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ABSTRACT 

This paper focuses on food riots that arise in the agrarian context characterized by food crises, 

primarily for the rural poor in developing and undeveloped countries located in Latin America 

for the current century. It is a preliminary study that investigates the connection between food 

riots and some indicators and variables related to agrarian pressures and political strains, such 

as land grabbing, climate change, demographic pressures, and political polarization. The data 

analysis is descriptive in this initial phase of research. The Latin American region rarely 

features in investigations of  the proposed theme, whereas Africa is widely studied, as is Asia, 

to a lesser extent. Latin America represents a paradox, because on the one hand it is one of the 

largest food producers in the world, but on the other hand, it has many citizens who do not have 

enough food for own consumption. The paper focuses on the violence emanating from food 

riots in order to understand the contexts in which it arises. Future studies may explain this 

phenomenon. 

 

Keywords: Food riots; agrarian violence; land grabbing; climate change; demographic 

pressures; political polarization. 
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I.  Introduction 

 

In this paper we will look to understand more about the food riots of this century that have had 

as a background the agrarian violence resulting from the food crises in Latin America. The 

most known food riots have occurred during 2007-8, 2011-2 and from 2020 onwards (also 

known as the COVID-19 pandemic)3. The main idea is to identify the link between the lack of 

food (or insufficient food) and the demand of the neediest population of the governmental 

authorities for emergency aid. In developing countries, governments often do not care for the 

most vulnerable layers of the population simply because they lack resources,  sufficient 

organization, administrative capacity, political will, or are corrupt, or even a little of each. It is 

a paradox that Latin America, a region that is one of the largest producers and exporters of food 

in the world, has a huge contingent of people who are unable to eat properly. 

The World Bank definition of food riots that we shall adopt within this paper is the following: 

"a violent, collective unrest leading to a loss of control, bodily harm or damage to property, 

essentially motivated by a lack of food availability, accessibility or affordability, as reported 

by the international and local media, and which may include other underlying causes of 

discontent” (NATALINI, JONES, and BRAVO 2015: 4363). This appears to be a more 

moderate definition of food riots in terms of which phenomenon to consider. While there are 

authors who only include violent collective events that end in death, and other authors see them 

as demonstrations that can be peaceful and without any violence, the above definition makes a 

bridge between these two extremes. 

Some social science literature deals with the relationship between rising food prices and unrest 

on the part of vulnerable strata of society in poor or undeveloped countries (LEVIN-

WALDMAN 2021). The African continent is usually mentioned, and sometimes the Asian 

continent as well (GARCIA-ARIAS et al. 2021: 10; RALEIGH, CHOI, and KNIVETON 2015; 

SMITH 2014).  However, this literature still does not cover all of the important contributing or 

contextual factors, even in the descriptive way, especially in the Latin American region.  

Therefore, this paper considers possible relationships between food riots and relevant 

contextual or contributing factors, looking at each factor in a descriptive way.  The intention is 

to better understand food riots, rather than to try to explain them (in the sense of claiming to 

 
3 The latter, as it is still ongoing, and is very recent, still lacks consistent data. 



have established a direct causal relationship between particular drivers of hunger and specific 

political outcomes).  

 

The problem at hand is the  food insecurity that exists when part of the population has no 

physical and/or  economic access to sufficient food for an active and healthy life (FAO 1996). 

The difficulty is not just the availability of food, but the ability to purchase food by the poorest 

population when it does not have the support of public social programs, or, for the rural 

population, which generally has lower purchasing power than the urban and a higher poverty 

rate, even the incentive to produce adequate food at the level of family farming (BORRAS jr., 

and FRANCO 2012). In the less developed regions of Latin American countries the size of  the 

rural population that works and gains their livelihood from the land is much larger than 

officially disclosed (THE ECONOMIST 2005; CHOMITZ, BUYS, and THOMAS 2005)4. 

Although food riots are generally depicted as an urban phenomenon in the local and 

international media,  these also occur in areas further away from urban centers.  Therefore, in 

this study, there is an emphasis on their rural dimension, which is not marginal as it may seem 

(HUSSAIN et al 2017). Of the many protests and riots that occur frequently in Latin America, 

only some of them are characterized as food riots, given that often the issues that are raised are 

mixed with claims other than or in addition to food. In order to avoid analyzing riots in general, 

this research focuses on food riots and presents data specific to this type of situation.  These 

can be  violent and are not concentrated in large urban centers only. 

Having the rural dimension of the food riots in mind, this paper suggest that the following 

factors may contribute, indirectly or even directly, to the occurrence of food riots in Latin 

America.  These are identified briefly here and discussed at greater length in the sections that 

follow.  

