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Chapter One 

Introduction: Yerba Mate in Context  

Oro verde.  Green Gold.  This is the affectionate name that evolved for yerba mate (Ilex 

Paraguariensis), a holly tree whose leaf has changed the livelihoods and landscape of the 

Argentine province of Misiones.  Native to the Interior Atlantic Forest of Paraguay, Brazil, and 

Argentina, yerba mate (pronounced yer-bah mah-tay), weaves itself into the culture of Argentine 

families.  A hot water tea-infusion of the yerba mate leaves is shared daily between friends and 

family, imbuing a sense of solidarity between individuals and providing an energetic boost.  As 

European immigrants increasingly settled in the province of Misiones in the early 20
th
 century, 

plantations of yerba mate began to be cultivated, the beginning of a cultural legacy in Misiones.  

The legacy of Argentine agricultural policies has left an imprint on both the livelihoods and 

landscapes of yerba mate farmers in Misiones, Argentina, leading to a current state of land 

consolidation and environmental degradation.  This essay will use the lens of political ecology in 

order to bring into focus the complex interactions of government agricultural policies, 

commodity markets, and green revolution agricultural technologies that have shaped yerba mate 

farm management and led to a gradient of social and environmental impacts for small yerba mate 

farmers in Misiones, Argentina.  It will explore to what extent the development of an effective 

agricultural policy combined with strong leadership and social movements for economic justice 

have the potential to support small yerba mate farmers, their landscapes and livelihoods.   

The complex interplay between farmers and the Argentine political economy has shaped 

the landscape of Misiones, Argentina.  Changing landscapes and environmental degradation are a 

product of the local political ecology, ñSoil erosion problems can be analyzed in a framework of 

Chinese boxes, each fitting inside the other.  The individual within a household, the household 

itself, the village or local community, the local bureaucracy, the bureaucracy, government and 

nature of the state, and finally international relations all represent contexts within which actions 

affecting soil erosion and conservation take placeò (Blaikie 1985: 88).  Within the analytical 

framework of political ecology, environmental degradation and conservation are seen as a 

rational response by resource users (in this case small yerba mate farmers) to markets, state 

policies and structure, and social processes (Bebbington 1996: 91).  The following chapters will 

explore the implications of state agricultural policies, green revolution technology, and neo-
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liberal economic markets for small yerba mate farmers.  The process of unwrapping these 

Chinese boxes unveils a story of marginalization of small farmers and degradation of landscapes.  

However, it also reveals a story of revitalization of small farm livelihoods through social 

movements for economic justice and conservation of ecosystems through the implementation of 

diversified agroforestry systems. 

   

Methods and Site Selection 

 During the summer of 2008, I worked with a fellow Yale School of Forestry and 

Environmental Studies student, Tal Ilany, to collect data to explore the environmental and 

economic viability of agroforestry systems for small and medium-sized yerba mate farmers in 

Misiones, Argentina.  While Tal implemented a study to explore soil quality in yerba mate 

agroforestry systems, I initiated research to explore the political ecology of land use changes for 

small yerba mate farmers.  Through my research, I explored the following questions:  

1. What are the current and historical land use practices of small yerba mate farmers, 

specifically focusing on the agricultural techniques implemented by small yerba mate 

farmers?   

2. How have government agricultural policies shaped the land use and agricultural practices 

of small and medium-sized yerba mate farmers over the past century?    

 

In order to answer these questions, I completed thirty semi-structured interviews with 

yerba mate farmers, agriculture extensionists, government officials, and university professors in 

Argentina.  A series of questions was asked to evaluate land-use history and allocation, the 

agricultural techniques employed, and the political economy of yerba mate production (See 

Appendix A for sample interview template).  Most interviews with producers included a walk 

through their yerba mate field and my field notes include observations of the agroforestry 

systems.  Primary documents and information from agriculture extension offices and farmers 

themselves were also collected and analyzed.   

After two weeks of visiting various possible research sites, two research sites were chosen.  

The first research site was located in the departments of Montecarlo and Caraguatay in Misiones 

(see map in Appendix B).  Interviewees in this research site included farmers and staff that were 

part of the Cooperativa Agrícola Mixta de Montecarlo, Limitada.  The cooperative has almost 

750 members.  Four-hundred twenty of these farmers, the majority of whom are small producers, 
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are actively producing yerba mate (Seifert and Kraus 2008:12).  The cooperative was founded in 

1930 so that immigrants to the Montecarlo region could process and commercialize their product 

together without middlemen (Cooperativa Agrícola Mixta de Montecarlo Limitada 2008).  The 

cooperative has a yerba mate processing and packaging facility producing two brands of yerba 

mate, Yerba Aguantadora and Yerba Sinceridad.  The cooperativeôs yerba mate is principally 

sold nationally in the provinces of Misiones, Entre Rios, and Santa Fe, but the cooperative is 

actively pursuing international markets.   In order to visit farms that had a variety of management 

techniques and agroforestry systems, seventeen farmer interviewees were selected based on 

recommendations from cooperative staff and members, as well as agriculture extensionists.  

