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Abstract. The research article is concerned with the analysis of agri-food
policy in the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela. With the help of historical
analysis, the author found that the main problems in the agricultural sector
of the country are its strong dependence on agri-food imports, disproportion
in the structure of land ownership and a high level of urbanization. The au-
thor used an institutional analysis and a comparative approach to identify the
advantages and disadvantages of the main government programs for the imple-
mentation of the food sovereignty strategy, which was used as a tool to remedy
the crisis situation. It was found that the receipt of food aid and the availability
of government-subsidized food blocked the desire of Venezuelans to work in
rural areas. It was found that despite the usefulness for a certain number of
citizens, government programs for the “re-peasanization” and “agrarization” of
the population did not stimulate an increase in the area of cultivated land and
did not provoke the desired increase in productivity of plant crops. It is proved
that the shortage of domestic food products, increased food imports and demo-
graphic disproportion forced the Venezuelan government to deviate from the
postulates of food sovereignty in favor of ensuring the country’s food security
“by any available means”.
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[TomnTnka IIPOAOBOJIBCTBEHHOTO CYBEPEHUTETA:
«BeHecy:ﬂJIbCKI/Iﬁ IKCIIEPUMEHT>

Anexcannp B. Manos
Poccuiickuii 20cydapcmeeniuvlil 2yManumaptvlil yHueepcumenn,
Mocxea, Poccus, malov.poo@gmail.com

Annomayus. CTaThsi MOCBSIIIEHA aHAIN3Y arpOIPOIOBOJILCTBEHHO MOJIH-
Tk B bosmBapuanckoii pecy6anke Berecyama. C mOMOTIHIO HCTOPUIECKOTO
aHasinza ObLIO YCTAHOBJEHO, YTO OCHOBHBIME IPOOJIEMAMU B CEILCKOXO031-
CTBEHHOW OTPACJIM CTPAHBI SIBJISIETCS €€ OCTPasi 3aBUCUMOCTb OT arporipojio-
BOJIbCTBEHHOTO MMIIOPTA, aCUMMETPUA B CTPYKTYpPE 3€MJICBJIAJCHUS U Bbl-
cokuii yposenb ypbanusanuu. C omopoil Ha MHCTUTYIMOHAIBHBIA aHAIN3 1
KOMITapaTHBHbIH TTOIX0/ OBLIN BBISIBICHBI TIPEUMYIIECTBA 1 HEAOCTATKH TJIaB-
HBIX TOCY/IAPCTBEHHBIX IIPOTPAMM T10 PEAIN3AIUHU CTPATETHH TIPOJOBOIbCTBEH-
HOT'O CyBEPEHUTETA, HCHOHBSyeMOﬁ B Ka4eCTBE€ MHCTPYMEHTA I10 NCIIPABJIEHUIO
KPU3UCHON cuTyanuu. B yacTHOCTH, OBLIO YCTAaHOBJIEHO, YTO MOJYYEHUE TTPO-
JOBOJILCTBEHHOU TIOMOIIM U JOCTYIIHOCTh CYOCUIMPYEMbIX HPABUTEILCTBOM
IIPOAYKTOB NUTAHUA KYNUPOBAJIN Yy T'paK/aH CTPAHbI JK€JaHUe TPYAUTHCS B
CEJIbCKON MECTHOCTHU. Y CTAHOBJIEHO, YTO, BOIIPEKHU TTOJIE3HOCTH JIJist PUKCHPO-
BAaHHOTO YMCJIA TPAKIAH CTPAHBI, TIPO(IIbLHBIE TPABUTENHCTBEHHbIE TIPOrPaM-
MBI TI0 «pe-KPECThTHU3ANNNY 1 «aTPapu3alliity HaCETeHUsT He CIT0COOCTBOBA-
JIN CYIIECTBEHHOMY YBEJINYEHUIO TIJIOMIA/IN KYJIbTUBUPYEMBIX 3€EMEJIb, 4 TAKKE
He CIPOBOLUPOBAIN OKUIAEMbII POCT MPOU3BOAUTETBHOCTA PACTUTEIHHBIX
KyJIbTyp. JloKasbiBaeTCs, 4TO eUIUT OTECUECTBEHHBIX IIPOAYKTOB MUTAHUS,
BO3POCIIHIT BBO3 MPOJOBOJICTBUSA U fieMOorpaduueckast JUCIPOTIOPIUST BbIHY-
JIJIN TIPABUTENILCTBO BEHECYaIIbl OTCTYITUTD OT TTOCTYJIATOB KOHIEMIIUN [TPO-
JIOBOJIbCTBEHHOTO CYBEPEHUTETA B TIOJIB3Y 0OECTIeUeHUsT MPOIOBOIbCTBEHHOM
6630HaCHOCTI/I CTpaHbl <<JIIO6BIMI/I AOCTYITHBIMU CPEACTBaAMM».