 

1) Land Grabbing by countries and/or groups of these countries where there is not enough 

land and/or land is infertile and, therefore, there is a need to seek land overseas, where 

the price is cheaper, and the land can produce and guarantee food, even in times of food 

 
4 Outdated definitions of urban and rural areas are still used by most Latin American countries, not considering 

infrastructure, distance from centres with more than 100,000 inhabitants or population density are responsible for 

including much more urban than rural population, which is in contraposition of the World Bank and OECD 

definitions of urban and rural. All this means that, on average, the countries of the region register only 24% of the 

Latin American population as being rural, which should approach 42%, if such elements were incorporated in 

their definitions. 



crisis, and exported to the investing country. Some investor countries  produce inputs 

for renewable energy, such as sugar cane, soy, or corn and, in this way, occupying the 

land with products that will not directly serve to feed people or animals in the 

destination country of the investments. Therefore, in the host country, with less 

availability of land for food production (since a large part is in the hands of these 

countries and/or transnational conglomerates), the value of land will rise, in addition to 

food also having high prices (NEWMAN 2020: 302; PATEL, and McMICHAEL 2009: 

22; BORRAS jr, McMICHAEL, and SCOONES 2010; BUSH, and MARTINIELLO 

2017), making it difficult for the poorest, and pushing them into further marginality and 

food riots. 

 

2) Climate Change. Although it is difficult to prove a direct causal link to food riots, 

climate change through greenhouse gas emissions can cause environmental problems 

such as droughts, and floods.  These can immensely harm the production of food for 

human and animal consumption (WINSEMIUS et al 2018; LEBDIOUI 2022; FENG et 

al 2022). By affecting and reducing food production, climate change can raise food 

prices, making it difficult for the poorest population to acquire food in countries that do 

not have social assistance programs. This may increase the likelihood that those so 

affected may eventually participate in food riots. Much current research in social 

science no longer asks whether climate change is a risk for the emergence of conflicts, 

but rather asks under what circumstances climate change can become a risk factor for 

violent conflict (ECDPM 2019). 

 

3) Demographic Pressures. The world population has increased by more than a third in 

the last three decades, going from 5.9 billion people in 1990 to almost 8 billion in 2022. 

This creates the need to adequately feeding all these people, the vast majority of them  

in emerging and developing countries (COOPER et al 2021; FUKASE, and MARTIN 

2020). To compound the difficult task of feeding them properly, many people who have 

improved their lives changed their diets to animal protein, which has a negative impact 

on another part of the globe, causing more trees to be cut down to make room for 

livestock (cattle) for slaughter (RICARD, MAYER, and VIGLIZZO 2022). In other 

words, what happens on one side of the planet is felt on the other in different ways, and 

often precisely in countries where there are few resources to deal with problems of this 

nature. Such demographic pressures may contribute to conditions in which some people 



participate in food riots as a way of demanding benefits that they do not currently 

receive from the public authorities. The youngest strata of the population, rather than 

the oldest, are likely to be most involved in such conflict situations. 

 

4) Political Polarization. With a history of political, economic and social crises in Latin 

American countries, in several, populism has emerged as a way to gain electoral support 

and to play one population group against another (LUPU 2015), contributing to 

polarization of society and political elites. Leaders incite groups against others, raising 

conflicts in society (PALONEN 2009; MULLER-CREPON 2022), which increases the 

number of people who take to the streets to plead, not always peacefully, what they 

think of their rights as citizens, including joining food riots. A priori there is a 

pernicious ideological polarization that tries to delegitimize the other side, treating it as 

an enemy and not just as an electoral competitor, which greatly increases the animosity 

between the parties, promoted by political elites. 

 

Inequality and type of political regime, along with the four above indicators, may contribute to 

the forces that combine to make food riots more likely (BUSH 2010; PRITCHARD 2014; 

PAKES 2014; VREELAND 2008). With large and growing socio-economic inequalities in 

society, and with governments that cannot or do not effectively mollify the dissatisfied, or 

allow peaceful demonstrations to occur without oppressing those who are in the streets,5 the 

forces that are conducive to food riots are present. Such situations may be a recipe for food 

riots to occur violently and to spin out of state control. 

 

II.  Food riots and factors that may contribute to them 

i. Food riots  

In the 2007/8 food crisis, food riots were present in about 30 countries, usually because of 

rising prices of basic foods (PATEL, and MCMICHAEL 2009), which made it difficult for the 

lower-income population to support their families. The 2011/2 food prices increase was also 

 
5 Governments with such a profile are called by the quantitative literature of civil wars as anocratic regimes, that 

can be considered as intermediate or hybrid regimes, which partially present mixed characteristics of democracy 

and autocracy together. This is the type of regime that would be most predisposed to countries entering civil war. 

