 CIAT land at headquarters in Palmira leased to corporate
sugarcane producers surrounds the gates to the research center (seen in
the side mirror), July 2022. Photo by Timothy W. Lorek.

naturaleza en la transformación del paisaje vallecaucano entre 1950 y 1970, 2nd edn. (Cali,
Colombia: Universidad Autónoma de Occidente, 2017).

8 On the conceptualization of deterritorialization, see Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari,
A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (London: Continuum, 1987). On
theorizing territory and deterritorialization in Colombia, see Arturo Escobar, Territories
of Difference: Place, Movements, Life, Redes (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008).
For a more recent example, see Marcela Velasco, “Territory and Territoriality in
Colombian Politics,” Contextualizaciones Latinoamericanas 8, Special Issue (May
2016): 1–19.
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attuned to the nuances of local sociopolitical conditions. Instead, CIAT
has offered scientific solutions for a placeless conceptualization of the
global tropics, a phenomenon described in this volume for CGIAR more
broadly, for example in Derek Byerlee and Greg Edmeades’ description
(Chapter 9, this volume) of CIMMYT’s mega-environments in maize
breeding, Prakash Kumar’s account (Chapter 2, this volume) of the
imaginative definition of upland crop zones, and others.9 Immediately
outside CIAT’s gates, imagined solutions to the supposed challenges of
the global tropics are minimally applicable amidst the reality of the
sugarcane agro-industrial complex.

CIAT’s advocates undoubtedly feel that it is not their institution’s
purpose to address local sociopolitical conditions. In this regard,
CIAT scientists and their proponents adhere to a familiar myth, or,
more generously, ideal, that views science as apolitical. Of course,
CIAT, born of the hissing boilers and hot furnaces of the geopolitical
Cold War, is nothing if not political.10 As we shall see, CIAT leader-
ship’s historical and internally contested decision not to address local
conditions was a political choice in the slippery language of anti-
politics.11

At the same time, CIAT advocates are right to point out that the center
did not create the inequalities of the Cauca Valley. The purpose here is
not to blame CGIAR sites for creating or exacerbating rural inequalities.

9 Also in this volume,Wilson Picado describes a disconnect betweenCIAT bean programs
and on-the-ground realities of displacement during theCentral American civil wars of the
late 1970s and 1980s.HarroMaat (Chapter 6, this volume) andRebekahThompson and
James Smith (Chapter 7, this volume) similarly describe a degree of geographic discon-
nection or placelessness in CGIAR research agendas in Africa.

10 Recent assessments of the ColdWar geopolitics of science and expertise in Latin America
include Andra B. Chastain and Timothy W. Lorek, eds., Itineraries of Expertise: Science,
Technology, and the Environment in Latin America’s Long ColdWar (Pittsburgh: University
of Pittsburgh Press, 2020); Anne-Emanuelle Birn and Raúl Necochea López, eds.,
Peripheral Nerve: Health and Medicine in Cold War Latin America (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2020); and Eden Medina, Ivan da Costa Marques, and
Christina Holmes, eds., Beyond Imported Magic: Essays on Science, Technology, and
Society in Latin America (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2014).

11 The classic treatises on the anti-politics of the postwar development era include
James Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine: “Development,” Depoliticization, and
Bureaucratic Power in Lesotho (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994);
Timothy Mitchell, Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2002); and, for Colombia, Arturo Escobar, Encountering
Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1995). More recent examples for the Colombian case include Amy
C. Offner, Sorting out the Mixed Economy: The Rise and Fall of Welfare and Developmental
States in the Americas (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2019) and a critique by
Rebecca Tally, “How Not to Win Friends”: Mundane Matters, Constant Critique, and
the Rockefeller Foundation’s Defense of Wheat Production in Colombia, 1950–1965,”
Agricultural History 97, no. 1 (2023): 84–120.
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Rather, this chapter seeks to historicize CIAT in Cauca Valley soil and
understand its creation and evolution as intertwined with, rather than
separate from, the challenges of monoculture, land concentration, vio-
lence, and peace that preceded the center’s establishment in 1967 and
continue to play out beyond its gates after its fiftieth birthday.

CIAT, like the fourteen other centers of the present CGIAR consor-
tium, exists in a place.12 The places where international research agendas
come into contact with specific agricultural economies reveal the contra-
dictions and conflicted landscapes of global agricultural systems.
Situating CIAT in place, then, is not an act in defiance or condemnation
of the research center, much less its scientific community. Perhaps this
chapter may even offer CIAT scientists an introduction to the compli-
cated place where they do their important work. More boldly, it offers an
attempt to contribute to the evolving mission of CIAT itself, to “help
policymakers, scientists, and farmers respond to some of the most press-
ing challenges of our time, including food insecurity and malnutrition,
climate change, and environmental degradation.”13 All of these pro-
foundly affect the Cauca Valley in Colombia. If CIAT is to be a part of
a sustainable peace in Colombia, then recognizing and reckoning with its
history in place is an important start.

Local Precedents and Contexts for CIAT

CIAT is located along a highway that cuts across sugarcane fields for
approximately thirty kilometers to connect the regional city of Palmira,
Colombia (population approx. 300,000) with the large metropolis of Cali
(approx. 2.2 million). Cali’s international airport, which regularly
delivers the world’s scientific community to CIAT, is also located along
this corridor just north of the research center. Coincidentally, this inter-
national airport (originally Palmaseca International airport) was inaugur-
ated in 1971 in order for Cali to host the Pan-American Games, the
same year that CIAT and the three other founding centers merged into

12 This is historically indisputable, although it raises interesting questions for the twenty-
first century, as CIAT and the One CGIAR system move towards greater coordination,
digital operations, and, presumably, an enhanced future role of AI technologies. Notably,
CIAT merged with Bioversity International as part of this reconfigured One CGIAR
system, further detaching CIAT from its historic headquarters in Palmira, Colombia. See
CGIAR Platform for Big Data in Agriculture, “The Platform for Big Data and theDigital
Future of CGIAR” (December 29, 2021), https://bigdata.cgiar.org/blog-post/the-plat
form-for-big-data-and-the-digital-future-of-cgiar. Also see Helen Anne Curry and
Sabina Leonelli, Chapter 10, this volume.

13 CIAT, CIAT Today: An Overview (Cali, Colombia: CIAT, 2018).
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the global consortium known as CGIAR. Cali’s growth and connection to
the world offer important background for the establishment of CIAT.