Kmouesvie cnosa: Benecyama, Jlatunckas AMepuka, pOI0BOJIbCTBEHHBII
CYBEPEHUTET, MPOJOBOJIBCTBEHHAST 0E301IACHOCTD, IJI00AIU3AIMs, MEXKIyHA-
POJIHbIE OTHOIIEHMW A, MUPOBasd ITOJIUTUKA

Jlus yumuposanusi: Malov A.V. Food sovereignty policy. “The Venezuelan
experiment” // Bectauk PITY. Cepus «Ilosuromnorus. Ucropus. Mexayna-
poasbie otHotreHust». 2024. Ne 3. C. 89—-102. DOI: 10.28995,/2073-6339-2024-
3-89-102

Introduction

One of the fundamental and extremely negative circumstances for
the present and future of humanity is the deterioration of the food prob-
lem in the world, leading to such a devastating humanitarian disaster
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as famine. Today, despite scientific and technological progress, about
800 million inhabitants of our planet still suffer from chronic malnu-
trition'. The problem of food shortages is also relevant for 57 million
residents of such a dynamically developing historical and geographical
region as Latin America and the Caribbean?. The leader State of this
negative trend in this region is the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela,
a quarter of whose population suffers from food shortages today®. The
authorities decided to use the concept of Food sovereignty [Mamos
2018, c. 137; Yyrpos, Masos 2019, c. 668] as a strategy capable of quali-
tatively changing the situation in the agricultural sector of the country.
This article is devoted to the study of the main details of this manage-
ment event, entitled as the “The Venezuelan Experiment”.

Food sovereignty in Venezuela: political context

To understand why such an oil-rich country as Venezuela decided
on such an ambitious experiment to introduce food sovereignty into its
constitution, it is important to clarify the basic political context that
served as the basis for the spontaneous uprising known as “Caracazo”.
The slums that densely cover the hilly terrain of the Venezuelan capital
have become a symbol of the state that has changed the domestic agri-
food industry to the booming oil industry [Schiavoni 2017, p. 7]. The
discovery of “black gold” deposits at the beginning of the 20 century
devalued government interest in the domestic agricultural sector, in-
vestments in which were significantly reduced. Since then, the slogan
“sowing 0il”, meaning a government promise to use the revenues of
the oil industry to diversify the country’s economy, has been firmly
entrenched in political discourse, and the lack of financing for rural
areas has provoked the migration of peasants to cities, especially to
Caracas [Clark 2010, pp. 135—-136; Hellinger, Spanakos 2017, pp. 7-8].
Unemployment, poverty and hunger sent many Venezuelans into the
category of surplus populations [Li 2010, pp. 66—77]. Moreover, due to
the neglect of the domestic agricultural sector, Venezuela is not only
one of the most urbanized countries in Latin America (Figure 1), but is
also a gross exporter of energy (today, 70% of its revenues the state re-

! FAO. The State of Food and Agriculture 2021. Making agri-food systems
more resilient to shocks and stresses. Rome: FAO. P. 34.

2 FAQ, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP, WHO. The State of Food Security and
Nutrition in the World 2022. Repurposing food and agricultural policies to
make healthy diets more affordable. Rome: FAO UN. P. 10.

3 Ibid. P. 144.
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ceives from the export of fossil fuels*) and a net importer of food (since
2017, the national agri-food sector the country provides only 30% of its
population with food?).