This is the type of regime that would be most predisposed to countries entering civil war. In parallel, we can 

borrow from this literature the hybrid type of political regime to complete the profile of countries that would have 

food riots. However, it should be investigated more deeply. 



associated with social unrest and food riots across developing and emerging countries on 

different continents (BELLEMARE 2015: 18). 

The pandemic of the covid-19 crisis has affected and continues to affect many people 

worldwide, as well as health issues, in the economic and subsistence aspects. The situation is 

most dramatic in the southern hemisphere countries, where there is almost no state protection 

against disasters like this and where inequality is alarming, as in Latin America, according to 

recent studies (RANALDI, and MILANOVIĆ 2022). Countless jobs simply gone, 

consumption suddenly dropped, and many people were virtually without income and with no 

conditions to buy food, not to mention housing, clothing, transportation, and/or leisure. Food 

prices skyrocketed, mainly because it affected the production cycle quickly. Those who already 

had difficulty sustaining themselves and their families before the pandemic began to have their 

situation aggravated, besides many more entering the poverty line. Most Latin American 

countries have a large workforce in agriculture, and this rural sector of the population have 

been strongly affected by the pandemics (BENITES-ZAPATA et al 2021; THE LANCET 

2020).  

Despite the fact that few studies have been published so far on the role of the pandemic in 

producing public events associated with regional or national disorder in countries, there is 

preliminary scientific evidence that times of abnormality arising from extreme situations such 

as the covid-19 pandemic have consequences such as riots and demonstrations against 

governments and demanding rights, and protesting against lockdowns and high food prices 

(CAMPEDELLI, and D’ORSOGNA 2021). Such social unrest is plausibly related to the  

difficulty that a considerable part of the population has in meeting their minimum subsistence 

conditions. 

 

We can observe in Figure 1 the rise of food prices in African and Latin American countries.  

On average, the food prices have increased six-folded and five-folded, respectively, in the last 

two decades, leaving the most vulnerable population in these regions at the mercy of voluntary 

organizations and public policies that have rarely been able to adequately supply this sector.   

Poverty is concentrated in rural areas.  Three-quarters of the world’s poor live in the 

countryside (BORRAS Jr, and FRANCO 2012: 36). This is an unbearable situation that 

provides the opportunity for those who suffer from hunger or starvation to demand from the 

State policies  that can guarantee the minimum conditions of livelihood.  This is essential for 



human preservation and there is a strong moral argument to be made that society must bear this 

burden, giving viable options to the neediest. 

 

Figure 1: Consumer Food Prices Indexes and Food Riots for Africa and Latin American 

countries for the years 2000-20216 

 
Sources: FAO (2023) for food prices7; NEWMAN (2020) and HOCHSTETLER, and 

SAMUELS (2011) for food riots. 

   

Food riots in both regions follow the same pattern. During the years of food crises (2007-8; 

2011-2; 2020-18), there are more food riots than in other years, following the logic that more 

expensive food makes it harder for the poor to acquire the minimum food for survival. There 

is also an overall  tendency for an increase in the number of food riots. Although in Africa, in 

general, there were more food riots, in Latin American countries food riots became more 

frequent. There are countries where both higher food prices and food riots occurred almost at 

the same time.  (Venezuela and Haiti are the Latin American outliers featuring very high food 

prices and many food riots, as well.) 

 

 
6 Years 2000-2021 with monthly average food prices index (year 2021 being the average of the first 9 months). 

The data represents consumer prices, and food indexes of year 2015 = 100. Aggregate may include official, semi-

official, estimated, or calculated data. The Food Riots data was taken from NEWMAN (2020) and 

HOCHSTETLER, and SAMUELS (2011), this last just for Latin American countries for the years 1979-2007. As 

these two datasets had similar definitions of food riots, both were merged, the period 2000-2004 from 

HOCHSTETLER AND SAMUELS (2011) and the period 2005-2020 from NEWMAN (2020), with the author 

of the latter sending the spreadsheet from the dataset directly to the author of this paper. 
7https://www.fao.org/worldfoodsituation/foodpricesindex/en/. 
8 No data for food riots in 2021. 
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ii. Land grabbing 

In the last two decades (2000-2020) land grabbing has affected marginalized people from 

undeveloped and developing countries. Even though the number of deals in this period in the 

African and Asian regions has surpassed that of Latin America, in relation to the size of the 

land negotiated, Latin American countries only lag behind African countries in this regard, 

according to Figures 2 and 3, below. 

A land deal is referred to as an intended, concluded or failed attempt to acquire at least 200ha 

of land through purchase, lease or concession (LAND MATRIX 2022). 