The Cauca Valley is located in southwestern Colombia, between two
divergent ranges of the Andes Mountains (Figure 3.2). In the political
department of Valle del Cauca, the Cauca River flows north past the Cali
metropolitan area. A fertile alluvial plain stretches east of the river at
approximately 1,000 meters elevation. This valley has been the subject
of grandiose proclamations of paradise and future agricultural bounty
since at least the early nineteenth century. In fact, the rise of an industrial
sugarcane zone here in the twentieth century was due substantially to the
site’s climate and geography – it is one of the few places on the planet that
can support a year-round sugarcane harvest. Climatic advantages simi-
larly contributed to the valley’s long-standing tradition of hosting agricul-
tural research centers. The valley’s unique ability to produce two annual
crops of maize attracted both Colombian and Caribbean agricultural
scientists from the 1920s through the 1950s, eventually including
Rockefeller Foundation scientists from the United States after 1948.

Despite the region’s long-advertised potential, industrial-scale agricul-
ture took hold relatively recently. Before the 1930s, the Cauca Valley’s

Figure 3.2 Monocultures of sugarcane viewed from the air dominate
the fertile alluvial lands of the Cauca River valley around Palmira,
Colombia, July 2022. Photo by Timothy W. Lorek.
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most desirable soils hosted a patchwork of sprawling cattle ranches owned
by regional elites, much to the chagrin of would-be agriculturalists. In the
nineteenth century, these ranches fed and clothed the gold-mining zones
of the Pacific Coast to the west and Antioquia to the north. The abolition
of slavery in the mid nineteenth century ushered in a period of social
unrest in the valley as newly freed Afro-Colombians from the mining
districts migrated to the towns and cities of the valley and joined with
other people of color in the region in opposition to the large ranching
estates, or latifundia. Racially charged conflict erupted in the 1850s over
fencing and landowners’ enclosure of the commons, precipitating a series
of national civil wars and an ongoing competition for the political alle-
giance of the popular classes.14

At around the same time, a new cohort of would-be industrialists with
ties to international import-export circles purchased land and began to
settle in the valley. One of these newcomers, James “Santiago” Eder,
began assembling what would become the valley’s first industrial-scale
sugar operation with the opening of a steam roller mill imported from
Scotland in 1900. That enterprise, Manuelita SA, remained a critical
player in the expansion of the sugarcane industry throughout the twenti-
eth century and is a major multinational player in the Cauca Valley today.

In the 1920s, the rural economy of the Cauca Valley pitted a traditional
cattle-ranching elite against a growing industrialist class beginning to
(slowly) coalesce its investments around sugar. Apart from both of these
groups, a vast array of small- and medium-scale cultivators, some with
land titles, others without, grew rice, cacao, plantains, sugarcane (milled
in simple trapiches to produce unrefined sucrose, or panela), and coffee (in
the foothills at the margins of the northern valley in particular). These
rural valley residents included Afro-Colombians, as well as recently
arrived colonists from Antioquia to the north, a group mythically associ-
ated with the expansion of a middle-class agricultural frontier in
Colombia. With many groups and interests at odds in a relatively small
but fertile valley, political energies focused around land tenure and space.
The ranching elite and their political benefactors became the most com-
mon targets of charges of inefficiency and wasted space, particularly as
Colombian cities such as Cali andMedellín grew and adopted heightened
industrial ambitions and a need for robust food-producing hinterlands.

In this context, the departmental government funded a series of pro-
jects in the late 1920s aimed at quelling rural conflict and laying the

14 James E. Sanders, Contentious Republicans: Popular Politics, Race, and Class in Nineteenth-
Century Colombia (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004).
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infrastructure for future industrial growth and economies of scale.15 In
1927, the department of Valle del Cauca and the national government
joined forces to fund the Palmira Agricultural Experiment Station, one of
three regional agricultural stations created to serve the country’s different
geographies and corresponding crop regimes. In the 1930s, following the
national electoral triumphs of the Liberal Party, with its populist and
reformist agenda, the young Palmira station enhanced its emphases on
the scientific improvement of a diverse palette of crops, including hybrid
rice, maize, sugar, citrus, and even experimental projects such as
Cannabis sativa, pursued to explore hemp as a possible domestic fiber
for coffee sacks. The focus on diverse and multiscalar agriculture at
Palmira complemented both regional and national moods. A series of
agricultural schools and colleges were founded around Valle del Cauca at
this time to educate the sons of campesinos, as well as a future generation of
expert agronomists. The Palmira station partnered in these education
programs and aggressively touted its extension efforts. Similarly, at the
national level, the minister of agriculture advocated for protectionist
tariffs on imported foodstuffs and offered fireside chats on the radio to
speak directly to the country’s farmers. Taking cues from the agricultural
bureaucracy of the US Department of Agriculture, as well as more cli-
matically and culturally similar efforts inMexico, Brazil, and Puerto Rico,
actors at different levels within the Colombian state sought to foster
a dynamic and self-sufficient agricultural sector.

Sugarcane was just one subject of many for researchers at Palmira in
the 1930s. Initially, Colombian agronomists’ efforts to promote disease-
resistant hybrid canes received a lukewarm reception from valley culti-
vators. Only the few industrial-scale firms had the capital to invest in
a risk like adopting new varieties, such as the so-called POJ lines circu-
lating from the Dutch-operated Proefstation Oost Java (POJ). However,
a severe breakout of the sugarcane mosaic virus in the mid 1930s devas-
tated Colombian growers. Many of the small- and medium-scale panela
producers lost land and market share as the large entities, like
Manuelita, invested further in disease-resistant hybrids and hired for-
eign breeders. The Colombian state likewise moved to intervene in the
mosaic crisis, wresting full control of the Palmira Agricultural
Experiment Station from theDepartment of Valle del Cauca and amping

15 On the history of agricultural science in the Cauca Valley and the life of the Palmira
Agricultural Experiment Station, see Lorek, Making the Green Revolution. On the local
Cauca Valley roots of Cold War international development programs, see Timothy
W. Lorek, “Strange Priests and Walking Experts: Nature, Spirituality, and Science in
Sprouting the Cold War’s Green Revolution,” in Chastain and Lorek, eds., Itineraries of
Expertise, pp. 93–113.
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up experimentation with sugarcane cultivars in a collaborative effort with
industrial producers and the US Department of Agriculture Sugarcane
Research Center in Canal Point, Florida. A newly strong sugar sector
thus grew out of the mosaic crisis with firm collaborative investments
from Bogotá and Washington, DC. Manuelita, for its part, built
a massive new factory with a refinery that inaugurated production in
1952. By mid century, Valle del Cauca’s agrarian populists and political
boosters would have to look elsewhere to realize their dream of a bountiful
and dynamic valley, at least one not exclusively reserved for sugarcane.

