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Abstract

Bolivia’s current TIPNIS (Territorio Indígena Parque Nacional Isiboro
Sécure) crisis has highlighted the diverse and often conflicting interpreta-
tions and applications of indigenous rights and environmental rights and
how these have impacted the goals and structures of governance of the
MAS party and the indigenous-based presidency of Evo Morales. Special
attention will be given to environmental concerns as a core, but clearly
contested, element of national development and the defense of Bolivian
sovereignty. In the struggle over the construction of the road through the
Isiboro Secure Indigenous Territory and National Park, which sought to
link Bolivia and Brazil and ultimately provide land-locked Bolivia more
ready access to the Pacific, social movements have been marshaled and
mobilized both for and against the government’s project. What has this
meant for Bolivia’s populist and social-movement-based democracy? Has
this rainforest crisis been another example of an “overdose of democracy,”
a condition that appears to have dogged the Morales presidencies? This
paper seeks to explore these, and related issues.

Introduction
The election of Evo Morales Ayma as Bolivia’s first elected indigenous

president has had revolutionary consequences for democratic governance
in the majority-indigenous Andean nation. President Morales and the
governing party coalition of the Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS) have
represented their rule as a new form of “pro-Indian” populism. The
Morales-MAS government has also emphasized the policy of environ-
mental activism and sustainable development as central to the indigenous
worldview of respect and reverence for Mother Nature or Pacha Mama, in
the language of the Aymara and Quechua peoples of Bolivia’s highlands
and valleys. Thus the Morales government initially forged an environ-
mentalist solidarity based on indigenous territorial rights and the regional
and local sovereignty and autonomy (self-rule) of all indigenous groups,
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including the native tribes in Bolivia’s tropical lowlands and Amazonia
jungles, a few of which tribes have not yet been integrated into the great
Bolivian society. These indigenous and native peoples’ rights have been
enshrined in the new Bolivian constitution, hard-won after two years of in-
tense debate and contestation in the MAS and indigenous-dominated con-
stitutional assembly, and finally enacted into law by a national plebiscite
on 25 January 2009.

However, not long after the enactment of the constitution and the im-
plementation of a host of enabling legislation in the months preceding
the December 2009 elections, tensions began to emerge and build over
the thorny contradictions among, and disputes over, the competing goals
and interests of the governing party, its heterogeneous support base, rep-
resented by popular social movements, and diverse indigenous commu-
nities, particularly the sharp divisions between highland and lowland
Bolivia. The TIPNIS (Territorio Indígena Parque Nacional Isiboro Sécure)
crisis of 2011–2012 exposed these complexities, as well as the inherent
tensions between the official policies of environmentalism and economic
development that have confronted Bolivia, as well as other countries in
the region, but which have become especially acute for Bolivia.

Deforestation in the sensitive tropical lowlands of South America, for
example, has been an ongoing battle in neighboring Brazil as well, espe-
cially after the government of Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva turned over the
reigns of power to that of Dilma Rousseff in late 2010. The steady reduc-
tion in the rate of deforestation achieved since the mid-2000 in Brazil’s
Amazon is being threatened as pressures for development have increased
and new political interests have influenced a relaxation of regulation and
enforcement of environmental conservation efforts. And, as in Bolivia, the
challenges to environmentalism in Brazil are also threatening the effective
recognition and protection of the rights and territories of indigenous peo-
ples. Thus, according to the New York Times, the recent challenges to the
nearly century-old Forest Code, the centerpiece of Brazil’s environmen-
tal legislation, “has stoked the age-old struggle over development versus
conservation.”1 Brazil’s powerful agricultural lobby (ruralistas) and vot-
ing bloc in Congress have succeeded in watering-down the 47-year old
law, and President Rousseff’s partial veto of the new legislation encour-
ages further exploitation and rapid deforestation of the Amazon to fuel
an export-based model of economic development and growth reliant on
soybeans and beef products, and the huge Belo Monte hydroelectric dam
project.