 

Figures 02 and 03: Percentage of land deals and land size (ha.), 2000-2020 

 
Source: land matrix dataset (2022) 

 

These land acquisitions have to do with a variety of situations, such as concentration of land, 

dismissal of small farmers, massive investment of land in stock exchanges (FDI), producing 

inputs for renewable energy rather than food, and many more activities where large 

corporations benefit in ways that harm small farmers.  Many have this occupation for 

generations, but are expropriated from their land/work (as owner, tenant, squatter, rural worker 

or similar), radically altering their way of life. Even though this subject is part of the studies 

on globalization, there has not been enough research in this area (MARGULIS, MCKEON, 

and BORRAS Jr. 2014).  

The situation of the small farmers who do not have the legal right to land that they own or 

occupy, is common.  This is obstacle to their greater productivity and investment to increase 
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future gains. In recent years, land grabbing has become widespread in Latin America, following 

similar trends in Africa. Multilateral agencies have sought to explain this phenomenon by 

arguing that these investments in land are driven by the rich endowments of natural resources 

of the countries in the region. This paper argues that this explanation is insufficient: the rich 

endowment of natural resources in Latin America cannot explain the rising transfer of land to 

foreign investors, as if this were a natural occurrence.  Rather, the deepening commitment to 

development models based almost exclusively on the exploitation of these resources seems to 

be the key, such that the role of states becomes essential to the explanation of land grabbing. 

In fact, the emergence of many self-proclaimed progressive or left governments in the region 

at the beginning of the twentieth first century (and returning again in recent years) has not 

reversed the established structural dependency, based on an extractivist development model.  

Rather, it  has deepened it (LAWRY et al. 2017). 

 

Currently, developed countries have found mechanisms to reduce the aggravation of tensions 

arising from hunger and difficult access to livelihoods for the poorer strata of the population 

through social protection, supplying resources allowing the most vulnerably families to subsist 

adequately.  Some such mechanisms are unemployment benefits, retirement assistance, 

emergency aid in response to natural disasters, child’s benefits, maternity leave, etc. (ESSER 

et al 2009).  Low-income countries have lower levels of social protection (NEWMAN 2020: 

314). Some countries have found ways to reduce the impact of food shortages through land 

deals by which the land from countries with fertile land is "grabbed" and farm output is 

exported back to the investor country. 

 

Unfortunately, developing or non-developed countries are not able to offer this type of help to 

the neediest in times of more severe economic crises, including in countries that are targets of 

land grabbing.  

 

When tensions mount, there is often a lack of preparation of the security forces and the police, 

even under  democratic regimes.  Governments may repress  demonstrations (many of them 

peaceful).  This leads inexorably to a spiral of repression, causing clashes between the parties 

that may lead to the emergence of fatalities and injuries among those demanding better living 



conditions and the right to food (NASSAUER 2018).  Such food crises happened in 2007-8; 

2011-2; and now during the covid-19 health crisis as well.  

Figure 04: Number and size (by ha.) of land deals in Latin American countries 

 
Source: land matrix dataset (2022) 

 

 

According to LAND MATRIX data (2022), from 2000-2020, there were attempted land 

acquisitions (accomplished or not) of almost 19 million hectares in Peru (18.6%), 10.5 million 

hectares in Argentina (26.8%), 9.5 million of hectares in Brazil (11.4%), 1.6 million hectares 

in Colombia (26.6%), 1.2 million hectares in Uruguay (48.5%) and 1.1 million hectares in 

Paraguay (22.9%).  

 

Food riots are expressed by people with lower purchasing power, who spend a large part of 

their family budgets on food, about 70%-80%, unlike people with higher economic levels, 

which spend around 10%-15% of their income (OTTO et al 2017: 1654). When more land is 

sold or given over to land grabbing, part of that goes to the production of energy inputs, and 

less production is available for human and/or animal food needs. This makes food more 

expensive and makes it difficult for the poor to acquire/buy/own it.  Small rural producers may 

be expelled from their land to make way for agribusiness, adding to the concentration of land 
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and relegating the small farmer to the margins of society.  Many people in this predicament 

may  join the food riots. In this way, land grabbing may contributes to more food riots. 

More than a billion people fear eviction from the land and home they live in, where they have 

often lived for generations (PRINDEX 2020). Insecurity of tenure is a serious problem that 

affects many families and is directly related to land grabbing, as the land that is transferred to 

large conglomerates in developing countries could otherwise have been used to help reduce 

housing and livelihood insecurity for those living in the countryside. A survey carried out in 

recent years indicates that about 91 million people living in Latin America fear being evicted 

from their land and homes, with those who do not have documentation of ownership of where 

they live being the most affected.  Although Figure 5 does not suggest any direct relation 

between the two factors, one does see that levels of tenure insecurity are considerable.   

