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Sustainability, originally a concept designed to establish relationships between 

diverse programs at the United Nations, can also have heuristic value in teasing out 

interconnections between diverse place-based adaptive strategies in landscapes of production. In 

the rural equatorial Andes, sustainability and such related concepts as territorial development and 

indigenous buen vivir can provide useful frameworks for analyzing and improving emerging 

economic geographies involving multiple actors.  

 

In the equatorial Andes, smallholder agriculture has long been seen as sustainable due to its 

agroecological characteristics and flexibility in terms of crops, tools, and niche utilization. 

Recently, modernizing agricultural innovations including greenhouse floriculture have been 

introduced, with questions about their impacts on the environment, human rights, and poverty 

reduction. Additional concerns involve long term changes in demography, climate change, 

volcanic and other hazards, and insertion in global markets.  

 

Using qualitative methods of ethnographic field research attentive to multiple voices, my studies 

show that greenhouse floriculture has generally complemented rather than displaced smallholder 

agriculture. It uses existing landholdings, employs existing smallholder labor, and inserts itself in 

existing water systems, and probably also aids in coping with demographic and environmental 

change. Although conflict is certainly present, prospects for negotiations towards solutions have 

been enhanced by the relatively small scale of floriculture plantations, and by the strategic 

involvement of such political actors at the local scale as mayors.   

 

Much existing literature has focused on the unsustainability and disruptive potential of large 

scale modern plantations, seen as part of an emerging “plantationocene” epoch. My research 

suggests that options can exist for balancing modernization with respect for environments and 

local people in particular geographic contexts. Pre-conditions include institutional frameworks 

that allow multiple actors to negotiate ongoing compromises and adaptive relationships. These 

frameworks can be nurtured by appropriate national and international policy, and by research and 

teaching that recognize the importance of both diverse actors and secular change in economic 

geographies of sustainability.