In neighboring Peru, ambitious dam development projects pose similar
threats to jungle forests and indigenous peoples in order to generate and
export hydroelectric capacity primarily for the Brazilian market.2 Thus, the
Peruvian development path has also pitted the interests of local indige-
nous communities against national economic priorities heavily reliant on
mining and foreign, especially Brazilian, investment. As in Bolivia, the
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government of President Ollanta Humala claimed that, although envi-
ronmental and social concerns were important, electrification would im-
prove the lives of local peoples. Yet, despite the government’s professed
concern for the welfare of affected local indigenous communities, these
populations were not informed or involved in the project’s planning. The
proposed dam on the Ene River would completely alter life on the river
on which the Ashaninka indigenous communities depended, flooding out
many from their homes. The communities have turned to the courts to
defend their customs and rights to their land and natural habitat.

Paraguay, another of Bolivia’s close neighbors, has experienced sim-
ilarly escalating environmental and development problems. There has
been the increasing dramatic loss of virgin rainforests and scrub forests
of Paraguay’s Gran Chaco—a region also shared with Brazil and Bo-
livia. Satellite analysis conducted by a Paraguayan environmental group
has reported that at least 1.2 million acres of the forest domain have
been deforested in the last two years to accommodate cattle ranching
and ever-expanding soy bean agriculture, both of which primarily serve
Paraguay’s export economy. As in Brazil and Bolivia, this export-oriented
development and aggressive reduction of original forests have encroached
upon and threatened the few remaining indigenous peoples and diverse
native animals and plant species of the region. Estimates suggest that only
slightly over 10 percent of the original Chaco forests remain in eastern
Paraguay. Compounding and contributing to these problems is another
major concern in Paraguay (a concern expressed in Bolivia as well), the sig-
nificant increase in Brazilian immigrants who are playing a central role in
the expansion of industrial agriculture and cattle ranching in the region.3

In poverty-stricken Bolivia, the TIPNIS crisis over building the second
leg of a paved road connecting Bolivia and Brazil, and the Bolivian cities
of Trinidad and Cochabamba reflect a similar struggle between conser-
vation and development, and sustainability and economic growth. The
$415 million highway is largely funded by the Brazilian Central Bank
and is being built by the Brazilian Construtora OAS Ltd., and intends to
connect southeastern Brazil, as well as Bolivia, with the Chilean port of
Arica.4 So there is also the expressed fear that opening greater transporta-
tion access to Brazil will exacerbate the influx of Brazilian immigrants
and entrepreneurs, as has occurred in Paraguay. Moreover, in Bolivia
the struggle is compounded further by the competing interests of coca
growers (legal and illegal), and by the continued reliance of President
Morales on this core cocalero constituency, versus the rights and demands
of diverse indigenous groups (Altiplano-based versus Amazonian com-
munities) and aggressive social movement activists. Consequently, con-
frontations among coca growers and indigenous groups, another core
constituency for the Morales-MAS government, have multiplied during
Morales’s second term in office. All of these developments have had seri-
ous repercussions for democratic governance in Bolivia and Morales’ own
popularity. Some observers view the TIPNIS rainforest confrontation as
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further evidence that Bolivia’s “people power” and social protest democ-
racy is alive and well and represents success rather than failure for the
Morales government. Others strongly disagree with this assessment. The
purpose of this study is to consider what the TIPNIS confrontation por-
tends and what it may mean for the future of Morales’s presidency and
indigenous and environmental causes in Bolivia.

Development and Indigenous Rights

“No es justo, por ejemplo, el desabasecimiento de alimentos, te-
niendo tierras virgenes para producir . . . Hay que cambiar de pen-
samiento y de actitud.”5

The TIPNIS crisis in Bolivia has highlighted fundamental differ-
ences in how various Bolivian constituencies—whether indigenous or
non-indigenous, whether highlander or lowlander, or whether pro- or
anti-official policy—view development and the critical roles that envi-
ronmentalism as well as indigenous rights and customs should play if
the country is to achieve greater economic growth and redistributive jus-
tice. Similar controversies over the where, how and why of development
have engulfed Bolivian society in the past but are especially acute today,
not only relating to the environment but also in the field of education,
a fundamental building-block and component of both identify and citi-
zenship formation, as well as a central and indispensible instrument of
economic, political and social upward mobility and development. The
establishment of an “Estado Plurinacional” and the consequent empha-
sis on inter-culturalism and multiculturalism has challenged not only the
established and traditional structures and roles in Bolivia, but also has
encouraged and legitimated differing (and often contradictory) world-
views. Thus the debate—especially as it has developed in the TIPNIS
controversy—mistakenly appears to pit the cultural values of traditional
(that is, “primitive”) society against the demands of modernization and
progress, and the higher need (that is, “human right”) to feed and clothe
an impoverished and destitute population. Bolivians, according to this
narrative, need to embrace economic production and export of resources
to overcome chronic poverty, underdevelopment and dependency.6