 

Figure 05: Tenure insecurity and food riots for Latin American countries9, 1985-2020 

 
Sources: PRINDEX (2020)  for tenure insecurity and NEWMAN (2020); HOCHSTETLER, and 

SAMUELS (2011) for food riots. 

 

 

Tenure insecurity measures the percentage of people who feel insecure about a possible 

eviction in the next 5 years from their land and/or home. These very high numbers are 

compared to the number of food riots in each Latin American country. Although we cannot 

 
9  While data on tenure insecurity was collected in 2018 and 2019 for 140 countries for a face-to-face and telephone 

sample (however, no data for Cuba and Haiti), data on food riots in Latin America are accumulated by each 

country between 1985-2020 (and Cuba did not register any food riots for this period, while Haiti have registered 

7 food riots). 
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draw conclusions from the descriptive data above, it is possible to have the dimension of both 

variables for a future association between them in further studies. 

 

iii. Climate change 

Compared to the rest of the world in terms of industry-related greenhouse gas emissions, 

fortunately Latin American states are well behind several developed countries (specifically 

OECD members) and some developing countries (such as China and Russia), standing a little 

above African countries only. (Figure 6) 

 

Figure 06: Total greenhouse gas emissions10    

  
Source: Climate Watch Historical GHG Emissions 202211  

 

 

Latin America produces about 1/5 of the greenhouse gases that China/surrounding countries 

and other high-income nations emit. However, within the region, Brazil is in a much higher 

position, almost double the second ranked, Mexico, and almost triple the third, Argentina,. The 

 
10 Total greenhouse emissions are the sum of emissions of different type of gas, such as carbon dioxide (CO2, the 

most dominant greenhouse gas produced by burning of fossil fuels, land use change and industrial production), 

methane, nitrous oxide, sulfur hexafluoride and hydrofluorocarbons, all harm human, animal and vegetal life. 

11 Last accessed on May 24th 2022 at 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EN.ATM.GHGT.KT.CE?end=2018&name_desc=false&start=1970&view=

chart 
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others are far behind, which is to be expected, given the gap in levels of  development across 

these countries. 

 

Figure 07: Latin American total greenhouse gas emissions, by country, 1990-2018 

 
 Source: Climate Watch Historical GHG Emissions 202212  
 

 

What draws attention in the evolution of the level of emission of these gases is the situation of 

East Asia & Pacific countries, which now serve as the industrial heartland of the world, grew 

more than 5 fold in less than half a century. This is very worrying regarding the environment. 

And several Latin American countries have indirectly been part of this process as raw material 

suppliers.  This continuous growth, which at first is positive in terms of improving the quality 

of life of their populations, is also related to the emission of pollutants which has reached an 

unprecedented level, and contributes strongly to the risk of climate change. International 

agreements to reduce the emission of greenhouse gases must be bolder and with higher targets 

so that the damage is not irreversible. One fundamental example are the Paris Accords, which 

set emission targets so that the reduction in temperature rise remains below 2°C for the next 

 
12 Last accessed on May 24th, 2022 at https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EN.ATM.METH.KT.CE?view=map 
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few years, requiring countries to commit to relevant environmental concessions (DA SILVA 

et al 2019b; RODRíGUEZ-FERNANDEZ, CARVAJAL, and BUJIDOS-CASADO 2020: 2). 

Map 01: World map by methane emissions, 2018 

Source: Carbone Dioxide Information Analysis Center, Environmental Sciences Division, 

Climate Watch, 202013 

 

 

Several Latin American countries have reached agricultural and livestock self-sufficiency and 

even export part of their products to the world.  Methane emissions also result from livestock 

and other agricultural practices using land. This growth in food and meat exports may 

contribute to food security for many countries around the world, but at a high social cost at 

home.  It affects the most vulnerable sections of the population, contributing to the rise in food 

prices in times of crisis in the countries of the region. 

 

The economic and quality of life improvement in countries with large populations, such as 

China and India (which alone represent 35% of the world population), radically induces a 

change in the diet of these individuals, driving increases in the production of food inputs, 

cereals, grains, vegetables, meat, poultry in countries that specialize in this sector.  Several in 

Latin America are included in this context (HAN, CHAI, and XIAWEI 2020; VETTER et al 

2017; NATH et al 2015).  

 
13 Middle-Blue color: Argentina: 117,850, Mexico: 144,610. Dark color: Brazil: 416,280, USA: 622,590, India: 

666,510, Russian Federation: 849,570, China: 1,238,630. www.climatewatchdata.org/ghg-emissions   

http://www.climatewatchdata.org/ghg-emissions


Deforestation and forest degradation release stored carbon, which also contributes to global 

warming. Deforestation is the second responsible for climate change, and represents 

approximately 10% of CO2 in the atmosphere (APERGIS; PAYNE 2010). According to the 

figure (evolution of forest area) we can see that in the last 30 years there has been a significant 

reduction in the forest area in Latin American countries, from almost 11 million square km to 

just over 9 million square km. In high-income countries, there has been a small increase in the 

last three decades, from almost 10 million square km to more than 10.2 million square km.  

