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Overview 
Andalusia is the core of Spanish agriculture, and has become the European “winter garden” notably thanks 
to the intensive, export-oriented production of greenhouse fruits and vegetables. But looking at the land 
situation, Andalusia mostly resembles Latin America, with one of the highest European rates of inequality 
in land distribution. The “Andalusia agrarian problem” – i.e. the juxtaposition of very large latifundia (often 
under-used) and a large population of seasonal farm workers and rural poor – is an old one. Various public 
policies have attempted to address the problem in the past decades, either by developing welfare schemes, 
or by promoting land reform. These policies have missed their goal, and the agrarian problem has been 
rekindled since the 2008 financial crisis, with many unemployed construction workers going back to the 
agricultural sector.  
Since its foundation, right after the end of the Franco regime, the Andalusian Sindicato de obreros del campo 
(SOC - Rural Workers Union) has advocated radical land reform and defended farm workers’ rights, in a 
context of dire working conditions, unemployment and local tensions. It has also resorted to direct action 
to pursue its goals, in particular the well-known occupation of Marinaleda. In this village, claiming use of a 
publicly-owned estate has given birth to several workers’ cooperatives managing all aspects of production, 
processing and marketing. Over the years, they have been able to foster full employment and to re-invest 
in a wide range of public services and facilities (school, cultural centres, hire-purchase for housing, etc.). In 
another village, a small group of day labourers negotiated access to a small plot of land with the 
Hydrographical Confederation. Gradually, they were able not only to grow food for themselves and their 
families, but also to develop marketing and processing, and to create their own jobs. From the start, they 
opted for solutions which would ensure their autonomy and reduce their costs, thus becoming pioneers of 
agro-ecology in Andalusia. More recently, the impact of the 2008 economic crisis, combined with the 
decision of the Andalusian government to sell all public land to pay off its debt, sparked SOCs decision to 
resume occupations. In March 2012, it started the occupation of Finca Somonte, with the aim of establishing 
a workers’ cooperative, providing food and jobs, and selling organic products.  
These occupations have offered their members new living and working conditions , and have shown that 
alternative production and marketing methods are possible. They also offer new options for the local youth, 
whose objective often remains migration to town or a different part of the country. While they have not 
been able to move up the ladder, they have contributed to bringing regional, national and European 
attention to land issues in Andalusia and in Europe. 

                                                             
1 Edited by Véronique Rioufol, December 2013 – Language edition by Sally Sorel, March 2014. Photos: M. Allagnat 
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1- Background 

1.1- Agriculture in Andalusia: a major economic sector for Spain and the EU 

Today, Andalusia is the most dynamic agricultural region of Spain, and one of the top agricultural regions in 
Europe. Agriculture still amounts to 4.7% of the regional gross added value and 9% of the workforce2. 
Traditionally, the region is specialized in olive groves, beetroot, wheat, vineyards and almonds. Over the 
last decade it has become Europe’s winter garden, providing vegetables and fruits to the rest of Europe. 
Most of this new production is very intensive, and based on intensive use of pesticides. It is concentrated 
in the province of Almeria (vegetables) and Huelva (strawberries). Most production is exported, 
unprocessed, mainly to the EU-27. But Andalusia’s key role as a major economic player in agriculture and 
primary European food provider is the by-product of a critical situation, in terms of labour conditions as 
well as land distribution.  
 

1.2- Farmland in Andalusia: concentration and inequalities  

Agriculture represents about half of the region’s land, with a utilised agricultural area (UAA) of more than 4 
million hectares, including 3 million hectares of arable land. Since 76% of Andalusian UAA is dry land, 
irrigation has always been a major challenge for agricultural development.  
 
Everywhere in Spain, the coexistence of two farming models– small to very small farms on the one hand, 
and very large estates on the other hand – makes the agrarian structure similar to that of Latin America, 
with a GINI index of land distribution exceeding 0.823. Historically, Andalusia has been one of the most 
unequal regions in terms of land distribution, as a result of more than five centuries of land concentration. 
Until the 20th century, it was characterised by a latifundist property structure, with the coexistence of “a 
landowner class little inclined to innovation and economic diversification, and little preoccupied by social 
problems and the future of Andalusians in general, (and…) of a numerous rural proletariat with very poor 
living conditions”4.  
 
Today, Andalusia is still the most polarised region of Spain. Despite various attempts at land reform and 
several waves of expropriations –in 1932 under the Second Republic or in 1984 with the foundation of the 
Andalusian Institute for Agrarian Reform (see below) – changes have been marginal5. While the average 
farm size is smaller than in the rest of Spain (respectively 18 and 24 hectares), this average has little 
significance. It masks significant disparities between provinces: 40 hectares on average in Càdiz, 11 in Jaén. 
It also conceals the polarisation of farmland distribution: small farms (less than 10ha) represent 75% of the 
farms, but only 13% of the UAA; on the other end, large farms (over 100 ha) represent 3.5% of the farms 
but 52% of the UAA6. 
 
Many large estates still belong to aristocratic families, such as the duchess of Alba, who owns over 34,000 
ha, or the Duke of the Infantado who owns over 17,000 ha. These estates are now mostly farmed through 
farming companies created by their owners. A manager is in charge of farming, with the help of a few 
permanent employees and seasonal workers. A significant share of latifundist land is not cultivated, or 

                                                             
2 Junta de Andalucía, Consejería de Agricultura, Pesca y Medio Ambiente, Secretaría General de Agricultura y Alimentación, “The 
Agricultural and Fisheries Sector in Andalusia”, 2012 
3 MERLET Michel, Comparative study of land policies in Europe, Country Report : Spain (in French), AGTER, 2011, 
http://www.agter.org/bdf/en/corpus_chemin/fiche-chemin-597.html. The Gini land coefficient measures inequality or 
concentration in land distribution. Its values vary between 0 and 1, where 0 corresponds to perfect equality and 1 perfect 
inequality. See: http://www.un.org/esa/sustdev/publications/trends2008/land.pdf 
4 PEREZ YRUELA Manuel, “Cambio y modernización social en Andalucía”, in Andalucía, 30 años de su historia, Junta de Andalucía, 
2011 – Author’s own translation 
5 PEREZ YRUELA ibid, and AMADOR Francisco, CENA Felisa, RAMOS Eduardo, SUMPSI José M., Evaluación del Proyecto de Reforma 
Agraria de Andalucía, Revista de Estudios agrosociales, n°162, 1992 
6 Calculated with data from "Numero de explotaciones, superficie total y superficie agrícola utilizada (SAU) según tamaño en 
Andalucía. Ano 2009." Instituto de Estadística y Cartografía de Andalucía, Consejería de Economía, innovación y ciencia. Most of the 
data comes from the Agricultural Census of the Spanish Office for National Statistics, realised in 2009. 
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under-cultivated and generates little or no employment. Yet, it is eligible for Common Agricultural Policy 
(CAP) subsidies, as direct payments are based on the UUA and not on production.  
 
Andalusia is predominantly a region of owner-based farming: in 2009, 71% of the UAA was farmed by its 
owner, 23% by tenant farmers, and 5% under other tenure regimes (including sharecropping)7. However, 
many small farmers supplement their own land with land that they rent. But, since the 1980s, a series of 
changes in agricultural land tenancy regulations have made the tenancy regime more flexible (in terms of 
duration, renewability…) and less secure.  
 