O Urban population: 88,3% O Rural population: 11,7%

Figure 1. The proportion of urban and rural population
in The Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela in 2021
Note: Compiled by the author.
Source of information: FAO. The Food and Agriculture Organization Corpo-
rate Statistical Database (FAOSTAT). URL: http://www.fao.org/faostat/
en/#country/236 (Accessed 23 June 2023).

The Bolivarian revolution — the beginning
of the food sovereignty experiment

The election of Hugo Chavez as President of Venezuela in Decem-
ber 1998, which took place on a wave of social indignation, represented
a new era in Latin American politics [Wilpert 2014, pp. 1-2]. Chavez

© ATLAS of economic complexity. Center for International Development
at Harvard University. URL: http://atlas.cid.harvard.edu/explore?country=
236&product=undefined &year=2017 &productClass=HS &tradeFlow=Net &t
arget=Product&partner=undefined &startYear=undefined (Accessed 24 June
2023).

’ Invertalia. Venezuela only produces 30% of the food needed to maintain
its population. 11 Dec. 2017. URL: https://nz.invertalia.net/news/venezuela-
produces-only-30-of-the-food-needed-to-maintain-its-population-13013
(Accessed 24 June 2023).
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came to power on an anti-neoliberal and populist platform, launching
reforms aimed at changing both the political and agricultural food
system of the country [Orhangazi 2014, p. 223; Wilpert 2014, pp. 1-2;
Enriquez, Newman 2016, p. 595].

Despite the fact that the “Organic Law on Food Security and
Sovereignty of Venezuela” was approved only in 2008, elements of
food sovereignty already appeared in the new Constitution of the
Bolivarian Republic of 1999 (in particular articles No. 305, 306 and
3077). After integrating aspects of food sovereignty into the Con-
stitution of the State, the Bolivarian Government has launched a
number of initiatives aimed at transforming the country’s agri-food
system. The primary administrative action aimed at modifying the
agricultural situation of the state was the ratification of the “Law of
the Land and Agrarian Development”®, which signaled the beginning
of the war against Latifundism [Wilpert 2014, p. 4; Enriquez, New-
man 2016, p. 604].

According to the Venezuelan authorities, the elimination of asym-
metry in the land tenure system was supposed to reduce social inequal-
ity, as well as raise the level of domestic food production [Orhangazi
2014, p. 229]. However, similar pro-government beliefs have caused
discontent among the country’s rural elite, mobilizing opposition forces
to overthrow the Chavez regime. Attempted coup d’etat by sabotaging
the energy industry led to the mass closure of supermarkets, provoking
a shortage of food products and, as a result, an increase in the number of
malnourished citizens [ Wilpert 2014, p. 4].

Chavez, in connection with these events, on the air of the TV show
“Al6 Presidente”, explained that the lack of food sovereignty (depen-
dence on food imports and large international corporations) is a huge
danger for his country [Rosset 2009a, p. 16]. The humanitarian project
“Mission Mercal” was the response of the Chavez government to the
food shortage formed during the corporate boycott [McKay, Nehring,
Walsh-Dilley 2014, p. 1177].

6 Ley Organica de Seguridad y Soberania Agroalimentaria de la Republica
Bolivariana de Venezuela. No. 5.891, de 31 de julio de 2008. URL: http://www.
fao.org/pgrfa-gpa-archive/ven/ley soberania.pdf (Accessed 26 June 2023).

7 Constitucion de la Republica Bolivariana de Venezuela. No. 36.860. Pub-
licada en Gaceta Oficial del jueves 30 de diciembre de 1999. URL: https://
pdba.georgetown.edu/Constitutions/Venezuela/ven1999.html (Accessed
26 June 2023).