 

Figure 08: Evolution of forest area (sq. km), high income countries and Latin American 

countries, 1990-2020 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: FAO 2022, FAOSTAT Emissions Database14 
 

 

 

 

 

 
14 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/AG.LND.FRST.K2?view=map 
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Figure 09: Evolution of forest area (sq. km), within Latin American countries, 1990-2020 

 
Source: FAO 2022, FAOSTAT Emissions Database15 

 

If we compare only Latin American countries in terms of forests and deforestation, the great 

difference between Brazil and the remain countries of this region stands out clearly, due to the 

continental dimensions of Brazil and Brazil's having 60% of the largest rainforest in the world, 

the Amazon rainforest. In 2020 Brazil had almost 5 million sq. km of forests and the next 

country in the region, Peru, had just over 720 thousand sq. km. Everyone else had less than 

that. Brazil had a deforestation in the last 30 years of about 922 thousand sq.km of forest area, 

which certainly has an impact on climate change (AIDE et al 2013). 16  

 

 
15 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/AG.LND.FRS.K2?view=map 
16 This account considers the continuous loss of 922,000 square km every 3 decades, which would take about 6 

times 30 years to deforest an area of 5,532,000 square km, little more than the existing in the entire Brazilian 

Amazon if this same path and measure of the current deforestation is continued. If this deforestation continues at 

the same path, within about 180 years there will be no more forest in the Brazilian Amazon and the impact on the 

planet will be devastating. Therefore, environmental issues concern all inhabitants, regardless of where the 

devastation may occur, as everyone will be penalized with such results (HOSONUMA et al 2012). 
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Disasters, many of which are known as "natural", often occur by reactions to what human 

beings do to the environment (DOKTYCZ, and ABKOWITZ 2019). Occurrences such as 

droughts, earthquakes, extreme temperature, flood, landslide, storm, volcanic activity, wildfire 

and additional types can be the result of the imbalance caused to nature in predatory practice, 

be it CO2/methane pollution, deforestation, and/or other kind of nature devastation. 

 

Figure 10: Droughts, floods, extreme temperatures - percentage and number of the affected 

populations within Latin American countries, 1990-202017 

 
Source: Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters, CRED, 2022 

 

We can visualize in the above figure droughts, floods, extreme temperatures that affected the 

populations of Latin America between the years 1990-2009, according to the CRED disaster 

report.  

"A drought is an extended period of time of losses characterized by a deficiency 

in a region's water supply that is the result of constantly below average 

precipitation. [It] can affect agriculture, […] inland navigation and hydropower 

plants, cause a lack of drinking water and famine. A flood is a significant rise 

 
17 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/AG.LND.FRST.K2?view=map 

 

0

200000

400000

600000

800000

1000000

1200000

0.00

1.00

2.00

3.00

4.00

5.00

6.00

7.00

8.00

Percentage and number of affected Latin American 
population by droughts, floods and extreme 
temperatures avg, 1990-2009, by countries 

Droughts, floods, extreme temperatures (% of affected population, average 1990-2009)

Droughts, floods, extreme temperatures (number of affected population, average 1990-2009)

% Number

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/AG.LND.FRST.K2?view=map


of water level in a stream, lake, reservoir, or coastal region. Extreme 

temperature events are either cold waves or heat waves. A cold wave can be 

both a prolonged period of excessively cold weather and the sudden invasion of 

very cold air over a large area. Along with frost it can cause damage to 

agriculture, infrastructure, and property. A heat wave is a prolonged period of 

excessively hot and sometimes also humid weather relative to normal climate 

patterns of a certain region " (INTERNATIONAL DISASTER DATABASE 

2022)18 

On the left side of the figure there is the percentage of people from Latin American countries 

who were affected and on the right side there is the absolute number of these same affected 

individuals19. 

Around 3,348,708 people were affected by droughts, floods, and extreme temperatures within 

Latin America, according to the figure data. In Guyana, for example, about 3/4 of the 

population live on the coastal area, where the major economic activities are located, such as 

agriculture, fisheries and industries, and the observed high temperatures are leaving several 

cities literally underwater. Unfortunately, the trend is to get worse, as in its capital Georgetown 

and other coastal areas throughout Latin America such as Barranquilla and Cartagena 

(Colombia), Cubana and Maracaibo (Venezuela), Cancun and Tampico (Mexico) and San Juan 

(Puerto Rico), according to reports and studies (REGUERO et al 2015; PELLING 1997).  