While tenant farming is neither a developed option nor a favourable regime, access to land ownership is 
difficult for small farmers. Land prices have risen tremendously over the last three decades, from about 
2900€/hectare in 1983 to 21 000€/hectare on average in 2009. In 2011, average Andalusian land prices 
were twice the Spanish average. Andalusian land prices vary considerably depending on: 

• Irrigation: 6 600 €/ha for dry land and 53 000€/ha for irrigated land in Granada province 
• Provinces: irrigated land costs 137 000€/ha on average in Almeria and 19 000€/ha in Jaén 
• Crops: 30 000€/ha for olive groves, 4 000€/ha for dry fruits and less than 2 000€/ha for grazing land 

in Jaén province8. 
The influence of urban sprawl and infrastructure development on agricultural land prices is also important 
in coastal areas, with the development of massive tourism (Cadiz, Almeria). Since the construction bubble 
burst, land prices for construction have collapsed, but speculators have turned to agricultural resources, 
including land. As a result, Andalusian farmland prices today are among the highest in Europe.  
 

 
 

                                                             
7 Ibid.  
8 Junta de Andalucía, Consejería de Agricultura y Pesca, Encuesta de precios de la tierra en Andalucía, 2011. See also Ministerio 
de Medio Ambiente y Medio Rural y Marino, Encuesta de precios de la tierra 2009, December 2010 and European Environment 
Agency, Land in Europe: prices, taxes and use patterns, Technical Report n°4, 2010.  
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1.3- The decline of family farming 

Small and medium-size family farms still represent a large majority of Andalusian farms (90% of Andalusian 
farms are less than 20 ha). However, the number has decreased over the past decades, as a result of both 
the Franco regime and Spanish accession to the EU. Under the Franco regime, small farms were deemed 
unprofitable and considered an obstacle to economic progress. The 1960s marked the start of rapid 
modernisation and the industrialisation of Spanish agriculture, based on developing the largest farms, land 
concentration, mechanisation and specialisation. This led to social and environmental upheavals in rural 
areas throughout the country, and to massive emigration.  
 
Transformation further accelerated with membership in the European Community in 1986. The Farm 
Modernisation Law of June 1995 aimed to develop Spanish agriculture competitiveness with UAA 
concentration and productivity gains. It defined “priority farms”, meeting particular criteria and entitled to 
national subsidies. The criteria gave priority to those farms considered the most productive, and focused 
on a very small number of farms (5% on a national level, 1.71% in Andalusia). As a result, “the voluntary 
acceleration of structural adjustment could only have a terribly destructuring effect on the Spanish 
countryside, [especially] in the case of some autonomous communities which counted only a few farms 
responding to the criteria” 9, as in Andalusia. Between 1989 and 1999 in Andalusia, the average farming area 
increased by 27%; the average economic farm size increased by 139%10. Thus, while in some European 
countries, modernisation benefited both large-scale and medium-scale agriculture, in Spain it only 
benefited large-scale agriculture.  
 
Today, small-scale farming still faces numerous difficulties: low or non-existent subsidies, impossibility to 
access land apart from inherited land, competitive markets forcing prices down, new health and safety 
regulations requiring major investment, and lack of successors. Areas where small-scale farming was strong 
(in particular, mountainous areas) still experience rural exodus and land abandonment. Between 1999 and 
2009, the number of farms dropped (-33%), while the utilised agricultural area decreased by 9%. The recent 
development of part-time farming, agro-ecological practices, rural tourism, and direct marketing, albeit still 
marginal, shows that there are new ways to revive small-scale agriculture.  
 

1.4- The development of organic agro-business 

After the first period of agricultural modernization characterised by industrialisation, concentration and 
productivity gains, the new cornerstone of Andalusian agriculture’s competitiveness is environmental 
added value. Thanks to European, national and regional public funds, the Andalusian government strongly 
supports the development of organic agriculture through multi-annual Plans11. As a result, Andalusia has 
become the first region for organic production in Europe. Between 2008 and 2011, the value of organic crop 
production increased by 390%. Organic production now covers 24% of the UAA, mostly in grazing land and 
meadows. However most new organic production is intensive, produced in plastic greenhouses and 
exported to other European countries. Most Spanish organic food-processing plants are based in 
Andalusia12. Small farmers and farm workers’ organisations criticise the official mode of organic certification 
for its export-oriented focus and its lack of social content13.  
 
On the other hand, as in the rest of Spain, the consumption of organic products is very low in Andalusia, 
and still lower for local products14. Direct selling from organic producers to consumers is slowly developing, 
mostly around the Andalusian Federation of Organic Consumers and Producers (FACPE), with small and 

                                                             
9 MERLET, 2011, ibid. – Author’s own translation 
10 Ministerio de Agricultura, Pesca y Alimentación, El Libro Blanco de la Agricultura y el Desarrollo Rural, 2003. The average 
economic size is based on the calculation of the total gross margin. 
11 The last plan covers the period 2007-2013, €225 million have already been invested between 2007 and 2011 by the Regional 
Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Environment of Andalusia, with an objective of creating 20,000 jobs. 
12 GONZALVEZ Victor, “Situación actual y perspectivas de la agricultura ecológica en España”, Vida Rural, May 2012 
13 BAQUE Philippe (ed.), La Bio entre business et projet de société, Agone, 2012 
14 GONZALVEZ, 2012, ibid.  
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medium-size organic producers and cooperatives. The duality of the farming model is clearly reproduced in 
organic production. Real development of socially and environmental-friendly production seems unlikely 
within the current Andalusian land scheme and the predominant model of intensive production.  
 

1.5- The “Andalusian agrarian problem”: day labourers and a social crisis 

In most Andalusian rural areas, agriculture remains the main source of employment and income. Alongside 
small- and medium-scale family farmers, many rural inhabitants work as day labourers and seasonal 
workers for companies or for individual farmers. They are employed both on large farms (30% work on 
farms exceeding 100 ha) and on small and medium-size farms (35% work on farms of 2 to 20ha), testifying 
to new trends in family farming, which increasingly resorts to temporary work. This is particularly true of 
family farms producing intensive export crops (vegetables and fruits), which are labour-intensive and 
profitable on small areas.15 
 
During the housing bubble, from the 1990s to the 2008 economic crisis, most of those who used to work as 
temporary farm workers –mostly men – started working in the construction sector which offered better 
paid jobs. Most of those who continued working in agriculture were therefore women. As a complement, 
employers massively appealed to migrant labour. Some are (legal and illegal) migrants who arrived from 
Africa in the 1990s in search of better living conditions. Others are seasonal workers coming from Poland, 
Romania, or Morocco for the harvest season, under special contracts and temporary rights of stay, created 
by a 2000 law (ley de extranjería) allowing for “direct contracting in the country of origin”.  
 
Since the end of the housing bubble, many unemployed construction workers have looked for jobs in 
agriculture. As a result, agricultural unemployment and beneficiaries of welfare schemes designed for 
agricultural workers have increased dramatically in Andalusia16. Unemployment, which is high overall in the 
region (30% in 2011), is even higher in agriculture (39%). Poverty, including malnutrition, has increased in 
rural areas. Access to such a widely available workforce has enabled agri-businesses and farmers to toughen 
recruitment and working conditions. Many seasonal workers, in particular migrant workers, are not hired 
under a formal contract, or work in dire conditions17. On average, workers receive 15 to 25 € for an 8-hour 
workday, but most are paid by the piece. Human rights and farmers’ organisations have documented 
numerous violations of labour laws and human rights, especially in the greenhouses of Almería and Huelva 
(vegetables and strawberries)18. 
 

