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Transforming National Identity: race, nature, and desertification in Argentina


Did anybody in Argentina’s capital care about the desertification happening in the country’s interior? Do environmental policy makers ever seek small farmers’ opinions on land use? What’s the word for “sustainable land use” in Spanish? Did I forget? As the elevator climbed to the six floor of Tucumán 255, an old office high-rise in the financial district of Buenos Aires, I took a deep breath and reminded myself that my “natural resources” Spanish vocabulary could not have eroded completely over the past two years. The last time I had come in to work at FARN’s office, the Argentine environmental non-profit “Foundation for the Environment and Natural Resources,” was in the summer of 2010. I had been an intern who wanted to know more about environmental social movements in Argentina; fresh out of 6 months of study in the University of Buenos Aires, and wrapping up a summer’s worth of interviews with a myriad of environmentalists regarding the largest obstacles facing a Greener Argentine Future. Now, ringing FARN’s doorbell in June of 2012, I was returning with a completed undergraduate thesis, “Uncovering Argentine Environmentalism’s; collective action, national identity, and environmental conflict”, and a whole new set of questions and obstacles that I had developed for myself after my first year of graduate coursework in UC Berkeley’s Environmental Science, Policy, and Management Program. FARN was to be my home base for the next two months, a place where I could contribute a pair of outsider’s eyes, and a set of rusty translation skills, to critical environmental policy issues through collaboration on various research projects. However, more directly related to my work at home, Tucumán 255 would once again be my launching pad for developing relationships, establishing new contacts, building a bibliography, and conducting interviews that would not only help me understand environmental governance and the production of “nature” in Argentina, but significantly shape the trajectory of my dissertation research. 

I was back in Buenos Aires to investigate hypotheses surrounding the relationships between Argentina’s colonial and racial history, land-use management practices, and the emerging discourses on “nature” coming out of metropolitan environmental movements. Through previous research, I had come to understand that the colonial Argentine nation-state was defined in tension with what 19th century urban whites imagined as its opposite, “el desierto,” a term describing the nature of arid interior territories and their “barbaric” peoples1. This discursive dialectic of barbarism and civilization accompanied the genocide of indigenous peoples and erasure of arid geographies in the imagined national community. The conquest of land, nature, and native groups became embedded in state institutions and civil society, and lingers in contemporary culture. Literature reviews and interviews had taught me that vestiges of these conquests and myths strongly impact contemporary Argentines’ perspectives on environmental questions, directly shaping the formation of environmental movements2. With the global rise of preoccupation surrounding sustainable land-use and the threat of desertification due to agricultural practices and climate change, as a country largely dependent on crop exportation, Argentina’s most recent decades of environmental policy have included great efforts to monitor and control desertification in the country’s productive, yet arid, interior — bringing the historically invisibilized, and often demonized, landscapes to the nation’s attention as a space in need of conservation and protection. Octavio Pardo (Director of UNCCD Desertification Focal Point in Buenos Aires) lamented in an interview that he spends most of his time combating desertification “teaching the majority of Argentines about what country they actually live in: one that is 75% arid, not a humid expanse, as it is commonly perceived.” Contributing to conflicts in perceptions, most of the interior is not actually “desert” and supports one of the world’s largest export economies in soy, corn, and wheat. However, threats to these agro-ecosystems have begun to endanger the nation’s socio-economic and environmental welfare, spurring national scientific and political concern3.

I wanted to know if the increased visibility of indigenous groups in mainstream state, civil society, and scholarly discourse has helped create a new vision of the arid-interior now drawing the concerns of the largely Euro-Argentine capital population and political institutions. Considering that Buenos Aires is the primary site of escalating international, state, and civil rhetoric and action surrounding desertification, arid land-management, and agricultural practices, does this mean that arid landscapes are becoming more “visible” in the mainstream Argentine consciousness? With this visibility, is it possible that Argentine environmentalist discourse will need to more directly confront the vestiges of colonialism that shape, and are in turn shaped by, the “nature” of the nation? These are some questions I was able to ask Carlos Reboratti, a geographer at the University of Buenos Aires who has also spent a great deal of time teaching in the United States. We had met in February at the American Association of Geographer’s Annual Meeting in New York City, when I presented an article on desertification in Argentina. Now inside a bustling café on one of Buenos Aires’ most hectic main avenues, Dr. Reboratti repeated to me what he had stated with much certainty in February: “the people of Argentina don’t care about desertification. Environmentalists here aren’t really talking about that anyway.” Over the course of several conversations, however, we pushed this topic further. I was not willing to abandon my curiosity surrounding the contemporary resurgence in attention to interior landscapes and the relationships this environmentally oriented attention might have with vestiges of colonial power structures, institutions governing land rights, and perhaps a new role for the “desert” in the Argentine imagination. At each meeting I brought new insights from my colleagues working at FARN, as well as observations from reading daily newspapers, and Dr. Reboratti and I identified a more direct path towards investigating land-use, environmentalism, and sociopolitical power structures. While I would still conduct several useful interviews with desertification experts across the country, the recent newspaper headlines and leading NGO projects surrounding Nature Conservation and Native Forest Protection in arid provinces such as Chaco and Formosa could no longer be left out of my research framework. Dr. Reboratti put me in contact with colleagues working in the field, and gave me an enthusiastic push to ask questions surrounding more specific and salient issues in Argentina’s interior. 