Something similar has happened in Peru, where its capital Lima, with 10 million inhabitants, 

suffers from floods and droughts because of the increase in temperature, and harms some 

Amazon Peruvian food systems (VILLACORTA et al 2019; SHERMAN et al 2015). 

In Brazil, as the population is the largest in the region, deforestation greatly affects the climate, 

also causing floods, droughts, and landslides20. As many houses are built precariously on 

ravines, every summer the rains increase in volume and intensity, leaving many people 

homeless and fatal victims of the floods (MENEZES et al 2018; LI et al 2021; DA SILVA et 

al 2019a). 

 
18 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EN.CLC.MDAT.ZS  
19 These numbers were calculated by the percentage of the population of each country, according to data obtained 

from the World Bank database in the year 2021. 
20 In the days I write the empirical climate change section of this article alone, even at a time when rains were not 

usually torrential for autumn (they tend to be during the summer season of the southern hemisphere), flooding and 

heavy rain killed over a hundred people in the metropolitan region of Recife, northeast Brazil, at the end of May 

2022 (https://www.cbsnews.com/news/brazil-flooding-landslides-over-100-deaths/)  

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EN.CLC.MDAT.ZS
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/brazil-flooding-landslides-over-100-deaths/


When we compare the data referring to those affected by disasters in Latin America to those in 

other regions of the planet (see figure 13 below, CRED 2022), especially those in Asia, it seems 

a negligible amount. However, in addition to every life counting, regardless of where it occurs, 

it is equally essential to investigate the causes of such disasters to prevent them in the future. 

And as we discussed previously, Latin America could collaborate by drastically reducing 

deforestation as a way of preventing the release of more CO2 and methane into the atmosphere 

(MACEDO 2021), so that temperatures do not rise at the current rampant pace, reducing the 

level of floods, droughts, landslides and wildfires, both in the region itself, as in other places 

as well, since the effects are not felt only in the locations where there are predatory activities 

carried out by human beings, but spread across the planet. 

 

Figure 11: Occurrence of disasters21 

 
Source: Extracted from CRED 2022: 4 

 

Science has found an association between the predatory actions of humans with adverse 

climatic effects. We see that such phenomena occur in the Latin American region and that they 

probably affect agriculture and livestock, causing enormous damage to human food supply,  

especially for the most vulnerable who, when mobilized, may actively participate in food riots. 

 

 

 
21 Available at: https://cred.be/sites/default/files/2021_EMDAT_report.pdf 

https://cred.be/sites/default/files/2021_EMDAT_report.pdf


iv. Demographic pressures 

 

The Latin American population has been increasing since the redemocratization of many 

countries in that region from the mid-1980’s. In a period of just thirty years, the Latin American 

population has increased by a third. The UN projection is that it will still grow by more than 

ten percent by 2050. This is a significant amount of people, who will increase pressure on the 

use of natural resources, causing even greater stress than today. Societies will need plant and 

animal foods to satisfy not only many more people, but also with a more protein-rich diet. 

 

Figure 12: Latin American and Caribbean total population, 1990-202022 

 
Source: Extracted from The World Bank: IBRD/IDA, 2022 

 

Despite the fact that Latin American population is growing substantially, when we analyze 

which age groups are responsible for this growth, we can see that there is a drop in children (0-

14 years old).  This is matched by  a sudden increase in the numbers of older people (65 years 

old or more), since the improvement in the quality of life has allowed people to live longer. 

Therefore, there is population growth along with the ageing of the population. 

 

 

 
22 Available at: https://data.worldbank.org/ 
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Figure 13: Latin American and Caribbean total population: Percentage of children and 

older people, 1990-202023 

Source: Extracted from The World Bank: IBRD/IDA, 2022 

 

 

Through a more detailed fragmentation of age groups in a period of a century (including future 

projections), between 1950 and 2050, the change clearly takes place from a pyramidal to a 

pentagonal format, as the following figure shows. 

Figure 14: Latin American population by sex and age group (in thousands) 

 
Source: Extracted from AMARANTE, COLACCE, and MANZI 2021, p. 846, originated data 

from ECLAC 2016 

 
 

23 Available at: https://data.worldbank.org/ 
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This is the overall figure, on average, for Latin America. However, of course, there are 

differences between the countries in this region, with Uruguay, Argentina and Chile, in this 

order, showing a higher percentage of elderly people growth than the remainder countries. 

 

The unbridled rhythm of the population of Latin American countries, which, not finding 

opportunities in rural areas, move to urban centers with the hope for a better life, contributes 

to a chaotic growth of urbanization in developing countries, without effectively improving their 

quality of life. Those are unskilled workers and already marginalized people, increasing the 

discontents within cities (GLAESER 2020). 