At the heart of the controversy is found not only the effective meaning
and implementation of indigenous autonomy (land and resource rights,
self rule, culture and traditional beliefs and practices), but also the efficacy
of capitalism and a primarily market-based development strategy as the
best way to push Bolivia forward in the twenty-first century. From dif-
ferent backgrounds and walks of life, the diverse supporters of markets
and globalization have expressed impatience with the “Pachamamista”
discourses (of both Morales and his indigenous critics), and the appeals
of anti-road TIPNIS protesters, many of whom view the protection of
“Mother Earth” as fundamental to their cosmic vision and way of life. For
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the environmentalist contingency, the proposed road through the TIPNIS
nature park has been characterized as the wanton destruction of virgin
forest and the roughshod suppression of the Indian and local residents’
rights and way of life. Indeed the proposed sector of the new road would
cut the park in half, and undermine its ecological integrity and disrupt the
native Amazonian communities.7

However, the legitimate environmental and indigenous cause is be-
ing manipulated to such an extent that it is necessary to question the
sincerity of so-called “Pachamama” supporters, and to carefully scruti-
nize the complicated and politicized discourse. For one example, some of
the anti-Morales and pro-regional autonomy prefects of the Media Luna
have cynically supported the anti-TIPNIS lowlander indigenous groups
as a way to encourage inter-Indian confusion and unrest and to embar-
rass and weaken the government coalition.8 For another example, Presi-
dent Morales has been the lead standard-bearer of the environmentalist
and por-indigenist “Pachama” banner and crusade since first elected. Yet,
in contradiction of these principles, Morales advanced the environmen-
tally sensitive Villa Tunari-San Ignacio de Moxos highway or TIPNIS road
project without consulting the inhabitants of the region as required by
his own constitutional reforms. Then, when confronted outright by deter-
mined lowland and Amazonian indigenous protest in the first (anti-road)
indigenous march (formally the “VIII Gran March Indígena en Defensa del
Tipnis, la Dignidad, la Vida y el Territorio”) on La Paz in August-October
2011, Morales initially refused to meet with the marchers and the leaders
of the Confederacíon de Pueblos Indígenas del Oriente Boliviano (CIDOB,
Confederation of Indigenous Peoples of Eastern Bolivia), the organiza-
tion which represents the indigenous and native peoples (“first nations
peoples”) of the eastern lowlands. This includes three groups in particu-
lar, the Yuracaré, Moxeño and Chimanes indigenous peoples that live in
the Isiboro Sécure Indigenous Territory and National Park and that have
historical and legally recognized rights to the land (as Tierra Comunitaria
de Origen, TCO). The marchers were met with official repression (which
Morales denied that he had ordered), resulting in some 100 wounded and
the condemnation of national and international human rights monitors.

The Morales administration, ironically, has found itself in the middle
of this environmental-indigenist dispute, largely of its own making. Basi-
cally, the Morales-MAS agenda has become realigned with the interests of
market-driven development policies despite the president’s strident and
insistent rhetoric, at home and abroad, of “Mother Earth” protectionism,
anti-colonialism and anti-imperialism. Moreover, despite the 2009 state
constitution and its extensively elaborated rights for indigenous groups
(not to mention the international accords that Bolivia supports, such as
the ILO Convention No. 169 on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples, and the
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples), the Morales govern-
ment inexplicably failed to consult with and secure the cooperation of the
lowland tribes and native residents who were to be most directly affected
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by the proposed highway through their protected lands. And when these
lowlander Indian constituencies objected, they were basically ignored, and
forced to trek some 375 miles from Trinidad, the capital of the Amazonian
department of Beni, to La Paz to demand cancellation of the road. The
government temporarily and reluctantly backed down and agreed to halt
the project. On October 24, 2011, the government and the MAS-dominated
legislature passed the “Ley Corta” or Law 180, which stopped all road
construction and reaffirmed the protected status of TIPNIS as inviolable
or “la condición intangible,” that is, “untouchable status.”