Violence and Development

As the industrial sugarcane sector grew stronger in the aftermath of the
Colombian state’s interventions against the mosaic virus, some of the
proponents of the old Palmira Agricultural Experiment Station and its
extensionmission reached out to foreign experts and funders to keep their
programs going.16 AsWorldWar II ended and the ColdWar dawned, the
US government responded, establishing Point Four projects and collab-
orations with Cauca Valley partners, including a series of exchanges run
through Michigan State University. The Rockefeller Foundation also
responded, launching the Colombian Agricultural Program (CAP) in
1950, the first international expansion of the pilot Mexican Agricultural
Program, considered by many to be the institutional birth of the Green
Revolution. CAP partnered with the Palmira station and used that site as
a base for some of its critical projects, such as maize breeding. Maize
landraces collected by Colombian agronomists based in Palmira and
Medellín on behalf of the Rockefeller Foundation would contribute
genes to new high-yielding varieties in Asia and eventually make their
way to the Svalbard Global Seed Vault.17 During the 1940s and 1950s,

16 On the rise of an industrial sugarcane sector in the Cauca Valley, see Adriana
Santos Delgado and Hugues Sánchez Mejía, La irrupción del capitalismo agrario en el
Valle del Cauca: Políticas estatales, trabajo y tecnología, 1900–1950 (Cali, Colombia:
Programa Editorial Universidad del Valle, 2010) and Hugues Sánchez Mejía and
Adriana Santos Delgado, “Estado, innovación y expansión de la agroindustria azucarera
en el valle del río Cauca (Colombia), 1910–1945,” América Latina en la Historia
Económica 21, no. 3 (September–December 2014): 201–230.

17 On the maize collection program in Colombia, see L. M. Roberts, U. J. Grant,
Ricardo Ramírez E., W. H. Hatheway, and D. L. Smith, in collaboration with Paul
C. Mangelsdorf, Races of Maize in Colombia (Washington, DC: National Academy of
Sciences – National Research Council, 1957). For the latest assessment of these maize
collection programs in Latin America, see Curry, Endangered Maize and Diana
Alejandra Méndez Rojas, “Los libros del maíz: Revolución Verde y diversidad
biológica en América Latina, 1951–1970,” Letras Históricas 24 (spring–summer 2021):
149–182.
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sugar production grew in the Cauca Valley, but so did foreign tech-
nical assistance as the Rockefeller Foundation and others took the
reins of Colombian projects and centers originally established in the
1920s.

These bifurcating processes – sugarcane intensification and Cold War
developmentalism – shared a place and time amidst great social and
political turmoil. The period between 1946 and approximately 1958 is
remembered inColombia asLaViolencia, or The Violence. This period of
horror, especially acute in the Colombian countryside, is often attributed
to partisan conflict between regional agents of the Liberal and
Conservative political parties. However, as Mary Roldán and others
have convincingly argued, the conflict had much deeper, locally situated
motivations, not least a long history of unresolved grievances related to
the control of land and water.18 In the Cauca Valley, the rise of the Cauca
Valley Corporation (CVC), a David Lillienthal-approved irrigation and
electricity agency launched in 1954, further regulated and concentrated
access to water, benefitting those with private property deeds and political
connections. Members of the regional business elite, including the
owners of sugar refineries, sat on CVC’s board of trustees.19 CVC
emerged in the exact years of La Violencia in the Cauca Valley.

Moments of heightened tension and danger loomed over the irrigated
sugarcane fields of the Cauca Valley in the 1950s. One observer in the
municipality of Florida, some thirty kilometers south of Palmira, wrote to
the national minister of government in Bogotá and described a “chaotic
state of ruin and death that is bathing the soul of the country in blood.” In
the town of Corinto, just south of Florida in Cauca Department, murder
occurred in town and country (“se mata en poblado y en despoblado”),
when and how one pleased (“cuando se quiere y como se quiere”).20

A subcommander in the Valle del Cauca unit of the Colombian military
described the effects on land and property of this “undeclared civil war.”
“Landowners abandon their properties, leaving them in the hands of
unscrupulous usufructuaries or decide to sell them at a derisory price,”
he reported after one Cauca Valley massacre.21 In this way, violence and
the fear of violence affected land value and land tenure by intensifying

18 Mary Roldán, Blood and Fire: La Violencia in Antioquia, Colombia, 1946–1953 (Durham,
NC: Duke University Press, 2002).

19 On the Cauca Valley Corporation, see Offner, Sorting out the Mixed Economy.
20 Rogerio Pulgarín to Minister of Government, October 7, 1959, Folder 2083, Box 222,

Department of Valle 1959, General Secretary, Ministry of Government, Documents
Received, Archivo General de la Nación, Bogotá (AGN).

21 Jaime Rubiano Santoyo to Señor Mayor-Comandante Unidad Policía Valle,
September 5, 1959, Folder 2083, Box 222, Department of Valle 1959, General
Secretary, Ministry of Government, Documents Received, AGN.
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land concentration throughout the valley. Anthropologist Michael
Taussig collected memories of La Violencia as a participant observer in
the valley in the 1970s. Residents described to him large landowners who
took advantage of the “frightful insecurity of those times” to drive down
land prices, accelerating processes of smallholder disadvantage relative to
an expanding number of large sugar corporations.22 Some of the largest
landowners employed pájaros (literally “birds,” slang for mercenaries) to
protect landholdings and usurp new territory in the Cauca Valley, and
CVC too resorted to armed protection as it expanded its irrigation
projects.23 Foreshadowing the rise of paramilitaries in Colombia at the
end of the twentieth century, this mid-century militarization of private
property and natural resources accelerated the process of industrializing
and commercializing the landscape.