1.6- National public policies: social welfare for farm workers 

Unemployment and poverty in rural Andalusia is not a new phenomenon. National policies have tried to 
limit its social consequences through the development of welfare schemes. Thus, in the 1980s, rising 
unemployment caused social discontent and mobilisation in the rural areas of southern Spain, where most 
farm workers are concentrated19. As a response, the Spanish Ministry of Employment and Welfare gave an 
allowance specifically intended for “intermittent agricultural workers” in Extremadura and Andalusia, 
commonly known as the “agrarian subsidy”. To receive it, day labourers must have worked a minimum of 
35 days in the year. The allowance is a net payment of 426€/month, i.e. 80% of the minimum wage, which 
is hardly sufficient to live on. In Andalusia, in 2012, there were roughly 137 500 beneficiaries of the “agrarian 

                                                             
15 Based on data from “Trabajadores en las explotaciones agrarias según tamaño de la explotación en Andalucía. Año 2009”, 
Instituto de Estadística y Cartografía de Andalucía, Consejería de Economía, innovación y ciencia. 
16 Junta de Andalucía, Consejería de Agricultura, Pesca y Medio Ambiente, Secretaría General de Agricultura y Alimentación, “The 
Agricultural and Fisheries Sector in Andalusia”, 2012 
17 See for instance: “Saisonniers en servage”, Plein droit n°78, GISTI, October 2008; BOZONNET Jean-Jacques, “African migrant 
workers find slim pickings in strawberry fields of southern Spain”, The Guardian Weekly, 22 June 2010, guardian.co.uk; BELL 
Nicholas, “El Ejido : l'univers infernal des serres”, Plein droit n°61, GISTI, February 2004 
18 See for instance: FIDH report, Importing workers, exporting strawberries, Working conditions on strawberry farms in the Huelva 
province (Spain), January 2012 ; HERMAN Patrick, Les nouveaux esclaves du capitalisme, Au diable vauvert, 2008 
19  In 1984, 600 000 out of the 800 000 Spanish day labourers were from Andalusia and Extremadura. 
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subsidy”, 62% of whom were women20. Another smaller allowance, the “agrarian rent” – voted in 2003 for 
those excluded from the agrarian subsidy – counted 36 000 beneficiaries. But rising unemployment and the 
growing scarcity of seasonal jobs have made it increasingly difficult to work the legal minimum of 35 days 
per year.  
 
Besides welfare allowances, the 1984 governmental measures also created the Rural Employment Plan 
(now Farm Employment Promotion Plan). It aims to channel national subsidies supporting local investment, 
in order to foster rural jobs – particularly in seasonal agricultural work.  
 
Today, these social programs and welfare allowances (totalling about 200 million €/year) are frequently 
criticised on all sides: Some resent the use of public funds to ensure solidarity towards unemployed workers 
and, in practice, from the North to the South of Spain. Others, including farm workers unions, view them as 
a way to reduce unemployment figures, without providing structural solutions for farm workers and the 
rural poor.  
 

1.7- Regional public policies: from land reform to land privatization...to a land bank? 

Another way to address the Andalusian “agrarian problem” has been to try to reform the land tenure 
system21. Indeed, for those who see land concentration as a major factor of high rural unemployment, 
improving the living and working conditions of day labourers implies support for farming cooperatives or 
family farms, by facilitating access to land, credit and technical support. In Spain, pro-active policies on 
access to land are managed by regional governments, as are all aspects of land governance policy – i.e. land 
and town planning, agriculture, forestry, transport and water infrastructures, or environmental protection, 
etc. 
 
In the 1980s, the Socialist Party governing Andalusia decided to launch an ambitious land reform scheme, 
influenced by on-going land reforms in developing countries and a surge of studies on the potential impact 
of land reforms on economic and social development22. The government was faced with a dynamic day 
labourers’ movement demanding radical land reform, spurred by the Marinaleda occupation (see below). 
The government’s objective was thus twofold: to improve the productivity and efficiency of Andalusian 
agriculture and to favour access to land (use and/or property) for landless farm workers. The 1984 law on 
land reform (see box 1) was quite moderate though, and did not satisfy landless workers organisations23. 
Expropriation mostly concerned land use and not land ownership, which largely remained in the same 
hands. The reform’s main detractors therefore were large-scale farmers, rather than large landowners.  
 
The 1984 Land Reform Act in Andalusia: 
 
The law created a special public entity, the Andalusian Institute for Agrarian Reform (IARA), to administer land coming 
from three different measures:  
 - Expropriation of land for land used below its “social efficiency”,  
 - Expropriation of property in the best interest of society (with financial compensation), and  
 - Purchase of land voluntarily sold by its owners.  
 
The first measure – expropriation for “socially inefficient” use of the land – only concerned large farms (over 300 ha 
for dry land and over 50 ha for irrigated land). It covered all of Andalusia, but was implemented district by district. For 
each district, the regional government conducted a detailed study of farming practices. All large farms were then 
classified in four categories, according to their level of “social efficiency” (based on criteria such as minimal productivity 
or employment). These four categories were: 
 - Over 80% of the optimal social efficiency level: farmers could keep farming the land.  
 - Between 80% and the average district level: farmers had to pay an “under-utilisation” penalty fee or to set up a 
                                                             
20 DONAIRE Gines, “426 euros mensuales y las claves del PER”, El País, 10 October 2011, www.politica.elpais.com  
21 ENTRENA DURAN Francisco, “De la reforma agraria al desarrollo rural: el caso andaluz”, Política y Sociedad, Universidad de 
Granada, 1995 
22 In particular FAO, Conference on Land Reform and Rural Development, 1979 
23 ENTRENA DURAN, 1995, ibid.  
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“voluntary intensification plan”.  
 - Between the district average level and 50% of this average level: farmers had to set up an improvement plan. If they 
failed to do so, IARA could impose an improvement plan (paid with public funds). If the latter was not implemented, 
the farmer could be expropriated.  
 - Under 50% of the average district level: farmers were expropriated.  
 
The Law provided for landowners to be expropriated from land use only. They would remain landowners and continue 
to collect land rent, paid by IARA until the new tenants were in a position to pay. IARA was also responsible for investing 
in expropriated farms before new tenant farmers or cooperatives came in. According to the law, land allocation had 
to benefit individuals or cooperatives. Land use and/or land ownership could be ceded. Preference was given to 
cooperatives and to renting, rather than selling, land. 
 
Big farmers organisations opposed the law fiercely, using the numerous legal loopholes protecting private 
property rights to slow and obstruct its implementation. Membership in the EEC in 1986 further hampered 
land reform, compounded by a contradiction between the intensification promoted by the latter and 
production quotas promoted by the CAP. In 1989 the land reform process was practically at a standstill. 24. 
In 1992 IARA's mission was amended, to include the management of private woods and rural development. 
Although the 2007 reformed Autonomous Statutes of Andalusia had a clause declaring land reform a priority 
(article 10,3), “its interpretation changed a lot. The land scheme reform was no longer an objective in itself 
but just one more instrument of rural development policy”25. It was thus used to pursue national policies 
such as the Rural Employment Plan.  
 
In 2011, an Andalusian government decree put an end to the land reform: it sold all land formerly owned 
by IARA (which had been dissolved in 2010), i.e. 19 851 hectares. Half of this area was being rented to 547 
individual farmers or cooperatives, thereby generating about 3million € of yearly income for the Andalusian 
government. The rest was used directly by public organizations, or left unused. The decree therefore 
planned two different schemes: 

• In the case of tenanted land: the decree was to foster land acquisition by tenant farmers and 
cooperatives, through special conditions, such as discounts on market value (of up to 65%) 
according to employment generated on the land, the duration of tenancy, and investments made. 
The law also provided that land could not be sold or divided for the following 25 years, in order to 
prevent speculation.  