8 Ley de tierras y desarrollo agrario. Decreto No. 1.546,/01, de 9 de noviem-
bre de 2001. URL: https://www.fao.org/faolex/results/details/es/c/LEX-
FAOC028661 (Accessed 26 June 2023).
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National food program “mercal”:
pros and cons

Mission Mercal (Span. — Mercados de Alimentos) is a network of
state-subsidized grocery stores that provide low-income citizens with
basic food necessities [Morales 2009, p. 128]. At the same time, the
prices for the entire basic grocery set (meat, fish, eggs, milk, cheese,
bread, cereals, pasta, rice, flour, tomato sauce, fruit, coffee, margarine,
butter, sugar and salt) were 40% cheaper than in the conventional
supermarkets. The low cost was achieved through the direct purchase
of food from domestic producers (small and medium-sized), as well as
the profitable import of that category of goods that are not produced in
Venezuela. The state has created large warehouses, logistics centers and
transport networks against the dangerous speculations of compradors.
Since 2010, there have been 16,600 stylized retail outlets in Venezuela,
which were visited by two-thirds of the population, and where about
85,000 employees worked [McKay, Nehring, Walsh-Dilley 2014,
p. 1183]. Moreover, since 2004, the Mission Mercal has established
more than six thousand Food banks, providing free meals to about one
million Venezuelans [Purcell 2017, p. 302; Schiavoni, Camacaro 2009,
p. 129].

However, Mission Mercal had a palliative effect, despite the high
humanitarian significance and positive feedback from the international
community. The vulnerability was that the country’s authorities con-
tinued to pay great attention to imports, and large domestic distributors
simply shifted the vector of food dependence from the United States and
Colombia (the main geopolitical opponents of their country) towards
Argentina and Brazil [Kappeler 2013, p. 10]. As a result, the energy sec-
tor of the Venezuelan economy continued to play the role of the main
source of financing for food imports. This scheme has ruined domestic
agriculture, because the import of food is easier and more affordable
than the development and implementation of national production prac-
tices. At the same time, receiving government food aid and subsidized
food products stimulated the majority of Venezuelans unwillingness
to retrain as peasants and return to work in the field. Subsequently,
positive government actions evolved into a curious socio-cultural phe-
nomenon known as Bachaqueo — resale of government-subsidized food
products for profit [Kappeler 2017, p. 259; Purcell 2017, p. 297]. The
practice of Bachaqueo is popular in the country, as a result of which
many Venezuelans willingly devote their entire working week to stand-
ing in queues for the purchase and resale of subsidized goods (especially
food). The former chairman of the National Assembly D. Cabello, re-
cognized this phenomenon as “a plague” that harms the people, and the
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current President of the country, N. Maduro, adopted amendments to
the criminal law of the country providing for punishment in the form
of imprisonment for up to 5 years. However, the tightening of the leg-
islative system was not able to eradicate the activities of Bachaqueo,
since every Venezuelan, upon presentation of an identity card, could
still purchase a quota number of essential products at fixed prices and
independently dispose of their appointment.

National food program “Zamora”:
competitive advantages

Along with the food support of the population of the Mission Mercal,
the Venezuelan government initiated another Agri-food program, known
as the Mission Zamora. The purpose of this program was the process of de-
mocratization of agricultural lands — the dismantling of latifundia and the
fair redistribution of land resources [Wilpert 2007, p. 111]. The Zamora
mission was designed both for landless peasants and for those who left
the village in search of “a better life”. Thus, the Venezuelan Government
initiated the process of deurbanization of the population (Span. — Vuelta
al campo), giving slum residents the opportunity to feed themselves and
their families through the provision of loans and subsidies, specialized
training and technical support [Page 2010, p. 251; Morales 2016, p. 18;
Purcell 2017, p. 299; Wilpert 2014, p. 4].

A fund program (Span. — Fundo Zamorano) was developed for the
development of the Zamora Mission. The purpose of the special pro-
gram was to consolidate the production activities of dozens of peasant
families on the basis of collective ownership and the principles of coop-
erative management [Loyda 2006, p. 60]. It should be added that the
implementation of the Fundo Zamorano project was made possible due
to the general trend of Venezuela’s transition from representative to
participatory democracy. One of the main mechanisms of such transit
were Community Councils — local government bodies through which
communities could articulate their interests, form a budget and interact
with the government [McKay, Nehring, Walsh-Dilley 2014, p. 1184;
Marcano 2009, p. 75; Schiavoni 2015, p. 470]. A relevant example of
community control in the process of food supply and their proportional
distribution is the special Local Committees of Supply and Production
(CLAP).