Interviews were also conducted with cooperative management.  All interviews were conducted in 

Spanish and recorded for analysis. 

My second set of interviews was conducted in the department of Campo Grande in 

Misiones with farmers who belonged to the Cooperativa Río Paraná, which is based in the city of 

Oberá.  The Cooperativa Río Paraná has approximately 150 members who are part of the 

Agrarian Movement of Misiones (Movimiento Agrario de Misiones or MAM).  Fifty of their 

members produce yerba mate.  The cooperative rents the use of a drying and processing facility 

in order to produce the brands Yerba Mate Titrayju and Yerba Mate Tamandua, which are sold 

nationally.  The brand Titrayju stands for ñtrabajo, tierra y justiciaò (work, land, and justice) and 

is marketed as fair trade.  Seven producers were interviewed in Campo Grande, as well as two 

members of the cooperative staff. 

Semi-structured interviews were also conducted with agricultural extension agents in 

Montecarlo and Cerro Azul and with professors at the Universidad Nacional de Misiones, both in 

Eldorado and Posadas.  Interviews were also conducted with staff at the National Institute of 

Yerba Mate (INYM) and the Misiones Ministry of Agriculture.  Additionally, interviews were 

also conducted at two independent family farms that were certified organic.  They both process 

their own yerba mate and exported their product internationally.  These farmers were both in 

various stages of implementing agroforestry systems with native trees.   
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Exploring the Roots of Marginalization of Small Farmers and Degradation of Landscapes 

Before the first yerba mate plantations were planted at the end of the 19
th
 century, 

individuals or groups of harvesters would harvest the yerba mate leaf from naturally occurring 

groves within the Interior Atlantic Forest, which stretches into Paraguay, Brazil, and Argentina.  

The production and consumption of yerba mate was one of the main sources of wealth that the 

conquistadores found in the La Plata river basin (Gortari 2008: 13).  During the Spanish colonial 

period, the yerba mate harvest was controlled by seasonal grants from the king and gangs were 

sent out to harvest the leaf, which was used for both regional consumption and exported to 

Buenos Aires (Rosin 2004: 85).  As yerba mate groves became increasingly exploited and new 

germination techniques were developed in the turn of the 20
th
 century, yerba mate plantations 

began to grow and expand in Misiones (Rosin 2004:116).  Since then, yerba mate has become a 

valuable industry with a net value of estimated at one-billion dollars (Heck and Mejia 2007). 

Today in Misiones, this has grown to include a total of almost 175,000 hectares of land in yerba 

mate production, 5% of the total area of the province of Misiones.  Of the more than 17,000 

yerba mate farmers in Misiones, over 75% are small farmers with less than 10 hectares (INYM 

2009).  Producing over 300 million kilos of yerba mate in 2008, small farmers contributed 31% 

of the total yerba mate harvest in Argentina (INYM 2009).  The forty-one producers with over 

200 hectares are currently producing 16% of the yerba mate harvest (INYM 2009).  However, 

the top ten leading yerba mate brands purchase and control 80% of the production in Argentina 

(Gortari 2008: 19).   

The development of the yerba mate market has led to the domination of the forest 

resource by the interests of a few and the subsequent marginalization of small farmers.  This 

trend in tropical forest development is discussed in Michael Doveôs ñA Revisionist View of 

Tropical Deforestation and Development,ò in which individuals that live in the forest develop a 

resource which then undergoes an economic boom.  As a result of the boom, external political 

and economic interests are attracted to the resource and assume control of the resource (Dove 

1993: 20).  The individuals that live in the forest thereby become marginalized by more 

politically and economically powerful individuals in the management and development of the 

resource: ñthe problem is not that the forest peoples are poor, therefore, but that they are 

politically weak (and the problem is not that the forest is environmentally fragile, but that it is 
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politically marginal)ò (Dove 1993:21).  This parallels the development of yerba mate as it was 

originally harvested by the Guaraní Indians from the yerba mate groves and then began to be 

controlled through structures of colonialism in the form of seasonal grants.  As yerba mate 

production expanded into plantation agriculture, land consolidation and mechanization of 

production occurred.  Yerba mate markets became heavily controlled by the leading yerba mate 

companies in Argentina.  In the current political economy, small yerba mate farmers gain 

minimal returns over the cost of production and are increasingly marginalized, the consequences 

of which lead to migration from the farm to the city and movement to other crops.   