However, the conflict has not been resolved, and efforts to advance the
TIPNIS highway have continued unabated, led by a counter-indigenist
group, the Confederacíon de Indigenas del Sur del Tipinis (CONISUR,
Confederation of the Indigenous of the South of Tipnis), primarily rep-
resenting the Aymara and Quechua colonists who had migrated to the
region since the 1970s, and supported by “officialist” pro-Morales social
movements such as the national peasants’ union (CSUTCB), the Federa-
tion of Peasant Women “Bartolina Sisa,” and the Neigborhood Association
of La Paz (FEJUVE). In defense of these interests, CONISUR led some
1,000–4,500 (depending on the source and if one counts only original
marchers or also includes the pro-government social movements that
joined in) marchers into La Paz on January 30, 2012, to demand that
Morales revoke the Ley Corta and proceed with the road construction.
The march had started on December 17, 2011, in Isinuta, a town in the
Chapare coca-growing region. Most of the highland settlers of this region
were former miners and peasants who had turned to coca leaf cultiva-
tion during the hard times created by major mine closures and economic
austerity in the mid-1980s.

Over time, some of the older settlers and newer arrivals had encroached
on protected national parks and Indian lands and were cultivating coca
there illegally. The problem was that land where landless peasant subsis-
tence farmers could legally cultivate coca was increasingly scarce. Thus,
since Morales came into office, there were numerous confrontations (some
violent) among legal and illegal coca growers, settlers, and native tribes
of the Isiboro Sécure forests even prior to the TIPNIS road crisis. Many
of these settlers, whether involved in coca leaf cultivation or potentially
even narcotrafficking, welcomed the road construction as generating de-
velopment and bringing desperately needed jobs, investment and tourism
to the over twenty largely indigenous towns in the TIPNIS region.

Proponents of CONISUR and the highway project, including pro-
Morales social movements, and the Morales government itself, dismissed
lowland indigenous CIDOB supporters as “primitive” and “savage” Ama-
zonian Indian tribes opposed to modernity and progress.9 Morales even
suggested that perhaps the CIDOB-TIPNIS group responded to per-
sonal economic interests of its leaders, and the interest of the non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and the United States (“esos diri-
gentes respondieron a otros intereses, de Estados Unidos, no sé”) rather
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than their base communities.10 In turn, the leaders of CIDOB and the
TIPNIS native communities (also represented by the TIPNIS subcentral)
accused their CONISUR opponents of being unrepresentative of the ac-
tual Amazonian residents of the park, and primarily peasant coca growers
rather than the indigenous, who mainly were interested in expanding coca
cultivations to produce cocaine and turn the national park into a narco-
trafficking center.

As a result, the MAS (Movimiento al Socialismo) party adherents and
pro-Morales indigenous groups, social movements and peasant-based
constituencies of the highlands and valleys as well lowland colonists
and regional supporters (CONISUR) incongruously have found them-
selves in a face off against opposing lowlander indigenous and regional
groups (CIDOB) in Cochabamba and Beni departments where the Terri-
torio Indígena Parque Nacional Isiboro Sécure is located. Both indigenous
supporters and opponents of the road conducted nationwide marches to
La Paz to protest and sway the government in their favor. Media reports
indicated that the anti-road and CIDOB marchers (some 7,000) received
greater support in public opinion but outright opposition from the Morales
government. On the other hand, the CONISUR marchers and supporters
of the government’s TIPNIS road project, despite smaller numbers of ad-
herents, gained a ready Morales audience but were received with relative
apathy by the citizens in La Paz.

The inter-indigenous dispute and confrontation over the TIPNIS high-
way development, which the government has in large part promoted and
even instigated, nevertheless has resulted in an embarrassment for Pres-
ident Morales and his administration. The violence against the anti-road
marchers not only brought negative international attention, but also pre-
cipitated strains in the MAS-coalition and constituency, gaining the De-
fense Minister’s support for the indigenous marchers and instigating the
resignation of Interior Minister Sacha Llorenti over the police violence
against the marchers.11 Indeed a number of critics have summarized the
official policy to build the TIPNIS highway, as unconstitutional and pri-
marily intended to protect and promote the economic interests of those
profiting from narcotrafficking, as well as prospective Brazilian devel-
opers and eastern regional entrepreneurs and consumers. Since Morales
has moved to restore full diplomatic relations with the United States but
not allowed the US Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) back into the coun-
try, there even have been charges that the government has capitulated to
North American interests and global capitalism.12 Others, more generously
portray an indigenous-led government held hostage by its own battling
indigenous organizations and disparate social movements and unable to
lead Bolivian democracy, development and “an indigenous revolution”
forward.