In my spare time at the office in FARN I worked towards a new vocabulary; this time, surrounding deforestation, property titles, and forest protection policy. I began sending emails to politicians, academics, and activists working in areas of national park management, natural resource conservation, and arid forest ecology. I read up on conflicts between communities in interior provinces over access to common pool resources, particularly in dry, native forests. I was preparing for a trip to visit “el desierto” itself. Among the 10 or so interviews I conducted in Buenos Aires, numerous contacts told the modern story of “el desierto” as one characterized by the recent implementation of the Law of the Native Forests; a federal regulation (Law 26.331) enacted in 2007 that requires provinces to protect native “forests,” mostly dry forests, through various systems of land-use regulations, particularly with regards to extraction of forest products. This law directly impacts and shapes the bounds of expanding small and large scale agricultural development, as well as processes of land-reclamation currently underway for various indigenous communities in the interior. Contemporary to this law is a burgeoning conservation movement, enthusiastically nurtured by large international NGOs such as Greenpeace and the World Wildlife Foundation that strive to direct the nation’s attention towards the biodiversity, ecotourist, ecosystem services, and “national heritage” values of the oft-forgotten native forests of the interior. These arid landscapes had indeed captured the attention of a highly cosmopolitan population. However, perhaps their forest — rather than the soil itself — is stepping up as the protagonist. The province of Chaco, in particular, had come to the forefront of political, economic, and environmental discourse surrounding land-use, property, indigenous rights, and forest management within my interviews, the newspapers, and articles published by a variety of environmental and social justice non-profits. Even more interestingly, my colleagues had hooked me with the story of a new National Park, “La Fidelidad,” that government institutions and NGOs alike were rallying to gain national support and funds to establish amidst a chaotic backdrop of land-rights contestation, illegal deforestation, and resource-poor provincial environmental regulation institutions.

In Chaco, unlike Buenos Aires, it is not a single kiss but two – one on each cheek – when greeting someone. My colleague’s friend, Luciano Olivares, an environmental lawyer in the Forest Directory of the Secretary of the Environment of the Province of Chaco, reminded me of this as he ushered me into the Government House in Resistencia to meet with several politicians, who also happened to be environmental engineers. My meetings with these folks was coupled with visits to several NGO offices, as well the Museum of the Chaqueño People and the Aboriginal Institute of Chaco, and many emails sent out to other lawyers, environmental secretary employees, and organizers in Resistencia who are involved with land use, particularly as pertains to forest management, agricultural development, and property conflict. Through interviews, casual conversations, and the accumulation of official as well as journalistic documents, I was able to get a sense of a much more contemporary, and highly nuanced, socionatural landscape in Argentina’s arguably poorest province, most heavily indigenously populated, and highly prized for arid ecosystem biodiversity and exotic hard-woods. In a province where entire communities are still battling for rights to their communal property, do local folks actually care that a nationwide campaign is bursting from the distant euro-centric capital to establish one of the largest natural reserves in the country on Chaqueño territory? Chaco is unique in that it does actually recognize communal land rights and has displaced communities of European decent in order to redistribute land to aboriginal folks; how is THIS legacy of colonialism related to the conflicts between these two communities over access to hard-wood in protected forests? How much are these conflicts actually about would and/or still about territory? These questions were difficult to ask directly. I had to learn to introduce topics more generally, and allow my new acquaintances to give me more superficial information with which I continue to orient myself in the direction of more precise answers. What has appeared consistent throughout the meetings and interviews I attended, as well as the articles and bibliographies collected, is that Chaco has the potential to serve as an incredibly fascinating and rapidly transforming field site; a landscape that is in the throes of land and property distribution, Aboriginal and Criollo conflict, native forest management, and encroaching mass-scale soy production. This landscape also happens to be located at the very edge of “el desierto”; home to the “Impenetrable” (The Impenetrable), a thick, spiny, dry stretch of scrubby forest that was the last unconquerable, most “savage,” frontier of Argentina’s colonial expansion. Additionally, and perhaps most interestingly, national and international discourse on endangered ecosystems and conservation projects has positioned “El Inpernetrable” as an invaluable region for the unquestionably necessary preservation of nature, through the formation of a new national park, “La Fidelidad.”

This summer in Argentina expanded my Spanish natural resources vocabulary, to say the least. My theoretical and methodological “vocabulary” was also greatly developed; the perspective with which I approach my original questions and hypotheses has become more oriented around specific policy and law, governing institutions, local histories, and local actors. I have located a potential field site in Chaco and identified the key governing institutions, actors, and environmental conditions within which I will need to maneuver and develop expertise. The networks of acquaintances and friends I have established working in and around this cite will continue to deepen and expand. As I continue to review all of the notes and bibliographies I accumulated over the two months, I will also be keeping up to speed on the national and local newspapers and policies that continue to shape the material and ideological Chanqueño landscape. The current debates and efforts surrounding the development of the national park in Chaco are paralleled by volatile developments in property distribution and implementation of the Law of the Native Forests. The national park, more so than these other issues however, is how what brings national and international attention to Chaco’s environmental realities, and begins to paint a new picture of “el desierto” that will certainly be affected by, and have implications for, the trajectories of the power struggles and sometimes violent conflicts surrounding natural resource use and distribution in the province. 
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