Some of the worst violence in the Cauca Valley, including the descrip-
tions above, took place during what is sometimes referred to as the “Late
Violence,” the period following the formation of the National Front
political alliance in 1958, which theoretically ended the partisan aspect
of the conflict. As Robert Karl has described, the bipartisan agreement
that produced the National Front in Colombian politics set the stage for
martial law and the further suppression of land grievances in the name of
national reconciliation. Peasant self-protection units formed during La
Violencia evolved in this post–Cuban Revolution period into offensive-
minded guerrilla insurgencies.24 In the Cauca Valley, the most famous of
these, the FARC, kidnapped andmurderedHarold Eder of theManuelita
sugar corporation in 1965. Other businessmen in the sugar sector would
be targeted by guerrilla groups in the ensuing decades.25

Access to land and water, pressure points in the Cauca Valley and
largely unresolved since the abolition of slavery in the 1850s, became
Cold War issues during the 1950s with the conjunction of CVC and its
role in the expansion of the sugarcane industry, the developmentalism of
the World Bank and Rockefeller Foundation projects, and La Violencia.
CIAT would emerge out of this cauldron and, on the Colombian side,

22 Michael Taussig, “Peasant Economics and the Development of Capitalist Agriculture in
the Cauca Valley, Colombia,” Latin American Perspectives 3 (1978): 62–91, at 68.

23 Nazih Richani, Systems of Violence: The Political Economy of War and Peace in Colombia
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002), G. Sánchez and D. Meertens,
Bandits, Peasants and Politics: The Case of La Violencia in Colombia (Austin: University
of Texas Press, 2001), and A. Reyes Posada,Guerreros y campesinos, el despojo de la tierra en
Colombia (Bogotá: Editorial Norma, 2009). On CVC and armed protection, see Offner,
Sorting out the Mixed Economy, pp. 71–72.

24 Robert A. Karl, Forgotten Peace: Reform, Violence, and the Making of Contemporary
Colombia (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2017).

25 Sonia Milena Jaimes Peñaloza, Familia, caña, y banano: Las actividades empresariales de
Rodrigo Holguín (Medellín: La Carreta Editores, 2012).
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had roots in the land reforms of the high ColdWar orchestrated under the
National Front government of Liberal President Alberto Lleras Camargo
(1958–62). Lleras Camargo had long championed interhemispheric dip-
lomacy, having previously held the post, among others, of general secre-
tary of the Organization of American States (OAS) (1950–54). The
moderate agrarian reform of 1961 would keep Colombia close to the
United States, positioning the country as a major partner in the anti-
communist mission, ready to receive its first batch of Peace Corps
Volunteers and Alliance for Progress aid, both Cold War projects of the
Kennedy White House.

The 1961 effort was the second of two controversial land reforms
passed by the Colombian government during the middle decades of the
twentieth century, both under Liberal presidents and ostensibly designed
to help small farmers. Among other things, an earlier 1936 land reform
sought to ease tenure disputes and the grievances of squatters on unculti-
vated portions of latifundia (colonos) and farmers of vacant public lands
(baldíos) by creating a series of land judges with jurisdiction to determine
claims. This arrangement was quickly criticized by cultivators without
titles and their political allies, decrying the bias and dealing between
judges and large landowners.26 President Lleras Camargo’s 1961 land
reform would similarly produce significant backlash, as it came to be seen
as co-opted by large landed interests and a growing agribusiness sector.

The 1961 reform created two new national institutes. The first, the
Colombian Agricultural Institute (ICA), was designed by National Front
architects to integrate agricultural research with education and extension.
Then and now, ICA operated locally out of the old Palmira Agricultural
Experiment Station, today just east of the CIAT grounds. From its
inception, ICA partnered with the Colombian Institute for Agrarian
Reform (INCORA), the land reform agency created out of the 1961 law
and designed to modestly distribute title to public lands and colonization
zones without redistributing or nationalizing private property. In addition
to INCORA, ICA worked with the National University and the
Colombian national airline Avianca, which transported soil samples
from farmers to research centers such as the one at Palmira. Animal
science formed a key component of ICA’s mission during the 1960s,
especially dairy, along with crop improvement. Extension services also
became a major emphasis of ICA, in particular providing information to
“la familia campesina” regarding research and technology in order to raise

26 See Catherine LeGrand, Frontier Expansion and Peasant Protest in Colombia, 1830–1936
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1986).
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living standards.27 In this early phase, ICA operated six experiment sites
(including Palmira) and five more subsidiary research stations across the
country.

Recently, geographers and anthropologists have reflected upon the
deterritorializing effects, if not outright strategies, of INCORA, the new
land reform agency tied to ICA. As Juan Pablo Galvis described it, “land
reform, as formulated in Colombia, was a deployment of state power that
was instrumental in the historical production of marginal territories.”28

By the end of the 1960s, over 96 percent of new titles granted through
INCORA were for public lands and areas of recent colonization – “new
settlement regions.” Many of these new settlement regions were in loca-
tions like Putumayo, an Amazonian department in southern Colombia,
reflecting the Colombian state and international agencies’ consensus that
food production would increase and social conflict (e.g., communist
revolution) decrease by relocating small farmers to peripheral territories,
away from sites of friction with expanding large landowners and agribusi-
ness in the fertile valleys.29 This arrangement also involved pressure by
landowning elites for INCORA to focus on distributing untilled land
rather than break up private property.30 After 1961, for example, the
Cauca Valley’s major landowners’ organizations, including the sugar
industry’s ASOCAÑA, proposed the so-called Sugar Plan (Plan
Azucarero) to INCORA, lobbying for the expansion of large-scale sugar-
cane cultivation in order to expand wage labor and the regional economy.
INCORA could not agree to the plan outright but, in coordination with
the semi-autonomous CVC, declared that land generated from that
agency’s reclamation projects would be slated for sugarcane production.
CVC also cut deals with large landowners, exempting them from
INCORA’s caps on property size if they paid taxes or made investments
to benefit CVC’s land reclamation projects. These arrangements stimu-
lated a mutually beneficial cycle of using taxes and investments as an
official exemption strategy from state regulations, wherein those taxes
and investments were specifically tied to the expansion of sugar.31

The internal dealings of large landowners, CVC, and INCORA dove-
tailed with the final phase of the Rockefeller Foundation’s CAP.With the

27 “Historia del InstitutoColombianoAgropecuario,”Republica (June 2, 1968), Folder 76, Box
12, Series 311, RG 1.2, Rockefeller Foundation (RF), Rockefeller Archive Center (RAC).

28 Juan Pablo Galvis, “Developing Exclusion: The Case of the 1961 Land Reform in
Colombia,” Development and Change 40, no. 3 (2009): 509–529, at 511.

29 On resettlement in Putumayo, see Kristina M. Lyons, Vital Decomposition: Soil
Practitioners and Life Politics (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2020).