• In the case of land that was used by public organisations or left unused: the decree stipulated that 
land would be sold to public or private entities, for agricultural or associated purposes. Such IARA 
land consisted of 12 estates, amounting to 5 320 ha of agricultural land and 24ha of built-upon land. 
The government expected to generate about €75 million from the sale and to thereby absorb part 
of the regional public debt26. The Regional Agricultural Council launched several mass auctions, 
whose conditions (large indivisible estates) and prices de facto excluded farm workers, small 
farmers or small cooperatives, and even medium-size cooperatives, which were hard-pressed in the 
context of the economic crisis. For instance, one auction was for a lot of six estates representing a 
total of 343ha and worth €7 million -with just one of them (Chozones, Granada) worth €3,7 million. 
As a result, most lots did not find buyers and the Council had to lower prices. 

By the December 2011 deadline, only 4 out of 12 estates had been sold and only 20% of the expected €75 
million obtained. Meanwhile, little had been done to transfer ownership to former tenant farmers, although 
most of them were interested in acquiring property27. This land privatisation was denounced by social 
organizations, including farm workers unions, which demanded that land be kept public and be ceded to 
workers cooperatives to address unemployment.  
 
At the end of 2012, the Andalusian government froze the privatisation of former IARA land. It thus tacitly 

                                                             
24 AMADOR et al. 1992, ibid.  
25 DE MOLINA NAVARRO Manuel Gonzalez, “El problema de la tierra. De la 'vieja' a la 'nueva' cuestión agraria”, in Andalucía, 30 
anos de su historia, Junta de Andalucía, 2011 – Author’s own translation. 
26 DONAIRE Ginés, “El fin de la reforma agraria de 1984”, El País, 3 January 2011, 
27 DONAIRE, Ginés, “Las fincas publicas no tienen novio”, El País, 30 June 2012 
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acknowledged the failure of land auctions, the considerable international outcry after the SOC-SAT 
occupation of the Finca Somonte (see below), the renewed demand for land reform, and the position of the 
small and medium-scale farmers union (COAG Andalucia) which was calling for the creation of a land bank. 
The United Left (IU) party, a member of the government coalition with the Socialist Party (PSOE), made land 
banks a cornerstone of its party platform28. It presented a proposal to Congress, calling for all unused public 
land, registered in a regional public land bank, to be allocated to unemployed workers. Provisions were 
made for different options: land use could be ceded to cooperatives set up by day labourers (with a monthly 
minimum wage guaranteed to each worker at the beginning of the job, and the possibility of distributing 
production for self-consumption and/or direct selling), or by land-use contracts with local municipalities. A 
formal bill was to be presented in 2013, and IU is for now waiting for the publication of a report on the 
situation of public land (area, mode of tenure, production or not, irrigation or not, etc.) and under-used 
private land in Andalusia29. The regulations governing public contracts (compulsory public bidding and free 
competition) are the main legal obstacles the IU will have to face before the draft becomes law.  
 
 

2- The Rural Workers Union (SOC) 

2.1- An emblematic farm workers’ movement in Andalusia 

The Sindicato de obreros del campo (SOC) is a farm workers union founded in 1976 which grouped local 
committees of day labourers. These committees emerged in many Andalusian villages after Franco’s death 
in 1975, the aftermath of clandestine farm workers groups that had sprung up since the 1960s under the 
dictatorship. One of their key objectives was to defend workers' rights and to demand access to land for 
farm workers30. SOC was the first workers’ union to be registered in Andalusia after the Franco regime, and 
in 1977 it held the first Congress of a Spanish farm union since the Civil War. It brought together various 
political trends, from far-left anarchist trade unions to socialism and Andalusian nationalism: its aim was to 
break away from the ‘vertical unionism’ of other unions.  
 
In 1980, SOC counted 30,000 members, particularly in the provinces of Seville and Cadiz, where latifundism 
has traditionally been predominant. At the time, only 2% of the population owned land31, while 90% worked 
as itinerant labourers, hired only a few months per year. The socio-economic situation of these farm 
workers was still characterised by hard working conditions, poverty, malnutrition and illiteracy (many 
workers began to work at 10 and there were very few teachers and schools in the rural areas)32. Many 
workers still migrated to the rest of Spain and other European countries. In this context, SOC’s demand was 
for “jobs, land and dignity”.  
 
In 1978, SOC led the first land occupations since the Civil War, in Osuna, Morón and other Andalusian 
villages. In the 1980s, it conducted sit-ins, protest marches, hunger strikes, general strikes and road 
barricades33. In the 1990s and 2000s, mobilisation declined, as employment and income levels increased, 
thanks to both the agrarian subsidy and economic growth, which attracted many rural workers to 
construction and other sectors. SOC nevertheless remained politically active by continuing direct actions 
and the defence of rights.  
 
In 2007, just before the economic crisis, SOC had about 20,000 members and was present in all provinces. 
It had integrated Via Campesina, the international peasants and farm workers movement, and included 
ecology in its political platform. It focused on the development of workers’ cooperatives and the defense of 

                                                             
28 LIMON Raul, “IU resucita la reforma agraria”, El País, 19 August 2012  
29 “La Junta quiere ceder tierras públicas “ociosas” a desempleados para que las exploten, después de haberlas intentado subastar 
sin éxito”, El Observador, 6 November 2012, www.elobservador.com 
30 MORALES RUIZ Rafael, “Aproximación a la historia del Sindicato de Obreros del Campo de Andalucía”, in GONZALEZ DE MOLINA 
Manuel (dir.), La Historia de Andalucía a debate, t.I Campesinos y jornaleros, 2000 
31 Source: http://ccaa.elpais.com/ccaa/2012/08/11/andalucia/1344715871_878663.html  
32 SERRANO Rodolfo, “De la Mano Negra al sindicalismo del hambre”, El Pais, 16 May 1981 
33 MÜLLER Ute, “Andalousie : Tierra y libertad”, European Civic Forum, November 2004 
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farm workers' rights. That same year, SOC was dissolved to merge into a newly created multi-sectorial 
workers union: the Andalusian Workers Union (Sindicato Andaluz de los Trabajadores or SAT, also known as 
SOC-SAT). It brought together SOC (the majority of members), SOC supporters, other independent left-wing 
unions and various splinter groups from traditional unions. It also attracted more young people, including 
day labourers’ children who graduated and could not find jobs, and young people attracted by its direct 
means of action. For the past few years, the SAT has led the post-crisis movement against austerity 
measures in Andalusia, including a workers’ march through Andalusia, symbolic occupations of banks and 
supermarkets, or building and land occupations. As a result, it has gained renewed public attention and 
media coverage34 but also faces intense pressure and repression35. SOC can once again be analysed as 
“deeply bound to the specific problems of rural transformation in Andalusia”, as was the case during the 
transition period from dictatorship to democracy36. 
 
