@'MONGABAYFEE‘IUTES Videos Podcasts Specials Articles Shorts Donate ¢ Q

Bolivia has a soy deforestation problem. It’s
worse than previously thought.

Maxwell Radwin
21 Feb 2023 Bolivia

Comments Share article

s Recently released satellite data from Bolivia shows that soy plantations were responsible for over
900,000 hectares (2.2 million acres) of deforestation between 2001 and 2021.

» Nearly a quarter of the deforestation was caused by Mennonite communities, who purchased the land
legally in hopes of expanding their simple, rural lifestyles.

+ This better understanding of Mennonite activity in Bolivia comes from a new data set from Global Forest
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Mennonites, often searching for new land to expand their simple, rural lifestyles, have founded hundreds
of communities across Latin America over the last century. In forested areas, particularly the Amazon,
that's become a problem when the communities clear trees to make room for agriculture — sometimes
thousands of acres at a time.

Bolivia has felt the brunt of the impact in recent years. Mennonite soy farms have been a main driver of
deforestation in the Beni and Santa Cruz departments, where vulnerable areas like the dry forest biome
of Chiquitania are already suffering from drought and fires caused by climate change.

“What's happened over the last thirty years is a consolidation of the Mennonites, which is also
transforming the forest,” said Daniel Larrea, science and technology program coordinator with



Conservacién Amazonica in Bolivia.

Recently released satellite data shows that soy plantations were responsible for over 900,000 hectares
(2.2 million acres) of deforestation between 2001 and 2021, or a land mass roughly the size of Vermont,
according to two new reports from NGO Amazon Conservation. Mennonites were responsible for around a
quarter of it, or 210,980 hectares (521,344 acres), with activity increasing in the last five years.
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The figures come from a new Global Forest Watch data set on soy plantations, which was merged with
forest loss imagery to determine soy-driven deforestation. Analysis of the data was conducted by Amazon
Conservation's Monitoring of the Amazon Project (MAAP).

Mennonites arrived to Bolivia in the 1950s but didn’t find a strong foothold in the country until the 1990s,
when many of the communities started to expand through the legal acquisition of land titles. There's no
limit on the amount of land that a foreign resident can own in Bolivia, and many Mennonites have learned
how to work quickly and legally in the country’s land purchasing system, according to Larrea.

“They haven't overflowed into areas illegally,” he said. “The process is taking place through the legal
acquisition of land, regularization, which is a little different from what happens in other countries.”

A lot of press coverage has been given to the soy industry in Brazil, where a moratorium has yielded
debatable results in stopping deforestation. And more recently Peru has been the center of the debate on
Mennonites, since they were largely responsible for clearing 4,000 hectares (10,000 acres) of forest
between 2017 and 2021.

Some researchers believed Peru was experiencing the worst of the Mennonite forest loss problem and
that anv land occupied bv similar communities in Bolivia was likelv alreadv degraded. But this new Global
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Forest Watch data set provides maore nuance to the situation on the ground.

“It's just really striking to see it on an even much more massive scale than in Peru,” Dr. Matt Finer, senior
research specialist at Amazon Conservation and the Director of MAAP, told Mongabay about the situation
in Bolivia.
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Other soy plantations are owned and operated by local farmers and larger agricultural producers, which
are also allegedly responsible for thousands of hectares of deforestation in the east and northeast
regions of Bolivia.

“The Mennonites came with technological, organizational and probably financial capabilities that
generated very extensive deforestation,” Senator Cecilia Requena told Mongabay. “However, they are by
no means the only group.”

Requena said the fact that so many different kinds of groups can plant soy and clear the forest is a sign
of the failure of the Bolivian government and its environmental policies. “The Bolivian state and — why not
say it? — the Bolivian business community, Bolivian civil society, haven't been able to avoid an ecological
catastrophe that is expanding every day.”

Banner image: Farmland in Bolivia. Photo courtesy of Wikimedia.

FEEDBACK: Use this form to send a message to the author of this post. If you want to post a public
comment, you can do that at the bottom of the page.
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When looking at an air quality map, South America is one of the only continets with clean air and it would
be a shame for deforestation to ruin that statistic. Without trees in South America, there would never be a
continet with garunteed clean air. Nature would suffer the most from this.
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It is really a monumental shame what is happening in eastern Bolivia with the rampant destruction of the
rainforest with not a minimum of respect or consideration for anything living, Any opportunity for land
grabbers is taken advantage. Anything and everything is fair game in eastern Bolivia, gove...
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Bolivia is the poorest country in south america and around 10% of the population lives abroad
because life is hard, they used to have hald of paraguay which was a source of agriculture and water
but paraguay declared war and took that land. Chile took their access to the pacific so now they can't
f...
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In this series, Letters to the Future, the 2025 cohort of Mongabay's Y. Eva .
. : - . Letters to the Future series -
Tan Conservation Reporting Fellows share their views on environmental
journalism, conservation and the future for their generation, amid multiple
planetary crises. Each commentary is a personal reflection, based on
individual fellows’ experiences in their home communities and the insights
gained through [...]

Free and open access to credible
information

Learn more =

Latest articles
r A

|
~f I:

As Indonesia turns COP30 Small grantsarekeytoa

;

into carbon market successful next generation
Al data centerrevolution Massive turtle bustin showcase, critics warn of of conservationists
sucks up world’s energy, Mexico reveals ‘'Wild West' 5t aiy’ (commentary)
water, materials of wildlife traffickin
& Hans Nicholas long Paul Barnes- 14 Nov 2025
Gerry McGovern, Sue Spoorthy Raman .14 Nov 2025
Branford - 14 Nov 2025

14 Nov 2025




‘Green’ energy transition Rare parrots return to Strategicignorance,climate Ecuador freezes bank

leaves a dirty trail in the Atlantic Forest fragment change and Amazonia accounts of Indigenous
Philippines' nickel belt after decades of silence (commentary) leaders, land defenders
Bong S. Sarmiento Liz Kimbrough- 13 Nov 2025 Philip M. Fearnside Kimberley Brown

- 14 Nov 2025 13 Nov 2025 13 Nov 2025

All articles =

Subscribe

Stay informed with news and inspiration from nature's frontline.

Newsletter =

G MONGABAY

Videos About Wild Madagascar LinkedIn

Podcasts Contact For Kids Instagram

Articles Donate Mongabay.org Youtube

Specials Impacts Reforestation App X

Shorts Newsletters Planetary Health Check Facebook

Features Submissions Conservation Effectiveness Tiktok

The Latest Terms of Use Mongabay Data Studio Reddit
BlueSky
Mastodon
Android App
Apple News

RSS /XML



© 2025 Copyright Conservation news. Mongabay is a U.S.-based non-profit conservation and environmental science news platform. Our EIN or tax ID is 45-
3714703,

®