30 Frances Thomson, “The Agrarian Question and Violence in Colombia: Conflict and
Development,” Journal of Agrarian Change 11, no. 3 (July 2011): 321–356.

31 Offner, Sorting out the Mixed Economy, pp. 74–78.
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blessing of the Rockefeller Foundation and in partnership with the
Alliance for Progress, ICA and INCORA represented an alternative
model to Soviet or Chinese collectivization or Cuban land expropriation,
providingmodest land reform (or, more accurately, resettlement) and the
coordinated organization of agricultural development operations towards
international and capitalist Cold War objectives.32 One representative of
the US Department of State justified the United States’ assistance to
Colombia under the Alliance for Progress, declaring:

Present land tenure conditions appear to be the main deterrent to attainment of
political stability in Colombia . . . without opportunities, accumulative discontent
and frustrationmay well develop into a full-scale rebellion . . .Agrarian reformwill
help to promote social justice and preserve western culture . . . The social prob-
lems today in Colombia do not stop with the personal tragedy of the millions of
“campesinos” involved. What happens to them now affects general hemispheric
order and struggle to maintain free institutions everywhere. Cuba is not far away
and the influence is being felt . . . The western world requires that what occurs in
the Andes of South America must be different from what happened in the Sierra
Maestra.33

Land reform ushered in the first occasion that the Rockefeller, Ford,
and Kellogg Foundations cooperated on a single project in Colombia,
which would be repeated and codified with the establishment of CIAT
later in the decade. As a package, ICA and INCORA became an early
poster child for the Alliance for Progress and the Peace Corps. They
received funding from USAID, the United Nations Special Fund, FAO,
the World Bank, the Inter-American Development Bank, and others,
reflecting a new era in cooperative international development logistics
and funding channels. The University of Nebraska served as prime con-
tractor for the Mid-American State Universities Association and thereby
put twelve staff members in Colombia. Proponents hoped to grow this
figure to thirty staff within the ICA–National University system in
Colombia to be joined by other individuals from the foundations,
USAID, and other partner organizations. ICA offered a central repository
in which international agencies and sponsors could deposit funds to
Colombian agriculture.

32 This process in Colombia paralleled a similar land resettlement project in Brazil. See
Ryan Nehring, “The Brazilian Green Revolution,” Political Geography 95, no. 1 (May
2022): 102574; Wendy Wolford, “The Casa and the Causa: Institutional Histories and
Cultural Politics in Brazilian Land Reform,” Latin American Research Review (2016):
24–42.

33 Harold T. Jorgensen, “End-of-Tour Report Submitted by Mr. Harold T. Jorgensen,
Agrarian Reform Advisor (Agricultural Advisor),” 1963. Quoted in Galvis, “Developing
Exclusion,” p. 519.
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Much of this international funding centrally deposited to ICA and
INCORA would be indirectly funneled to aid agribusiness. The Sugar
Plan presented to INCORA, for example, identified the expansion of
corporate sugar production as a strategy for luring foreign investment in
the aftermath of the Cuban Revolution and the United States’ resultant
loss of one of its major sources of sugar.34 On another plain, at the
individual and family level, young Colombian agronomists had to choose
between government-run research centers or the private sector.
Colombian agribusiness consistently outbid the government, luring
many newly trained agronomists to their corporate payrolls. A growing
cadre of Colombian agronomists and geneticists emerged from the
expanded university systems, including the National University’s agricul-
tural campus in Palmira and the Universidad del Valle in Cali, recipients
of large sums of international funding. As Colombian agribusiness,
including the sugarcane sector in the Cauca Valley, grew through the
scientific achievements of this group, the government and its publicly
oriented scientific stations struggled to keep up. More positions were
filled by foreigners, and, not coincidentally, the research orientation of
stations such as Palmira shifted towards an international Cold War
agenda using science as a weapon against tropical poverty, population
growth, and political volatility. The CAP Director’s Report of 1959
foreshadowed this emerging situation:

The lack of sufficient trained personnel remains the main bottleneck in the rapid
advance of agricultural technology . . . the demand for agronomists by commercial
companies and large farmers has increased in proportion to the rapid develop-
ment of agriculture in Colombia. This demand by commercial concerns has
caused salaries to be raised, and several of the well-trained agronomists have left
Government employment to accept higher-paying positions elsewhere.

Exposing the program’s underlying support for the growth of private
industry and commercial agriculture, the report concluded: “However,
this is in general a healthy situation and reflects a rapidly developing
agricultural economy.”35

The work of entrepreneurs like Humberto Tenorio, who opened the
first privately owned hybrid seed company in the Cauca Valley, reflected
this broader shift towards privatization. In this vein, the Rockefeller
Foundation pivoted to sponsoring exchanges between Colombian scien-
tists and private industry. For example, a promising breeder named
Eduardo Chavarriaga received a Rockefeller Foundation travel grant to

34 Offner, Sorting out the Mixed Economy, p. 74.
35 Colombian Agricultural Program, Director’s Annual Report, May 1958–April 1959, 2,

Annual Reports, Agricultural Operating Programs, RF, RAC.
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go to the United States and work with the Pioneer Hi-Bred Seed
Company in Iowa. A generation after Henry A. Wallace, founder of
Pioneer Hi-Bred, visited Palmira, Chavarriaga’s studies in Iowa included
developing models of seed distribution that might be applicable to the
Cauca Valley.36 “It is anticipated that the development and cooperation
of private enterprise can substantially increase the effectiveness of corn
improvement programs in general,” the Rockefeller Foundation reported
in 1962.37 Other agronomists in training followed the growing connec-
tions forged through the Rockefeller Foundation relationship, including
future leaders of the valley sugarcane industry such as Roberto Holguín
who, similarly, obtained advanced agronomy degrees from Iowa State
University in this era.38

During the 1960s, the Rockefeller Foundation partnered with ICA and
its internationalist agenda for national agricultural research, education,
and extension. While working to transfer project leadership to
Colombians, the foundation turned its attention to more ambitious pro-
jects that would transform the sites of its host-country research programs
into a global network of agricultural science. Such a network would
detach program research from local contexts and contingencies and, as
Norman Borlaug suggested, the “complications” of national politics,
which, as we have seen, were considerable in rural Colombia. It would
be coordinated and driven by a shared set of values to deliver science like
interchangeable parts – specifically designed for broad geographic or
climatic zones but otherwise transferable across national boundaries
and cultural contexts.