The issue remains stalemated. CIDOB and the Consejo Nacional de
Ayllus y Markas del Qullasuyu (Conamaq, the National Council of Ayllus
and Markas of Qullasuyu) remain vigilant and threaten to mobilize and
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return to the Plaza Murillo, the seat of government house and the legisla-
ture in central La Paz if the Legislative Assembly alters “un punto o una
coma” (“a period or a comma”).13 While awaiting the arrival of the CON-
ISUR counter-march, the CIDOB leader reminded everyone that President
Morales “se comprometió ante la Comunidad Internacional de respetar
a la Madre Tierra” (“promised the International Community to respect
Mother Earth”).14 President Morales argued that the fate of the road was
in the hands of the indigenous organizations, stating that “un grupo de
hermanos se oponen, por lo que es un problema entre ustedes” (“a group
of brothers are in opposition, so it is a problem between yourselves”).15

However, he clearly has favored annulment of the Ley Corta, and indicated
that the MAS-dominated legislature would nullify the law immediately if
the “hermanos” (“brothers”) could come to an agreement.16 Several op-
position legislative deputies indicated they would oppose the recall of the
law. And, despite the government’s opposition as unconstitutional, the
formation of an “Indigenous Caucus” composed of MAS and opposition
legislatures places the two-thirds majority vote needed to rescind the law
in jeopardy.17

Meanwhile the crisis continues to escalate. There has been a steady mili-
tarization of the TIPNIS ecological park and territory by the central govern-
ment that has disturbed and sought to intimidate the native Amazonian
residents.18 At the same time there has been a resurgence of lowlander
Indian solidarity in neighboring countries. The indigenous anti-TIPNIS
highway protestors have recently received the support of the Guaraní
peoples of Argentina, Brazil and Paraguay, and the Continental Council
of the Guaraní Nation (Conejo Continental de la Nación Guaraní).19 In
the end, the Morales government and MAS deputies hoped to resort to a
series of measures to resolve the crisis and successfully decide the issue
in favor of the government’s road project as originally proposed. Among
the options debated were a major consultation among the indigenous or-
ganizations and a compromise over how to modify the Ley Corta; or the
passage of a new general consultative law (Ley Marco de Consulta Previa)
more explicitly detailing the mandated process of prior consultation with
impacted indigenous groups;20 or finally, another round of departmental
referendums in the Beni and Cochabama to decide the issue, hopefully in
favor of the road project as originally proposed.21 These solutions, how-
ever, raise as many problems as they seek to resolve, for example, who is to
be consulted: only the recognized indigenous communities within the TIP-
NIS native territory (Tierra Comun Originario, TCO), or other indigenous
groups outside of the collective land title?22

TIPNIS, Social Movement Governance and Democracy

“We believe in a democratic revolution, in an indigenous revolu-
tion to claim back our land and all of our natural resources.” Evo
Morales23
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The TIPNIS crisis has also highlighted the role of new social movements
in advancing Bolivian democracy and their relationship with the Morales
government and the MAS party. Among questions raised is whether social
movements, especially the indigenous groups, are autonomous political
actors or are basically subject to official manipulation and control, serv-
ing at times as shock troops for the regime. The answer to this question
is complicated because both situations can and do exist. One might ar-
gue that President Morales, almost at the outset of his first presidency
and into his second term, followed a more moderate and conciliatory
agenda, accommodating economic interests when necessary even if at
the expense of allied social movements and indigenous demands.24 At
the same time, despite the opposition of the government, social move-
ments and indigenous organizations continued to orchestrate a series of
street protests, road blockages, and massive protest marches (or threatened
marches) on the capital over a number of grievances such as shortages and
high prices of food and fuel, land rights and regional and indigenous
autonomy.