It is necessary to include, that to regulate the process of implement-
ing land reform, the Venezuelan government has created three main
governing bodies: the National Institute of Lands (INTI), the Institute
of National Rural Development (INDER) and the Venezuelan Agricul-

ISSN 2073-6339 « Cepus «Ilomuronorus. Mcropus. Mexaynapomaibie otHotenust». 2024. Ne 3



96 A.V. Malov

tural Corporation (CVA). Moreover, The Ministry of Agriculture of
Venezuela (MPPAT) has established three institutes responsible for
promoting the agrarian model of socialist development based on the
principles of food sovereignty: the National Institute of Agricultural
Research (INIA), the Foundation for the Development of Science and
Technology (Fundacite) and the Educational and Innovation Founda-
tion for the Support of the Agrarian Revolution (CIARA). A wide list of
administrative authorities also implied programs for interdepartmental
cooperation, in which joint projects aimed at ensuring food security and
the sovereignty of the country were organized.

From food sovereignty to food security

The Government’s program on Agri-food transformation did not
lead to the expected result, even despite the transfer of arable land into
the hands of small farmers and investments in rural development that
took place by 2006 [Orhangazi 2014, p. 229].

Due to the rapid growth of food imports and a weak rise in the
productivity of the domestic agri-food sector, the attention of the
authorities turned towards the creation of a new, more advanced So-
cialist production model [Rosset 2009a, p. 21; Purcell 2017, p. 303].
Consequently, the state created Socialist Production Units (UPS),
which took the form of State farms formed on expropriated agricultural
land [Enriquez, Newman 2016, pp. 595, 617].

Along with this, the Venezuelan government established special
socialist production companies designed to purchase, process and sell
agricultural products manufactured at new “UPS-state farms”. The
emerging trend towards increased state intervention in the commer-
cialization of food production and distribution was supported by three
administrative decisions: 1) expansion of credit lines; 2) transformation
of more arable land from the latifundios category into large-scale state
farms (UPS-state farms); 3) confiscation and nationalization of agro-
industrial food processing companies [Orhangazi 2014, p. 223].

However, the logic of state intervention in the agri-food agenda was
the intensive ideological propaganda of Socialist humanism?®. Thus, the
process of forming UPS-state farms represented a deviation from the
previous strategy of the state to ensure food sovereignty, based on the
transfer of agricultural land into the hands of small farmers, cooperatives

9 Ellner S. Chavismo on the horns of a dilemma: populism and pragmatism
in Venezuela. Venezuelanalysis. 11 May 2015. URL: https://venezuelanalysis.
com/analysis/11391 (Accessed 26 June 2023).
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and Fundos Zamoranos [Enriquez, Newman 2016, pp. 617-618]. The
emerging deviation from the previously set course on food sovereignty
was officially verified by the Venezuelan authorities in January 2011.

Then, in the context of a low level of food self-sufficiency and
permanent dependence on imports, the government presented a new
program for the agrarian transformation of the country — Gran Mision
Agro Venezuela (GMAV). The main objectives of the established pro-
gram were: 1) expanding the area of cultivated land; 2) increasing the
yield of major crops; 3) promoting the practices of Urban farming. The
adoption of new administrative guidelines meant a refusal to further
develop the country according to the principles of food sovereignty. As
a result, the state initiated a return to the pre-revolutionary policy of
ensuring food security “by any available means”. The consequences of
this strategic regression were the non-interference of the state in the
business relations of large commercial producers, as well as stimulat-
ing the growth of the number of UPS-state farms and industrial en-
terprises for processing agricultural products [ Enriquez, Newman 2016,
pp. 616—617].

Thus, the beginning of 2010 can be considered a “point of return” to
the pre-revolutionary phase of Venezuela’s agri-food policy. Since that
period, the government has radically changed its views on the structure
of land ownership, leading to a shift in priority from small peasant farms
to large-scale commercial farms and UPS-state farms.