 

 
 
On the ground, the SOC branch of the SAT continues to actively defend employment and social security 
rights for all farm workers. It offers support to affiliated or non-affiliated farm workers whose human and 
labour rights are violated.. All SOC members, including the spokespersons and most activists, are day 
labourers. “None of us works in an office: our offices are the fields. That's why we understand first hand the 
people whose rights we defend. We know the hardships they experience. As day labourers, you risk losing 
your job if you protest. Our union, already identified and targeted by employers, gives a face and voice to 
the demands” says Lola Alvarez, SOC-SAT spokesperson in Cordoba37. SOC-SAT is now focussing on women’s 
rights and migrants’ rights. It has thus been the only farm workers organisation defending the rights of (legal 
or illegal) migrant farm workers, particularly in Almeria and Huelva provinces38.  
                                                             
34 See the numerous articles issued, such as: FUERTE Santiago, “España regresa a Sanchez Gordillo”, El País, August 2012 
35 In 2009, sentences addressed to SOC-SAT members after political actions represented altogether 328.054€ and 38,9 years of 
prison (Source: report of the SOC-SAT legal consultancy, 20 January 2010). 
36 LEMUS LOPEZ Encarnación, “La Transición en la historia”, Andalucía, 30 anos de su historia, Junta de Andalucía, 2011 – 
Author’s own transltion 
37 Interview with Lola Alvarez, SAT spokesperson in Cordoba and member of the Assembly of Somonte occupants – Somonte, 
October 2012 
38 BELLS Nicholas, “El Ejido, 10 ans après”, Forum Civique Européen, 2010, www.forumcivique.org - Author’s own translation 
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2.2- A radical call for agrarian reform and workers’ cooperatives 

From the start, SOC has called for agrarian reform and defended the right to access land, as a way for day 
labourers to be self-employed and live with dignity. In 1983, SOC adopted an agrarian reform program, 
which stated: “Our philosophy can be summarized as follows: Land, like air and water, is a gift of nature 
that nobody can appropriate for personal profit or private enrichment. Land is a public commodity. It is the 
property of all people, to be used and enjoyed by those who live and work on it. And if land belongs to no 
individual, then land ownership is theft. This is why we demand expropriation with no compensation”39. 
That same year, SOC won its first major victory: after a long struggle, farm workers of Marinaleda 
obtained land-use rights on a large unproductive private estate that had just been expropriated. 
 
In 1984, SOC opposed the regional Land Reform Law and, unlike other workers' unions, boycotted the 
process led by the Andalusian government40. It called for more radical land reform, with larger 
expropriations of all latifundia (not only unproductive ones),clearly benefiting small-scale farmers and farm 
workers41. 
 
Today, SOC does still not view agrarian reform as a path to private ownership for rural workers. Rather, “ L 
“We need land to live and work on. Land belongs to everyone and noone. It isn't a commodity, and even less 
an object of financial speculation.” asserts Maria del Carmen Garcia Bueno, spokesperson of SOC-SAT in 
Seville province42. SOC's view on agrarian reform is clearly to move towards public land (nationalised at the 
Andalusian level), with access guaranteed for cooperatives and other forms of collective and sustainable 
farming. This would concern large public estates as well as expropriated private estates, i.e. all latifundia, 
whether unproductive or not.  
 
In the 1990s and 2000s, after the success of the emblematic Marinaleda struggle, SOC only led symbolic 
land occupations. With the current crisis, in a context of rising unemployment and announcements by the 
regional government of land privatisation, SAT has revived land occupations, workers cooperatives and 
demand for agrarian reform. “When SOC called for agrarian reform in the 1980s, nobody really listened. 
People just wanted to quit rural jobs and work in better-paid, construction jobs. Now, with the crisis and the 
new agroecology trend, more and more people are coming back to agriculture, and are faced with the highly 
concentrated land ownership structure. So now, agrarian reform makes sense for many more people”, says 
Maria del Carmen Garcia Bueno. Nonetheless, “the context is worse now, because a lot of land has been 
privatised, and public land is much rarer”. Thus, in 2012, SOC-SAT occupied two unproductive public estates: 
the Finca Somonte (400 ha) in March, and Las Turquillas (1200 ha) in July (see below). “We don't have jobs 
and we need land. As we have no access to uncultivated land, and no response to our demands, our only 
option is to occupy this land”, said Lola Alvarez. In both cases, the occupiers were repressed and evicted, 
but Somonte estate was re-occupied again. The goal was to set up workers’ cooperatives in the long run, 
and to produce organic food for occupying families and local consumers. 
 
Since the 1970s, SOC has thus supported and started workers' cooperatives in different parts of Andalusia 
(see map).  

                                                             
39 Quoted in BELLS Nicholas, “Aguante Somonte! Tierra y Libertad!”, European Civic Forum, 2012  
40 Those participating in the reform were in particular the Workers Commissions (CCOO) and the Land Workers Federation (FTT). 
The CCOO and the UGT are two powerful, still existing, unions in Andalusia.  
41 ENTRENA DURAN, 1995, ibid.  
42  Interview with Maria del Carmen Garcia Bueno, SAT spokesperson in Seville – Seville, October 2012 
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Most of these cooperatives were created by SOC’s village committees, and have several families working 
together. None of these cooperatives owns the land it farms; most are established on public land, with 10 
to 25- year renewable tenancy contracts. Some pay an annual rent; others do not pay any rent at all. 
“There should be no talk of money when land is concerned” asserts Lola Alvarez, since “the land is for 
those who work it”. In general, several different legal entities (often cooperatives) were set up, for 
production, processing and/or selling. Their activities, modes of production and internal organisation vary 
greatly, reflecting the wide political diversity that has always prevailed in the union43. These cooperatives 
produce olive oil, vegetables, preserves, fruits, seeds, milk and cheese, meat, vegetables, fruits and grain, 
honey and jams, and/or offer tourism and training events. Most of the production is sold directly to 
consumers.  
 
The next section will present three of these cooperatives established on occupied land, corresponding to 
various periods and experiences within SOC-SAT: the path-breaking experience of El Humoso, in 
Marinaleda (1970s), the pioneer agro- ecological cooperative of La Verde (early 1980s), and the recent 
occupation of Somonte (2012).  
 
 
 

                                                             
43 Since the beginning, SOC has encompassed and encouraged great diversity among the different villages and a high degree of 
autonomy. Source: MORALES RUIZ Rafael, “Aproximación a la historia del Sindicato de Obreros del Campo de Andalucía”, in 
GONZALEZ DE MOLINA Manuel (dir.), La Historia de Andalucía a debate, t.I Campesinos y jornaleros, 2000 
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3- SOC experience setting-up workers’ cooperatives on occupied land 
 

3.1- The path-breaking experience of Marinaleda: from a latifundium to a cooperative village 

 
Started in the 1970s, Marinaleda has become a symbol of the struggle for land access in Andalusia. Over 
the years, it has also become a reference for alternative ways of governing and using agricultural land for 
the benefit of the wider community. 
 
An emblematic struggle for land  
Under the Franco regime, it was both difficult to live and work on large agricultural estates, and to earn a 
living without access to land. This led to massive emigration of rural workers, which culminated in the 
1960s with the beginning of structural unemployment. After the end of the dictatorship, the Rural 
Workers Union (SOC) was officially founded and a local committee was formed in the village of 
Marinaleda. In 1978, Marinaleda SOC committee occupied a neighbouring estate, which was the first land 
occupation since the Spanish Civil War. It was violently repressed, and several participants incarcerated.  
 