CIAT and the Cold War

A 1966 report outlined the Rockefeller Foundation’s collaborative spirit
and global perspective. This report was the work of Lewis Roberts,
a veteran of both the Mexican and Colombian Agricultural Programs,
and Lowell Hardin, an agricultural economist at Purdue University
recently hired as a senior agricultural specialist with the Ford
Foundation. Roberts and Hardin described two ways to increase global
food production: to obtain higher yields from land already in use, or to
bring new land into cultivation. An international tropical agriculture

36 LewisM. Roberts Interviewed byWilliamC.Cobb,NY, August 22–25, 1966, 46, Folder
3, Box 23, RG 13: Oral Histories, RF, RAC.

37 Colombian Agricultural Program, Annual Report, 1961–1962, Annual Reports,
Program in Agricultural Sciences, RF, RAC.

38 On Holguín, see Jaimes Peñaloza, Familia, caña, y banano.

Conflicted Landscape 79

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009434713.004
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.145.36.51, on 11 Jan 2025 at 02:45:30, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009434713.004
https://www.cambridge.org/core


research institute would invest in the first method.39 INCORA, through
its policy of resettling untitled peasants in marginal territories, pursued
the second.

Roberts and Hardin set the parameters for the organization of the
international center which would complete the phasing out of the
CAP.40 The hot tropics, they thought, contributed little to global food
production and struggled to keep pace with population growth. “Outside
of Communist Asia and west Asia, most of the world’s diet-deficit subre-
gions are in the tropical belt between the Tropics of Cancer and
Capricorn,” they wrote.41 Ignoring the long history of domestic agricul-
tural science and inter-Latin American and Caribbean networks, the
authors argued that such regions as the Cauca Valley had been largely
bypassed by modern agricultural science, with only export crop technolo-
gies developed under the auspices of colonialism.42 Export crops like
rubber, sugar, bananas, cacao, tea, cotton, and spices, they thought,
had received scientific attention, but not the staple food crops of the
region, despite the Palmira Agricultural Experiment Station’s work with
rice and maize since 1927.43

Why did Roberts and Hardin present Palmira as their choice for this
new international research center? They felt they needed to choose
a location within the ecological zone of tropical agriculture, but one
in which the climate would favor the maintenance of a germplasm
collection. The Cauca Valley’s comparatively mild tropical heat and
modest rainfall met this condition, and it further offered distinct
microclimates nearby to simulate different environments. Colombia
was important geopolitically, and Cali and Palmira were geographically
central within the country’s transportation network, particularly as
nearby Buenaventura continued its post–Panama Canal ascendency
as the country’s top port. By the mid 1960s, the Cauca Valley had
extensive connections to locations throughout Colombia and beyond
via a growing system of railroads and highways, as well as
plans to expand the international airport in time to host the 1971 Pan-
American Games.

39 Lewis M. Roberts and Lowell S. Hardin, “A Proposal for Creating an International
Institute for Agricultural Research and Training to Serve the Lowland Tropical
Regions of the Americas,” October 1966, 1, Folder 788, Box 112, Subseries 3, Series
VI, Subgroup I, RG 6.7: New Delhi Field Office, RF, RAC.

40 A detailed institutional history of the founding of CIAT and its subsequent achievements
is Lynam and Byerlee, Forever Pioneers.

41 Roberts and Hardin, “A Proposal for Creating an International Institute for Agricultural
Research,” 1.

42 Ibid., i. 43 Ibid., 12.
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There was, of course, an institutional base already in place there as well,
and the new site would be constructed adjacent to the National
University’s agronomy school and the now ICA-operated experiment
station. The Universidad del Valle was nearby, with its important work
in agricultural economics, public health, and nutrition, funded by the
Ford and Rockefeller Foundations.44 In addition, the Cauca Valley
offered something important to well-to-do international researchers:
“attractive living conditions are available in Cali,” they noted. As in the
past, Roberts and Hardin also praised the Colombian national and
regional governments for their support in the form of promised land
and a generally favorable attitude towards the proposed institute. The
pair, biased by Roberts’ experience with the CAP, did not identify any
alternative sites that matched Palmira’s advantages in these areas.45 For
Roberts and Hardin, the eyes of the Rockefeller and Ford Foundations,
Palmira offered the right set of ingredients for their global development
concoction.

The new institute at Palmira would be modeled on its forerunners, the
International Rice Research Institute (IRRI, organized in 1960) in the
Philippines and the International Maize andWheat Improvement Center
(CIMMYT, established in 1966) in Mexico. IRRI represented the
Rockefeller and Ford Foundations’ first collaborative attempt to enhance
the world’s tropical food supply through a coordinated scientific institu-
tion. As Gabriela Soto Laveaga describes in Chapter 4, this volume,
CIMMYT then emerged from the Rockefeller Foundation’s Mexican
Agricultural Program (MAP). The new Palmira site, CIAT, was thus
strategically designed to capitalize on the work already being done on
staple grains at its partner institutions.46 Like CIAT in Palmira, the
International Institute of Tropical Agriculture (IITA) was formed in
1967 in Nigeria. Together these four sites comprised the original
CGIAR network, formalized in 1971 with support from the Rockefeller
Foundation, the World Bank, FAO, and other international entities. As
such, CIAT and its sibling sites in the Philippines, Mexico, and Nigeria
represented the original coordinating institutions of the collaborative
Green Revolution. The group’s clear Cold War mission could be dis-
cerned in the personnel responsible for its formation: RobertMcNamara,
serving as president of the World Bank, launched the Commission on
International Development (the Pearson Commission) in 1968, which
recommended the coordinated steps that led to the organization of
CGIAR.

44 Ibid., 56. 45 Ibid., ix. 46 Ibid., ii, 13, and 20.
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The Rockefeller Foundation’s CAP filtered its work, equipment, and
personnel (“liquidating itself”) into two distinct creations that repre-
sented new directions in agricultural science conducted in the
country.47 One of these became CIAT, oriented towards international
tropical agriculture and the intensification of staple crop production. The
other was the Colombian government’s ICA and its land reform agency
INCORA, pursuing domestic agricultural improvement and the expan-
sion of cultivation into marginal territories.