Political and economic structures resulting in the marginalization of small farmers have 

left an imprint of ecological degradation upon the Misiones landscape.  Extending into 

Argentina, Paraguay, and Brazil, the Atlantic Forest is a biodiversity hotspot, embracing one of 

the highest levels of biodiversity in the world, home to over 20,000 species of plants and 930 

bird species (Myers et al. 2000).  A result of extreme forest exploitation and land conversion to 

agricultural and forestry plantations, 12,000 hectares of Atlantic Forest disappear every year in 

Misiones, an area nearly equal to the city of Boston (Carrere 2005).
1
  Only 44% of the original 

2.7 million hectares of Atlantic Forest in Misiones remain (Carrere 2005).  In comparison, only 

8% of the entire Atlantic Forest in Paraguay, Brazil, and Argentina combined is still intact 

(Ballve 2007: 12).  Looking at the map below it is evident that the largest intact portion of the 

Atlantic Forest remains in Misiones, Argentina.   

                                                 
1
Boston has a land area of 125.4 km2.  ñBoston.ò Wikipedia article.  Available:  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boston 
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Figure 1. The province of Misiones, located in the circle, contains the largest remaining 

continuous expanse of Atlantic Forest. Source: Leal 2003. 

Endemic deforestation in Misiones is a result of agricultural and economic policies that 

give rise to extreme forest exploitation and land conversion to monoculture agriculture and 

forestry plantations (Carrere 2005).  The same political and economic forces that converge to 

marginalize small farmers also encourage farm management decisions on a household-level that 

can lead to either environmental degradation or conservation (Peet and Watts 1996:5).  

Responding to changes in Argentine agricultural policies, shifts in market demand and price 

structures, and the paradigmatic shifts of technological innovations of the Green Revolution, 

farm management practices adopted in yerba mate fields have led to a gradient of deforestation 

and soil degradation.  However, social movements, market alternatives, and a shift in agricultural 

policy since 2001 has constructed a foundation, albeit a weak foundation in need of many 
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structural improvements, for a political economy that could contribute to the conservation of 

small farm livelihoods and landscapes.   

How a Leaf Becomes a Commodity: Yerba Mate Production and Processing Techniques 

The process through which yerba mate is produced, processed, and consumed is imbued 

with cultural traditions, as well as political and economic value.  To understand this process, it is 

important to explore how yerba mate is transformed from a leaf in a forest to a commodity 

important to the national security of Argentina itself.  In Arjun Appaduraiôs introduction to the 

social life of commodities, he explores the Marxist view of the commodity: ñIn most 

contemporary uses, commodities are special kinds of manufactured goods (or services), which 

are associated only with capitalist modes of production and are thus to be found only where 

capitalism has penetrated é commodities become intricately tied to money, as impersonal 

market, and exchange valueò (Appadurai 1988: 7-8).  In the case of yerba mate, the production 

and processing of the leaf in its transformation into a commodity is intricately related to cultural, 

social, and political factors (Appadurai 1988: 15).   

Yerba mate was traditionally harvested and consumed by the indigenous communities, 

especially the Guaraní Indians, of the region.  This tradition of sharing yerba mate is a cultural 

tradition which holds today in Argentina, Paraguay, Uruguay, and parts of Brazil.  It is shared 

between friends, family, and strangers alike as a sign of friendship and solidarity.  Beginning in 

the 16
th
 century, yerba mate became an important part of the regional economy when colonial 

powers gave the leaf economic value and later began to transport it down the Paraná River to 

population centers in Buenos Aires and elsewhere (Reed 1995: viii).   As the majority of yerba 

mate groves are located in Paraguay and Brazil, Argentina desired to avoid dependence on these 

countries and the ability to cultivate and process yerba mate became an element of national 

security.  Once yerba mate became tied to both commodity markets and national security in 

Argentina, the government began to promote yerba mate plantation agriculture.  In Misiones, 

Argentina, the plantation of yerba mate became a cultural tradition for the immigrants who began 

to farm in the region.  The shift to widespread commoditization of yerba mate and the 

development of yerba mate plantation agriculture parallel each other.   
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Picture 1.  The yerba mate plant in an agroforestry system. 

The development of yerba mate plantations changed the production and harvesting 

methods.  Although there are many variations to production and management practices of yerba 

mate, the following provides a description of the current yerba mate production methods as 

observed and practiced by the researcher.  To produce yerba mate, Ilex paraguariensis, seeds are 

planted in germination boxes after the mature yerba mate berries are soaked in water for several 

hours and the pulp is removed from the seed.  After 70-120 days, the seeds will germinate.  After 

approximately a year, the seedlings will reach 25 to 30 cm and will be transplanted into the field 

at a spacing of about 2.5 meters by 3 meters depending on the land and the farmerôs preferences.  

Farmers place some sort of shade structure to protect the yerba mate so that the seedlings will not 