 

Figure 15: Urbanization in Latin America and Caribbean  

 
Source: Extracted from The World Bank: IBRD/IDA, 2022 

 

That’s why the (at least) official numbers of urban populations show us, according to the World 

Bank data of urban population during the redemocratization of Latin American countries (since 

mid-1980’s), as seen in the above figure. It almost doubled in 35 years. This was an unplanned 

growth, with no infrastructure, and people crowding into precarious housing, no sewage and 

piped water, in addition to the difficulty of absorbing more newcomers into public services 

such as education, health and public security. 

 

In this context of sharp growth of unplanned urbanization and discontent of the masses, 

mobilizations for popular demands within new and fragile democracies, such as protests against 
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high food prices, tend to grow, and this is what happened in many of the countries in the region 

(VICINO, and FAHLBERG 2017). 

 

What can be learned from the demographic data presented? There are opposing currents 

regarding the participation of people in food riots: (i) on the one hand, the increase in 

population requires more resources and food available for all and suitable for human 

consumption and supposedly riots would be larger in size and with more incidence to claim 

food. (ii) On the other hand, the greater ageing of the population (which is the fastest growing 

age group in the population, as we could observe) at first, would be less participatory in such 

events, emptying mobilizations characteristic of younger people. 

 

v. Political polarization 

 

From the first decade of the twenty-first century, the world witnessed a pink tide in Latin 

America, that is, the rise of a leftist ideological tendency in the countries of South America. 

“In the mid-2000s…Venezuela, Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Uruguay, Paraguay, Ecuador, and 

Bolivia, or three-quarters of South America’s population (some 350 million people), were 

under left-wing rule” (ENCARNACIÓN 2018).  

 

In the second decade of the twenty-first century, this trend has turned in the opposite direction.  

Right-wing doctrines (LEVY, and LARRABURE 2021) associated with a blue (or 

conservative) tide came to prevail in Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay, Bolivia, and Chile. They 

turned right either through elections or coup d’états. (Certain political changes have given rise 

to divergent opinions among analysts concerning the nature of these regimes.)  

 

Even so, at the end of the second decade and the beginning of the third decade of this century, 

a so-called new pink tide became the main ideological-political trend with elections in Chile, 

Colombia24, Bolivia, and Brazil.  Brazil's electorate voted for the left-wing candidate Lula da 

Silva in the October 2022 elections for his third (non-consecutive) mandate, to take office in 

January of 2023. This region seems to be changing its political ideological course once again.  

 

 
24 In June 2022 the leftist candidate Gustavo Petro won the second round of elections in Colombia and made for 

the first time a leftist government to be elected in this country. 



Maps 02: Political-ideological changes in Latin America, 2001-2022, from Pink Tide to Blue 

tide to new Pink Tide 

   
Source: Available at RATIONAL WIKI (2023) 

  
 

It is clear that political reality changes very fast in Latin America.  Pernicious forms of political 

polarization could endanger democracy and increase the level of violence, including violent 

food riots. This is more likely during times of economic, social, and political crises.  Recent 

political waves, from the pink tide to the blue tide and then to the new pink tide, produce 

volatility and contribute to growing party polarization, as we can see in Figure 16, below. 

 

Figure 16: Mean of party polarization across Latin American countries, 1992–2018 

 
Source: Extracted from Moraes, and Béjar, 2022, p.2 
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Although party polarization itself can work in both directions, the pernicious forms of 

polarization observed in some Latin American countries have been marked by the rise of 

populist candidates, some of  whom have won elections.  This may contribute to forces that 

combine to make food riots more likely.  

 

III.  Concluding remarks 

The sections of this paper have used available data to describe some forces that can contribute 

to the occurrence of food riots in Latin American countries, especially within the rural 

environment. Food crises affect more and more people in the world, especially the poorest who 

are concentrated in rural areas. Forces that contribute to the lack (or insufficiency) of food may 

contribute to the occurrence of food riots.  This paper tries to highlight some of these links, in 

an effort to better understand the phenomenon. Confrontation with police forces often  escalates 

from peaceful protests to violent riots, which can result in many casualties.  

 

Countries that most suffer from food riots’ impact are those in the southern hemisphere. These 

are undeveloped and developing countries that do not have adequate systems of government 

benefits to assist the most vulnerable people.  

This paper pointed out that land grabbing, climate change, demographic pressures, and 

political polarization, together with inequality and hybrid political regimes, may be related to 

each other, and may contribute to food insecurity and, ultimately, to the occurrence of food 

riots.  However, in order to specify the links and understand causal mechanisms, it is necessary 

to collect new data that can establish causality or refute it. In this way, we will be able to 

advance our understanding of food riots and the factors that contribute to them. 
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