The Rockefeller Foundation Board of Trustees appropriated
$3 million to CIAT in April 1969 and began reassigning CAP staff. By
then, eight foundation staff members from CAP had already pivoted to
working in Cali and guiding CIAT even before its official opening in
1967. One of these, Ulysses Jerry Grant, director of the CAP maize-
breeding effort before being reassigned to India, returned to the Cauca
Valley to become the first director of the new international center. The
Rockefeller Foundation also sold its staff residential retreat along the
Magdalena River and transferred that sum to help finance CIAT.48

After the 1970 closing of the foundation’s agriculture-centric Bogotá
Field Office, more personnel and capacities were transferred to CIAT
or to the remaining Cali Field Office, which coordinated with the new
international center, CVC, and the regional universities.49

CIAT was designed to be a “catalyst” for economic and agricultural
development in the global tropics. To these ends, the institute and its
scientists collaborated with local and national institutions in Colombia
and partner organizations around the world, including IRRI and
CIMMYT in particular. In the growing network that would soon become
CGIAR, CIAT focused on the humid tropics below 1,000 meters.50

From the outset, an interdisciplinary team of geneticists, agricultural
economists, and engineers cooperated with research stations in key trop-
ical regions of Latin America to enhance those few staple crops “vitally
important from the standpoint of nutrition,” including legumes, maize,
rice, and animal products, as well as root crops, vegetables, and tropical
fruits51 (Figure 3.3).

47 “Donation of Equipment –Colombian Agricultural Institute,” June 21, 1968, Folder 88,
Box 14, Series 311, RG 1.2, RF, RAC.

48 “Donation of Staff Residence House to International Center of Tropical Agriculture,”
May 23, 1969, Folder 89, Box 14, Series 311, RG 1.2, RF, RAC.

49 Folder 27, Box 3, Series I, RG 6.9: Cali Field Office, RF, RAC.
50 “CIAT: Programas de Adiestramiento” (1970) pamphlet, 6, Folder 788, Box 112,

Subseries 3, Series VI, Subgroup I, RG 6.7: New Delhi Field Office, RF, RAC.
51 Roberts and Hardin, “A Proposal for Creating an International Institute for Agricultural

Research,” pp. v and vi. On CIAT’s work with legumes in Central America, see Wilson
Picado-Umaña, Chapter 8, this volume.
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By 1973, CIAT had settled on tropical agricultural research in six main
lines: beef, hogs, cassava, beans, maize, and rice. Each of these were truly
international in procedure and scope. The beef line, for example, studied
cattle and pasturage on Colombia’s eastern plains and partnered with
Texas A&MUniversity in disease control. Its scientists served in consult-
ations with Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Venezuela, and

Figure 3.3 Tony Bellotti, entomologist in the CIAT cassava program
(wearing the Twins baseball cap), works with Colombians in Palmira in
this undated image. Special thanks to John Lynam for identifying
Bellotti. Rockefeller Archive Center, Ford Foundation Photographs,
Folder 510, Box 32, Series 1, CIAT 522. Photograph by James Foote,
courtesy of Rockefeller Archive Center.

Conflicted Landscape 83

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009434713.004
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.145.36.51, on 11 Jan 2025 at 02:45:30, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009434713.004
https://www.cambridge.org/core


across the Caribbean. The rice line worked closely with IRRI in the
Philippines and with producers in Central America and the Andean
countries. The hog line, similarly, partnered with universities in Bolivia
and Costa Rica. It also looked to integrate horizontally, partnering with
the cassava and maize groups, for example, in the study of enhanced
agricultural systems on small family farms.52 The cassava line, for its
part, worked closely with cassava researchers at IITA in Nigeria.

In 1975, CIAT employed approximately 150 scientists and related
personnel from 13 countries. In addition to its research lines and regular
international partnerships, the institute sent científicos for consultation
work across Latin America.53 By 1983, CIAT’s roster had swelled to
1,200 employees, including 92 scientists hailing from 24 countries.54 In
addition to consultations, CIAT regularly distributed pamphlets and
publications around the world and administered international seminars
and outreach programs on select technical topics.55 The institute focused
on “comparative advantage” to apply its research and consultations to the
specialization of its partners and other CGIAR institutions.56

Land tenure offered CIAT scientists and directors considerable con-
versation fodder from the outset. An ongoing debate within the institute
centered on whether or not to embark on a rural development project in
addition to crop science. Specifically, the institute considered “a major
rural uplift program” in Valle del Cauca beyond the research center’s
property. Director Jerry Grant described this concept as working with
small farmers to help design improved farming systems for them, as well
as improving educational, health, and other services. Proponents hoped
to emulate the Puebla Project (Plan Puebla) in Mexico, initiated in 1967
and targeting the intensification of rainfed smallholder (minifundista)
agriculture and fertilizer distribution through the formation of coopera-
tives and other cost-sharing mechanisms. Grant and his allies at CIAT
imagined such a project for the Cauca Valley, partly in response to the
frequent question hurled at them from every direction: “How are your
results going to help the small farmer?” However, other leadership,
including David Bell, vice president of the Ford Foundation, viewed
this as a “diversion of talent” at such an early stage of research and
development. Bell and others suggested attention to land tenure and
questions of equity would be more appropriately addressed by ICA,

52 CIAT, Informe Anual, 1973, National Library (BNC), Bogotá.
53 CIAT, Informe Anual, 1975, National Library (BNC), Bogotá, pp. xiv–xv .
54 CIAT Internacional 2, no. 3 (November 1983): 1, National Library (BNC), Bogotá.
55 CIAT, Informe Anual, 1973, p. 8. 56 CIAT, Informe Anual, 1975, p. xv.
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perhaps with technical support from CIAT.57 ICA and INCORA, in
accord with the lobbying interests of large landowners, CVC, and agri-
business, specifically focused on resettling untitled cultivators inmarginal
or peripheral lands. David Bell and CIAT’s official position to defer to
and provide technical support to ICA thus supported the deterritorializ-
ing move that helped declutter the Cauca Valley of peasant cultivators
and redirect the burden of their long-standing political grievances away
from the local expansion of agribusiness.