SOC members from Marinaleda and Mata Redonda, a neighbouring village, continued to mobilize at local 
and national levels. After years of fruitless mobilisation, they decided to take action against the high 
unemployment plaguing their villages. They set up farming cooperatives and asked for a public loan to 
acquire 250 hectares of land. The project aimed to involve 200 unemployed workers and to develop farming, 
by setting up an irrigation system and starting livestock farming and other production. In 1984, after the 
loan was refused, SOC members decided to occupy the land44. Again, a series of land occupations and other 
direct interventions took place to demand land expropriation. The occupants faced severe repression and 
repeated evictions.  
 
Finally, in 1991, the Andalusian government expropriated 1200 hectares of land -the Los Humosos estate, 
belonging to the Duke of El Infantado- and ceded its use to the workers. The land is now rented, under 15-
year renewable tenancy contracts, to seven agricultural workers' cooperatives, which pay a low annual rent. 
In recent years, the Andalusian government has decided to sell most of the land it owns, to put an end to 
aborted land reform measures, and to get new sources of income. Marinaleda’s cooperatives were thus 
offered land at an advantageous price but they refused, arguing that they only needed secure land use, not 
ownership.  
 
 
An ambitious integrated production system, based on cooperatives  
The seven workers' cooperatives use the land jointly, and cover the entire agricultural chain, from 
production to processing to marketing. They are the main employers of the village, employing 400 people 
(i.e. 40% of the local workforce). These cooperatives are all interconnected and form the El Humoso 
cooperative project, often represented by the cooperative “Marinaleda SCA”, which makes preserves and 
sells products under the brand “Humar-Marinaleda”. Formal legal structures are not really important for 
local inhabitants. They view the different structures as a single venture, locally known as “the cooperative”. 
 
Initially, workers' cooperatives focused on developing irrigation systems on the estate. In 1997, they began 
food production, which now includes vegetables, olive oil and livestock farming (mostly goats). Several 
processing departments were added over the years (preserves, olive oil), which increased the productivity 
and added value and allowed additional hiring. The selling scheme is diversified, from direct marketing in 
the farm shop to exporting to other European countries. From the start, the Cooperative has tried to 
develop alternative marketing networks but, initially, it mostly sold its products to conventional outlets, 
through intermediaries. Today, direct marketing is more commonly favoured, via a farm shop, direct sales 

                                                             
44 See AGUILAR José, “Niegan un crédito para una cooperativa a los trabajadores de Marinaleda”, El Pais, September 1981, 
www.elpais.com 



 

13 

to consumer networks and cooperatives, or on-line sales. At the same time,, agroecology has been 
developing. Initially the focus on generating employment led to overlooking the impact of production 
methods on workers' health and environmental protection. Progressively, engagement with international 
peasant movements shed light on the importance of agro-ecology, enabling easier partnerships with local 
consumer networks. Production is not certified organic but was awarded three quality certifications labels 
at regional, national and international levels45. Turning to organic production is one of the current 
challenges of the cooperative.  
 
Land as a cornerstone of a “social utopia” 
The history of the past decades shows the central role of land in the Marinaleda experience. In terms of job 
creation, the cooperative quickly reached its objective: by 2000, the village reached full-employment. 
Today, there are about 300 workers on the estate, versus 6 when the Duke of the Infantado was the owner. 
At harvest time, the Cooperative also hires seasonal workers from neighbouring villages. All workers get 
equal salary, regardless of their job or responsibility. Everyone earns 47 Euros a day, working six days a 
week, 6 ½ hours a day for field work and 8 hours a day for factory work. Salaries thus average about 1200 
Euros per month, complemented by access to the many public services, now available in the village.  
 
The cooperatives are an integral part of the village, and all economic activities are included in local political 
decisions and policy-making. Since 1979, the municipality has been led by the “Workers' Unity Collective”, 
a political party from the radical left. Mr. Juan Manuel Sanchez Gordillo, the elected mayor since that date, 
has opted for direct democracy. All major decisions, including those concerning investments and 
production, are made at compulsory bi-monthly village assemblies. Part of the cooperatives' profits46 is 
reinvested in the cooperatives themselves (inputs, equipment, infrastructures), and the other part is 
invested in the village’s public facilities and services. Investments from the cooperatives complement public 
investments and enable the villagers to enjoy a wide range of public services and facilities. The village has a 
secondary school with training workshops, a gymnasium, a football pitch, a village hall, a nature park, home 
services, a cultural center, its own TV and radio stations, a swimming pool, and a retirement home. Access 
to services is very affordable for villagers (day care services, hire-purchase for housing…). These social and 
economic achievements strongly contrast with the situation of many similar Andalusian villages, plagued by 
unemployment, modest economic activities and a lack of local services and facilities, particularly since the 
2008 economic crisis. 
 
However, critics denounce the leadership and form of governance: lack of political change with the same 
mayor since 1979, pressure on political opposition, compulsory village assemblies, etc. They also highlight 
the public subsidies allocated to the town from other public organizations (up to 80% of its budget). 
Marinaleda's struggle for land is nevertheless viewed by many, in Andalusia and abroad, as a model of 
fruitful land appropriation and a remarkable illustration: land is paramount to improving the distribution of 
wealth, and to fighting the economic crisis and unemployment.  
 
Limited impact?  
Besides its own re-organization, the village has made a significant contribution to social movements and 
struggles in Andalusia. It has initiated or participated in a large range of mobilizations, organized fundraising 
and promotional campaigns to support various struggles (other land struggles, defense of labourers’ and 
migrants' rights, etc.). Until the recent occupation of Somonte (see below), Marinaleda was the only 
experience of its kind in the region. The pressure imposed on Marinaleda, as well as the changing political 
conditions after the 1980s, have made it difficult for other similar initiatives to emerge.  
 
At the same time, the Marinaleda experience has had direct and indirect impact on the public policies 
adopted in the 1980s to address the Andalusian land and agrarian problems: the Andalusian Agrarian 
Reform Institute was set up, land was expropriated, changes were made in local employment schemes, and 
the welfare of day labourers improved. In the 1990s, with the construction bubble and rapid economic 
                                                             
45 These are: Calidad Certificada, Producción Integrada, Norma ISO 9001  
46 The total revenue for the cooperatives was about 2.7 million Euros in 2009 (source: ABC de Sevilla, 19.11.12) 
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development, land was no longer a priority of local public policies. In the 2000s, Marinaleda’s mayor and 
his political party, represented in the Andalusian Parliament since 2008, tried to put access to land and 
agrarian reform back on the political agenda at a regional level, leading recent proposals for a public land 
bank.  
 

3.2- A pioneer of agroecology in Andalusia: La Verde workers’ co-op 

 
The origin: claiming public land to produce for self-consumption  
La Verde workers’ cooperative began with a struggle for land in the late 1980s in the village of Villamartin, 
province of Cadiz. Several families of day labourers sought to use abandoned land along the river Guadalete 
to work vegetable gardens for self-consumption. During a general assembly, SOC’s local committee decided 
to set up a workers’ cooperative. A petition was sent to local authorities and to the national Hydrographical 
Confederation, the public agency owning the land along the river (an area prone to flooding). Despite initial 
refusal, the Confederation finally agreed to rent four hectares to the families. According to Manuela Núñez, 
one of the founders of the co-op47, “they ceded the land because it was SOC and they knew we wouldn't 
give up the fight”.  
 
Initially, the founding members of the cooperatives worked the land during their free time. As production 
increased, they were able to sell some of the produce, and start paying members. At first, the cooperative 
paid only one person; after a few years, it successfully petitioned for more land, and hired four more people. 
Women were the last ones to become paid workers. The cooperative then stabilized with eight associate 
workers, several of whom have no other family income. 
 