Conclusion

Despite the significant contribution of the personality of H. Chavez
to the process of restoring the socio-humanitarian state of society,
cardinal changes in the agricultural sector of Venezuela have not oc-
curred. President N. Maduro also failed to achieve significant changes.
In particular, fundamental government goals have not been achieved:
1) to cure the country of the Dutch disease [Auty 1993]; 2) to “eman-
cipate” from agricultural imports; 3) to correct the asymmetry in the
structure of land ownership!?; 4) to reduce the critical level of urbaniza-
tion (Figure 1). The introduction of the idea of food sovereignty into
the constitution of the State, reflected in two government initiatives
(Mision Mercal and Mision Zamora), failed to stabilize the flawed situ-
ation, leading to extremely contradictory consequences.

0 Hungry for land: small farmers feed the world with less than a quarter

of all farmland. GRAIN. 2014. URL: https://www.fao.org/family-farming/
detail /en/c/284666/ (Accessed 26 June 2023).
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The mission of Mision Mercal was to reduce food imports by creating
astate-owned network of specialty stores that supply the population with
food at reasonable prices. Food production was assigned to the domestic
agricultural sector, relying primarily on small producers. However, a
colossal demographic disparity (in favor of the urban population) pre-
vented the peasantry from carrying out the government’s instructions,
which increased the country’s dependence on agri-food imports.

The Government presented the Mision Zamora initiative to elimi-
nate the demographic imbalance, inventory of agricultural lands and
their transfer into the hands of peasants. With the help of the rural-
ization and re-peasantization programs, the Venezuelan government
decided to achieve a numerical increase in campesinos. Despite the
fact that the “Vuelta al campo reforms” have benefited more than one
million people, they have not led to a significant increase in the area
of cultivated land [Gutiérrez 2015, p. 40; Morales 2016, p. 18; Purcell
2017, pp. 299-300], nor have they provoked the expected increase in
crop productivity'’.

The main obstacle to re-peasanization was 1) the loss of communica-
tion between generations; 2) the transfer of traditional knowledge about
farming in a tropical climate [Page 2010, p. 251]. The new peasants,
unaccustomed to intensive physical labor, were unprepared to face the
inevitable difficulties that forced them to return to the urban slums. The
creation of a wide range of institutions designed to provide qualified as-
sistance to newly-minted farmers provoked bureaucratic confusion, pro-
viding opportunities for corruption [Rosset 2009b, p. 119; Purcell 2017,
p. 308; McKay, Nehring, Walsh-Dilley 2014, p. 1189]. The government
was obliged to adjust the agri-food policy due to the shortage of domestic
food products, the growth of imports and the lack of demographic bal-
ance. Ultimately, this led to a paradoxical situation — since the official
adoption of the “Organic Law on Agri-Food Security and Sovereignty”,
Venezuela has begun to retreat from the postulates of food sovereignty.
Confirmation of the change in the agri-food course was the ratification of
the Gran Mision Agro Venezuela program, which heralded the country’s
return to the policy of ensuring food security “by any available means”.
Since then, Venezuela has returned to neoliberal ideas shared by large
industrial monopolies and multinational corporations. However, the
completion of the Venezuelan experiment on the introduction of food
sovereignty and the subsequent reversal of the neoliberal model of ensur-
ing food security did not contribute to the emergence of a new welfare

' FAO. The Food and Agriculture Organization Corporate Statistical Da-

tabase (FAOSTAT). URL: https://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#data (Accessed
26 June 2023).
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state in the Latin American region. Vice versa, Venezuelan citizens, who
had previously discussed the prices of sports shoes, cars and household
appliances, henceforth started talking about the shortage and about food
prices [Kappeler 2017, pp. 258-259]. The depressive mood “enveloping”
modern Venezuelan society, and the aggravation of the machinations of
Bachaqueo in it, speak of a new socio-political crisis. In the process of de-
veloping programs to overcome a potential (present) crisis, the govern-
ment needs to take into account the mistakes of past reforms and tighten
measures to combat bureaucracy and inefficiency of officials.
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