The TIPNIS protests fit into this disruptive activist scenario. Indeed,
not only does it directly evoke both the water and natural gas wars that
brought Morales and the MAS to power. Moreover, the TIPNIS crisis
culminates the long-standing struggle by indigenous peoples for land and
rights since the First March for Territory and Dignity in 1990 (thus it is the
eighth such march). In this sense the TIPNIS controversy represents more
than just another resource war over who has the right to exploit Bolivia’s
virgin rainforest and how it will be done.

However, unlike the earlier resource wars, the TIPNIS dispute has been
more fundamental, polarizing and visceral, pitting indigenous movements
that reflect different regional and Indian identities, experiences and cul-
tures against one another, and against the Morales administration. The
dispute has challenged Morales and the MAS government directly to faith-
fully apply the laws of the land protecting ecological diversity, sustainable
environmental development, and the rights and autonomy of indigenous
and native peoples. Indeed the TIPNIS contention brought necessary na-
tional and international focus on the Morales government’s rainforest de-
velopment policies and cavalier and “discriminatory” treatment of eastern
indigenous and native communities. For two years, CIDOB has clashed
with the government over drilling, mining, and seismic testing on indige-
nous lands, and proposed invasive mega construction and development
projects potentially favoring foreign investors.

If nothing else, this recent contention among indigenous organizations
and social movements, that the TIPNIS issue has exposed graphically,
demonstrated that President Morales and his MAS-based administration
have not had a complete free hand with the country’s competing con-
stituencies, despite numerous attempts, some successful and some not,
in manipulating and controlling them for the government’s benefit. For
example, there has been almost constant agitation by the coca growers to
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reform or abolish Law 1008, which mandates restrictive production quo-
tas and partially criminalizes coca cultivation, and pressures to expand
the zones of legal cultivation—much of which illegally has moved into the
country’s protected national parks and indigenous territories like TIPNIS.
Indeed the membership of the major unionized coca growers’ organiza-
tion, which Morales still heads, may hold mixed views on the proposed
TIPNIS highway since it most likely would encourage more illegal coca
crop cultivations in the park, which could create a glut and reduce the price
for the legal leaf and their profits. On the other hand, a road through Bo-
livia’s eastern departments ultimately connecting Brazil with Chile could
facilitate export of both legal and illegal products. However, it is not essen-
tial that a future transcontinental highway cross the ecologically sensitive
and protected Isiboro Sécure rainforest and destroy the local fauna and
traditional way of life of the last native tribal communities that remain
there.

In sum, the TIPNIS crisis confirms, once again, that Morales has
not had the unlimited or automatic support of either coca growers or
indigenous peasants and native peoples, much less Bolivia’s unionized
workers (COB, Central Obrera Boliviana, or Bolivian Workers’ Central).
Protests, roadblocks and marches, although disruptive, at least suggest
that Morales is not the autocrat that his opponents and critics make him
out to be. In one sense, the anti-road TIPNIS dispute is the result of the
greater political opening and legitimacy that indigenous groups have at-
tained since Morales’ election. Because of the constitutional reforms and
the constant vigilance of social activists, it will be very difficult for the
Morales government and MAS controlled legislature to overturn the Ley
Corta and pursue a similar development scheme without first following
the constitution and current law.

TIPNIS has become more than a celebrated cause; it is a test case that will
influence similar conflicts over ecology, environmentalism, indigenous
rights and resource extractive development as the Bolivian government
increasingly continues to rely on gas and oil extraction and exploration.
As one observer noted, “The success of the TIPNIS protest will embolden
future groups.”25 Thus the true state of social movement democracy in
Bolivia continues to follow the well-trodden path of political contestation
and challenge between the electorate and the government. And the lofty
platitudes and promises to achieve a democratic and indigenous revolu-
tion reclaiming all native lands and natural resources for indigenous and
native peoples have proven to be not only very difficult to implement but
fundamentally at odds with the government’s ambitious plans of economic
development.
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10 “Morales pide a indígenas buscar acuerdo sobre la vía,” Opinión,
January 32 2012, available online at http://www.opinion.bo/opinion/
articulos/2012/0131/imprimir.php?nota=41804.php, accessed January
31, 2012.
11 Shahriari, “Indian Revolt Targets Morales Road Project as Bolivians
March.”
12 This is a charge leveled by Paúl Antonio Coca Suárez Arana in
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