From the start, all production was communal and organic, by necessity as well as by conviction48. The group 
worked with little investment and limited equipment. However, members could take all they needed to 
feed their family. They started producing vegetables, fruits, eggs, some meat and bread.  
 
Governance: cooperation and openness  
La Verde is a workers’ cooperative. Decision-making and management are shared, and each member has 
responsibilities: e.g. seeds bank, planting schedule, administrative tasks, bakery, or deliveries. “Working as 
a seasonal worker for an employer, and working as an associated farmer is very different. It takes a different 
mind-set to work together”, says Ms. Núñez. A meeting is held every 3 weeks, for day-to-day organization, 
information-sharing and mutual motivation. 
 
The key word is mutual trust, and each member manages his working time according to his own possibilities 
and family obligations. “If the children are sick and parents need to stay at home, they receive full pay.”, 
explains Manuela Núñez. During the construction bubble, several people left to work as masons, and some 
have come back since the recent crisis. “Here it is not about getting rich, it is about living decently”, reckons 
Manuela Núñez. “But we understood those who left, with only one salary to feed their whole family. In my 
case, with both of us working in the cooperative, we had just enough for our four children”. As on traditional 
farms, there is no clear separation between families and co-op: children grow up on the farm and in hard 
times some members don't draw a salary. Members insist on the importance of solidarity, as they have seen 
other cooperatives fail for lack of mutual trust and involvement. The co-op has had a common fund since 
the beginning, used for unexpected expenses, or just for the daily communal life of the workers.  
 
Organic production and short supply chains  
The co-op currently rents 14 hectares, including 7ha for vegetables, 3ha for fruit trees, 2ha for pasture and 
1ha for seed reproduction. It mostly produces vegetables and seeds (30 different crops and many different 
varieties for each crop), as well as fruits, chicken and eggs. It raises sheep and cows. It has also started an 
on-farm bakery. Out of conviction, but also in their search for autonomy and to reduce production costs, 
                                                             
47  Interview with Manuela Núñez, member of La Verde coop and SAT member – Villamartin, October 2012 
48 See GOMEZ Becerra (ed.), “La cooperativa de agricultura ecologica “La Verde” ”, www.ilusionismosocial.org  
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co-op members have revived old practices and know-how. They have progressively acquired skills in organic 
farming, through training and experience- sharing. Their wish to preserve and develop traditional crop 
varieties, to promote natural selection and hybridisation, led to the creation of a seed bank. The latter 
developed rapidly, thanks to regular exchanges with traditional farmers, as well as with researchers. Over 
the years, the co-op has become the centrepiece of the Andalusian seeds network, a training centre for 
agroecology, and an important protagonist for participatory action research. Each development of a new 
variety is an opportunity for hands-on sessions with researchers, farmers and gardeners.  
 
The cooperative was the first Spanish farm to be certified organic49. For years, it was registered with the 
Andalusian Board for Organic Agriculture (CAAE), the public organic certification institution. But members 
disapproved of the CAAE turn towards organic agribusiness, and struggled with the financial and technical 
constraints of certification. After an unsuccessful attempt to help set up a participatory certification 
program, La Verde is now certified by Sohiscert, a private organization. 
 
Sales began slowly, through word-of-mouth, particularly via social events linked to SOC. “Because we were 
in SOC, we had a wide network of contacts. It made it easier to find outlets for our products. We began by 
delivering vegetables to friends and comrades, and they shared it out”, explains Manuela Núñez. Over time, 
La Verde and other organic producers promoted urban consumer groups, such as “the Nettle”, in Seville. 
Boxes are delivered weekly in community facilities, providing seasonal vegetables and fruits, bread, pastries, 
chicken and eggs. La Verde, together with other organic producers, also founded Agricola Pueblos Blancos 
SCA, a sales cooperative selling its products to shops in Seville, Granada and Algeciras. People from nearby 
villages, but also from Cadiz or Seville, come to buy directly on the farm, as La Verde is now widely known 
for its local, organic food.  
 
Reviving rural activities through land-sharing  
The co-op now uses the land under a long-term, renewable lease with the hydrographical confederation, 
against payment of a low annual rent. According to Manuela Núñez, the lease is renewed because families 
earn a living from a viable project and provide quality food to local consumers. “Our projects are socially, 
environmentally, and economically sound. If public authorities want to expel us, then they will have to face 
SOC and other movements that support us. We are too well-known and well-connected to be expelled”. 
Nonetheless, co-op members are well aware of their precarious legal status.  
 
Today the co-op provides permanent jobs for six people: four men and two women. While the initial 
objective is to create more jobs for young villagers, the co-op is not yet in a position to do so: can’t 
Economically, the co-op is fairing relatively well compared to other small- and- medium- size businesses 
affected by the crisis. But it has too little liquidity. It needs more land and more support to expand, create 
new jobs, invest in adequate machinery and promote new consumer groups and other farm workers' co-
ops. 
 
In recent years, the co-op has started sharing some of its land with several landless shepherds from the 
village, who had long provided them with manure. This is mutually beneficial: manure and weeding in 
exchange for access to rich pastures. The shepherds are not, as such, part of La Verde but are considering 
setting up their own cooperative. “It's hard to interest young people in farming when all they see is day 
labour, sacrifice, hard work and bad pay. “It is important to support young people interested in rural work, 
who see farming as a vocation. If young people grow up in such a context, like my two daughters, they are 
really keen to take over”, explains Ms. Núñez. 
 
Mentalities in the village have also changed over time, as has support for the co-op. At first, local people, 
especially local authorities, were initially sceptical and opposed the land concession. “They said: “Go ahead 
and give them the land. In the state it is in, and with their limited means, they will soon give up and leave!”. 
But we surprised them. We are still here and now they respect our work and presence on this land.”, says 
Manuela Núñez. Many neighbours now come to the farm to buy La Verde's products.  
                                                             
49 BAQUE, 2012, ibid. 
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From seeds to financing: self-sufficiency and solidarity  
From the start, the project aimed to offer an alternative to conventional farming. The founders wanted to 
be self-sufficient rather than dependent on an industrial company providing seeds, machinery and other 
industrial input. They also wanted to avoid borrowing money from banks, or selling raw products to 
intermediaries. They therefore opted for a low-input, low-cost model, by engaging in organic vegetable 
production, with traditional varieties and knowledge-sharing. The co-op produces more than 80% of its 
seeds, obtains free manure from neighbouring shepherds and free seeds from the Andalusian seed bank it 
helped start. 
 
Co-op members have also experimented with alternative marketing for their products, financing their own 
activity and supplying inputs. Having obtained access to land through petitions and local support, they also 
chose to rely on local solidarity for their development. All production is sold directly, through consumer 
networks. When investment money is needed, they contract loans with their own consumers, who are 
reimbursed with products. Some investments are financed by public subsidies for organic production, 
though these are voluntarily kept to a minimum. In rare cases, they resort to loans from ethical banks.  
 
Over the years, La Verde has thus managed to be largely self-sustainable in all aspects, through direct selling, 
a seed bank, training and action-research, and strong ties to local inhabitants, consumers and supporters. 
Not only is La Verde co-op a pioneer in organic production and biodiversity preservation, it is also a good 
example of community-connected farming developed in a context a priori hostile – and all of this was made 
possible because the co-op gained access to a piece of public land. 
 
