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n a world in which agriculture is increasingly
dominated by industrial farming and interna-
tional trade, there is one crop that is still profitable
to small farmers. It is hardy, drought-tolerant, and
thrives on marginal lands. Multinational corpora-
tions have not yet hijacked its seeds, and its culti-
vation requires limited capital investment. Market-
ing poses no real problem, and farm gate prices are
often an order of magnitude higher than those of

the next alternative crop. Its production is still
concentrated in countries of the South, where it
does not benefit from any market-distorting sub-
sidy. And while it can be consumed locally, it is
mainly an export crop, bringing in much needed
hard currency. It is also a magnet for Northern
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tourists coming to sample the produce “ala
source.” The catch? It is illegal.

From the mountains of the Moroccan Rif to the
Afghan Highlands, from the hills of Lesotho to the
forests of Jamaica, the cultivation of cannabis is
essential to the livelihoods of millions of people
who live on marginal lands. In many southern
countries it is unofficially tolerated, making it an
extralegal rather than an illegal crop. Governments
recognize, albeit covertly, that cannabis farming
plays a crucial role in halting the massive exodus of
farmers from rural areas where poverty is endemic.
Take Morocco, for instance, the world’s largest
producer and exporter of cannabis in the world,
where £zf (the local name for cannabis) is smuggled
by boat to Spain across the Mediterranean and
from there to the rest of Europe. The Spanish gov-
ernment doesn’t like it and the Guardia vigilantly
polices Spain’s coastline. But the alternative to
cannabis contraband is often the smuggling of
North African migrants using the same route. As
one £7f producer put it, “Kif does not kill you, hun-
ger does” (Martelli, 2013, para. 16), while the
human toll from the illegal sea crossings keeps
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increasing. Similar stories are echoed in most
cannabis-producing regions in the world.

Due to the illegal nature of cannabis produc-
tion, systematic, rigorous research on the nature
and operation of the cannabis value chain and of
the power structures that surround it is scant.
Indeed, such research is fraught with physical dan-
gert, not least because it may shed light on the
internal operation of drug cartels and their
connection to the powers that

their destitution. This thesis is well developed in
James C. Scott’s theory of “everyday form of
peasant resistance” (Scott, 1986).

Another common misconception is that all can-
nabis producers are rich. While the returns from
cannabis cultivation are higher than “legal” crops,
one must note that the distribution of profits and
earnings reflects the strong power differential along
the production and marketing chain. As with

regular crops, small farmers —

be. Yet there exist a number
of studies that offer a good
petspective on the cannabis
production and trade in their
local and global dimensions
(for example, see Bloomer,
2009; Chouvy & Laniel, 2004,
Kepe, 2003). Woven together,
they bring to light the variants
of the cannabis value chain

return on investment.

and reveal their shared
characteristics. Over the past

To subsistence farmers,
cannabis farming is a coping
mechanism that offers an
economically viable alternative

to legal crops that have little

who produce most of the raw
material — are at the bottom
of the pile and obtain the
smallest share of revenues.
Traders, smugglers, and large
producers who control the
subsequent stages of the value
chain are the largest earners. In
spite of that, it is the cannabis
farmers who are the target of
repression. Poret (2000)
analyzed the drug-prohibition

year Hélene Servel, a French

student studying at the Université Lyon-2 and 1
have strived to unravel the political ecology of
hashish (cannabis resin) in the Bekaa region of
Lebanon. Our findings ate currently being pre-
pared for publication, but a cursory examination of
the data allowed us to identify a number of themes
that echo the reports from other cannabis-
producing regions of the South.

Contrary to a commonly held idea, most small
farmers, especially subsistence farmers, who engage
in the production of cannabis are not bandits who
like to live in illegality. To them, cannabis farming
is a coping mechanism that offers an economically
viable alternative to legal crops that have little
return on investment. It is also often part of a
diversified livelihood portfolio that includes on-
farm and off-farm employment (Bloomer, 2009).
Even landless farmworkers benefit from cannabis
production, as daily wages can be up to 10 times
higher than the average farmworker’s pay (see
Cochet, 1989, for Mexico). That said, cannabis
farming may also be thought of as an act of con-
testation directed at a state that does not offer
social support to its marginalized citizens and
which those citizens see as being responsible for
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policies of the United Nations

and shows that they almost exclusively address the
supply side, which is made up essentially of small
producers. These policies push them to seek refuge
under the wings of powerful players who practice a
blend of business and banditry. Thus, land, labor,
and financial capitals are not sufficient to guarantee
success in cannabis production. The other two
essential elements ate the ability to take risk, as
farmers operate with a constant sword of Damo-
cles looming over their heads, and the availability
of a strong, protective “social” capital that offers
collective protection from the repressive apparatus.

For some researchers (Chouvy & Laniel, 2004)
the dynamics of the cannabis value chain are essen-
tially driven by geopolitical considerations. Much
has been said about the U.S. use of the “War on
Terror” and the “War on Drugs” (Carpenter, 2004;
Greenwald, 2010) to justity its self-appointment as
the global Drug Enforcement Administration
(DEA), operating and funding cannabis eradication
programs worldwide (Bureau of International
Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs, 2013).
No amount of scaremongering, however, can
shake away the widespread conviction among
cannabis growers in Lebanon that the U.S. has a
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hidden agenda that goes well beyond the protec-
tion of its people from the nefarious effects of
narcotics. They point to the flagrant contradiction
in the U.S. between the legal-

illegality as they gave up on governments that have
been incapable of offering supportt to their citizen-
ry, and after having witnessed the repeated failure

of crop replacement programs.

ization of cannabis production
and the emergence of quasi-
industrial production units,
and the financial support for
the eradication of cannabis

Planting cannabis becomes

not only a livelihood necessity,

The legalization process may
now breach this last line of
defense. These presumptions
bring about an important ques-
tion: Can small farmers exist

but also an act of resistance to

tields where it contributes to
local livelihoods. In that
respect, planting cannabis
becomes not only a livelihood
necessity, but also an act of

what is perceived as an

iniquitous and hegemonic power.

within a legality that is imposed
on them by a power architec-
ture in which they do not
participate? For those among
us who are interested in

resistance to what is perceived
as an iniquitous and hegemonic power.

These specificities set aside, it appears that can-
nabis production abides by the same economic
principles as any other commodity traded in capi-
talist markets. Its production requires labor and
capital investments, and its pricing obeys the law of
supply and demand. It is channeled through an
economic value chain that is just as implacable.
The only reason its cultivation is still profitable for
small farmers in the South is its illegality: it does
not have to compete yet with industrially farmed
agricultural commodities that have benefited from
direct or indirect farm subsidies. But this is rapidly
changing. As the U.S. legalizes production and the
new pot barons (Newsweek, 2012; Fortune, 2013)
find their places in Wall Street offices, many
Southern countries such as Uruguay are starting to
follow suit in order to carve themselves a share of a
promising global market.

One cannot help wonder about the fate of the
small farmers as cannabis enters the global com-
modities regime. Will legalizing production benefit
them by removing the sword of Damocles under
which they operate and freeing them from the hold
of cartels? Some small cannabis farmers are con-
cerned that legalization will invite “safe” capital
investments by large corporations and that they
will lose the only edge they now possess: their
willingness to take risks. For regions such as the
Moroccan Rif or the Lebanese Bekaa, and in the
absence of any viable alternatives, these changes
are bound to cause further depeasantization and to
deepen poverty. Small producers sought refuge in
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political ecology and are con-

cerned about the fate of small farmers, this new

agrarian question must become an urgent research

priority. =
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