This debate continued several years into CIAT’s operations. In 1973,
leadership again examined the relevance of their work to small farmers.
They organized a meeting that October with forty representatives from not
only CIAT but the Universidad del Valle, ICA, and several international
organizations. They discussed how to integrate scientific research and
technology into small-farm agricultural systems, and they evaluated the
impact of new technologies on the well-being of independent farming
families. CIAT likewise pursued a program targeting “sistemas para
pequeño agricultores” – the Small Farm Systems program launched with
the Ford Foundation in 1973. This program funded observatory field work
byCIAT personnel in the distant Colombian Llanos andCaribbean coastal
regions, as well as collaboration with IITA in Nigeria.58 This approach
accepted on principle that committed small farmers would be left to the
peripheries, while others would provide ample wage labor for the complex
of valley soils and CVC waters allocated to produce sugarcane. As if
confirming this unfolding reality, CIAT studies revealed the comparatively
highmarket share of Valle del Cauca’s large commercial farms in relation to
those of neighboring departments such as Huila, Antioquia, and Nariño.
CIAT’s own studies underscored the inequalities embedded in Valle del
Cauca agriculture and the department’s intensifying concentration of credit
and capital in large-scale operations. Nevertheless, and despite (or perhaps
because of) these realities in its own backyard, its work in rural development
and small-farmer systems concentrated on the global peasant and regions of
Colombia far removed from Valle del Cauca. Seeing CIAT in the light of
INCORA reveals the mirroring aspects of deterritorialization in Colombia.
From this vantage, CIAT was never intended to help small farmers in the
Cauca Valley. As INCORA facilitated the resettlement of small or untitled
farmers in Amazonian Putumayo or the remote eastern plains of Casanare,
CIAT offered the technical training and science for expanding cultivation

57 David E. Bell to F. F. Hill (Inter-Office Memorandum), February 22, 1971 (Reporting
on visit to CIAT, 2/10/71), Folder 698, Box 27, Subseries A, Office Files of David Bell,
Office of the Vice President, Ford Foundation, RAC.

58 CIAT, Informe Anual, 1973, pp. 8 and 243–245. Also Lynam and Byerlee, Forever
Pioneers, pp. 30–33.
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into these hot lowland territories. Meanwhile, in the Cauca Valley,
ASOCAÑA members increased their share of land and water.

Conclusions

On November 8–9, 2017, CIAT celebrated fifty years of its footprint in
global agriculture.59 A contingent of distinguished guests commemorated
the moment in Palmira. Colombian President Juan Manuel Santos spoke,
as did Minister of Finance Mauricio Cárdenas Santamaría. Other speakers
includedGovernor of Valle delCaucaDilianFranciscaToroTorres,Mayor
of Palmira Jairo Ortega Samboní, and Juan Camilo Restrepo Salazar, head
of the Colombian government’s peace negotiating team with the ELN
(National Liberation Army) guerrilla group. The ambassador of France to
Colombia joined the politicians assembled, as did leaders of FAO, the
World Bank Group, and CGIAR. Officers and representatives of nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs) such as theWildlife Conservation Society
and the Global Harvest Initiative assembled with corporate executives from
the likes of DuPont Pioneer and professors from the usual assortment of
land-grant universities and Ivy League institutions, including Columbia,
Cornell, Michigan State, Minnesota, and Rutgers.

The attendees spoke triumphantly of “fifty years, fifty wins.”60

Speakers and the conference program largely organized their remarks
around contemporary investment-generating phrases, including “build-
ing a sustainable food future,” “the future of climate change research,”
and “aligning public and private interest to scale up and deliver
impact.”61 The framing language may have changed with the times, but
the institution’s global ambitions have remained. For five decades, scien-
tists, academics, politicians, and corporate executives have converged
upon CIAT from afar, pulled by the institution’s centripetal position in
an orbit of tropical agricultural science. In turn, the research and tech-
nologies undertaken at CIAT have radiated out to the tropical world like
a centrifugal force. Apply your buzzwords of choice, CIAT has made the
Cauca Valley a critical node in a contemporary global food system.

In sharp contrast to the current rhetoric of small farmers and sustain-
able cultures presented by CIAT, but in overlapping timelines, the Cauca
Valley sugar complex accumulated resources and technical advantage.
Through its technical assistance to ICA and partnerships with INCORA

59 “CIAT 50: 1967–2017: Celebrations at Headquarters, Cali, Colombia: 8–9 November
2017,” https://alliancebioversityciat.org/ciat50.

60 A triumphant narrative persists in the commissioned history of CIAT; see, for example,
Lynam and Byerlee, Forever Pioneers.

61 “CIAT 50: 1967–2017: Celebrations at Headquarters.”
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in Cold War Colombia, CIAT has accepted, if not embraced, that status
quo. As a package, land governance andCIAT crop research in Colombia
function to aid in the accumulation of the best land and resources for
agribusiness and remove those with land grievances to start anew on the
margins and bring new territories under cultivation.

Even amidst the fiftieth anniversary celebrations of 2017, the apolitical
ideal of the 1960s remained. The commemorative institutional history
published that year, for example, described it this way: “One of the core
characteristics of the international centers was that they were apolitical,
and the Roberts–Hardin proposal had reaffirmed this by stressing that
CIAT would not be involved in the land reform question. Rather CIAT
would give particular consideration to improving productivity of small
farmers.”62 The language is key. CIAT was designed to focus on increas-
ing the productivity of small farmers. But the institution’s built-in collab-
orationwith ICA and INCORAdetermined the geography of where those
small farmers sowed. ICA and INCORA were the mechanisms for bring-
ing new land under cultivation, often at the margins of Colombian terri-
tory – in the eastern tropical savannah of the Llanos, in the acid soils of the
southern rain forests of Amazonia – and often by relocating farmers
without title away from the most fertile valleys where land tenure issues
had long simmered. These valleys increasingly became the objects of
international development projects and aid, including CVC, for example,
which regulated water and pursued land reclamation projects in consult-
ation with the ASOCAÑA businessmen on its board. The agro-industrial
sugar complex grew in the Cauca Valley; CIAT did not cause the exacer-
bation of inequality outside its gates, but it was part of the mechanics of
shifting territory in Colombia.

The history of rural conflict in Colombia is as ironic as it is tragic: many
of these recipients of INCORA grants or CIAT technical assistance have
witnessed firsthand the paralyzing war between guerrillas, paramilitaries,
drug traffickers, and the Colombian army. CIAT’s stated objective to
improve agrarian livelihoods around the tropical world has proven to be
largely a mirage in its own Cauca Valley. More specifically, that objective
was never intended for those in its own backyard. No wonder the “CIAT
50” pamphlet during the celebrations in Palmira featured a Southeast
Asian family rather than a Cauca Valley one on its cover.63

62 Lynam and Byerlee, Forever Pioneers, p. 30.
63 The cover can be seen by accessing the full report: CIAT, Building a Sustainable Food

Future since 1967: Fifty Years and 50 Wins (Cali, Colombia: CIAT, 2017), https://hdl.ha
ndle.net/10568/89145.
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