 

3.3- Standing up against the economic crisis and public land sales: the occupation of Somonte 

 
The occupation 
In 2011, the Andalusian government announced its intention to sell most of its farmland to raise money and 
redress its difficult financial situation. The plan was to sell 20 000 hectares, mostly by auctioning off very 
large lots of land, sometimes several hundred hectares. The Andalusian Workers Union (SAT), successor of 
the Andalusian Rural workers Union (SOC), immediately started protests and denounced the project, which 
it viewed as promoting land speculation, favouring large agro-businesses and removing land from public 
assets. It asked that land remain in the public domain, to provide jobs for the many jobless farm workers, 
whose number had increased as a result of mechanisation and the crisis in the construction sector.  
 
In 2012, SOC-SAT opted for land occupation to try and stop public land sales. By then, the Andalusian 
government had already auctioned off 18 000 ha of land, despite fierce protests and opposition. On 4 March, 
an auction was held for the Finca Somonte, a 400-hectare estate. The following day, over 500 rural workers 
– led by the local SOC-SAT group and supported by other organizations and non-affiliated seasonal workers 
– marched and occupied the estate50. The Finca Somonte had been a private estate until 1983 and was then 
expropriated by the Agrarian Reform Institute, for being under-used. The expropriation was a consequence 
of the recently adopted agrarian reform, and an attempt to hinder land protests in the wake of the nearby 
Marinaleda land occupation.  
 
At first, the occupants were able to settle down, as regional elections were imminent. Nevertheless, the 
government charged some of the participants with usurpation. The sale of the estate was adjourned and 
about twenty people began to live and work on the estate. The occupants asked the future government to 
stop the sale of public land and to facilitate access to this land for a workers’ co-op. In a close election, the 
socialist party (PSOE) won, with the support of the United Left (IU). The new government decided to expel 
the occupants at the end of April. The latter returned the following day with more people, and have been 
living and producing there since, with regular monitoring by local police.  
                                                             
50 See BELLS Nicholas, “Aguante Somonte! Tierra y Libertad!”, European Civic Forum, 2012, and DUFLOT Jean, “La terre contre la 
crise", June 2012, www.forumcivique.org 
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Production and sales network 
The occupants have vegetable gardens and a new irrigation system. The day revolves around communal 
work in the fields. Some people live in neighbouring villages, others live in the common house on the estate. 
Most occupants are breadwinners for their family and still have to work on the side as day labourers to 
supplement their income. Workers attend regular assemblies to plan and organize farming tasks, and to 
discuss other topics of communal life. “Those who live and work here are the decision makers, collectively. 
Everyone has an equal say at the assemblies”, says Lola Alvarez, spokesperson for SOC-SAT, living in 
Somonte51. For now, donations from supporters are the only source of investment. All work is done with 
very basic tools and is labour-intensive. Even so, in just a few months, the gardens began to provide enough 
not only for self-consumption, but also for sale.  
 
After just 6 months, four hectares were being cultivated for vegetables (tomatoes, chillies, sweet peppers, 
lettuces, cabbages, aubergines, onions...). Fruit and olive trees have been planted, hens provide eggs, and 
some sheep and goats have joined the farm. Wheat has also been sowed for bread-making. All production 
is organic. “From the beginning, our idea has been to produce first for our families, so we want quality”, says 
Lola Alvarez. Besides, organic production enables them to cut the cost of inputs and to foster direct sales to 
consumers. Some products are sent to El Humoso co-op in Marinaleda for processing and selling, others are 
sold in farmers’ markets in the surrounding villages, to consumer networks in Seville and Cordoba, or to the 
many visitors coming to the estate.  
 

 
 
Local and international solidarity  
The occupation has received wide regional, national and international support. Support committees, in 
Spain, Switzerland, France, etc., help spread information, denounce repression, raise money, collect 
donations, and market products. The occupation also has support and publicity from peasant and landless 
movements (e.g. the Zapatists and the Brazilian MST), cooperatives, and anti-austerity movements such as 
the Indignados. News of the occupation spread rapidly, thanks to SOC-SAT networks, and to supporters in 
nearby Marinaleda.  
 
                                                             
51 Interview with Lola Alvarez, SAT spokesperson in Cordoba and member of the Assembly of Somonte occupants – Somonte, 
October 2012 
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Locally, open support is limited, as many people fear that, in reprisal, they will have trouble finding work on 
other estates. Nevertheless, more and more people come to the farm. The occupants welcome this interest, 
as they want their experience to be an inspiration to others. “Twenty of us eat and sell from four hectares. 
Just imagine if we were able to cultivate more land! What if all unemployed workers had access to public 
land?”, asks Ms. Alvarez.  
 
Sharing land use, rather than seeking land ownership 
The new inhabitants of Somonte do not want to own the land. They have refused offers by supporters’ 
organizations to raise the money needed to buy the 400 hectares. “Land is not for sale. Public land has to 
remain public. All we want is the right to use this land collectively, to produce food for our families and for 
others”, says Lola Alvarez. The occupants’ next step is to set up a formal workers’ cooperative with a long-
term tenancy. They see this as a way to organize communal governance of the land, rather than private 
appropriation by a small collective. Already, they have reached an agreement to share use of pastures with 
local landless shepherds, who are numerous in Andalusia and hurt by land privatization. 
 
Somonte’s aim is to provide food and jobs to local people, especially the unemployed, now and in the future, 
and to support other land claims in the area. “We know it's an important struggle that will benefit 
everybody. It is our answer to the crisis. As soon as it works here and we generate income, we can help others 
do the same”, explains Ms. Alvarez. Another occupation took place in July 2012 in Las Turquillas, a public 
military estate of 1200 hectares, used for the grazing of 200 horses. The occupants were rapidly expelled, 
and SOC-SAT had to concede defeat for lack of manpower and time.  
 
In the long run, Somonte’s new inhabitants hope to set up several cooperatives on the estate, like El Humoso 
estate in Marinaleda, which they view as a successful example of full employment and a high level of local 
services. On a regional level, Somonte’s group and other SOC-SAT cooperatives are considering a “co-op of 
co-ops”, to exchange products, pool means of production, group direct sales networks and develop new 
forms of local support for investments.  
 
 

Conclusion: the need for effective land reform 
 
In an explosive context of land concentration and rural poverty, the Andalusian Rural Workers Union has 
opted for land occupations and the creation of workers’ cooperatives. These experiences have generated 
food, jobs and economic activities for cooperative members and for local communities. They have also 
turned day labourers and rural poor into freely-associated workers, who can now farm in good living and 
working conditions and participate in decision-making. By turning agricultural work into an economically 
viable, liveable and desirable trade, these cooperatives also contribute to changing mentalities and inciting 
more people (including young people) to stay in rural areas and work to produce quality food for local 
communities. 
 
On a regional level, SOC experiences have been key in highlighting the dire situation, calling for policy-
makers to take things in hand, and outlining possible solutions to the social crisis in rural areas. The Somonte 
occupation stopped land privatisation, but a comprehensive policy on access to land is still not forthcoming. 
In this context, SOC-SAT openly calls for direct action to address the needs of poor and unemployed workers. 
It also demands comprehensive land reform, based on public tenure and easy access to land use. In the 
short-term, it wants the government to assure the right of workers' cooperatives to use abandoned or 
under-used estates (including the expropriation of under-used private estates).  
 
 Reform measures should include different options for securing land (e.g. as individual tenant farmers, with 
long-term tenancy, on private or public land), apart from the model promoted by SOC-SAT: workers’ 
cooperatives set up on public land. Without effective land reform, especially concerning land use, the 
development of sustainable, peasant farming is doomed to failure. 
 


