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Overview.

     In the late 1950s a severe drought afflicted southern Peru, exacerbating the impoverishment of an agrarian peasant class whose population had grown to exceed the apparent carrying capacity of the land.  Building civil unrest and competing interests between local governments helped shape the national and international aid response to this crisis. One result of this was that funding was approved to build two roads extending from the overpopulated Altiplano region down into the underdeveloped Amazon rainforest east of the Andes. The stated goals were the alleviation of population pressure in the highlands and promotion of settlement and exploitation of natural resources in the rainforest. Fueled by an image of "land without men for men with out land", and financed through a large aid package from the United States government, the project proceeded until an abrupt termination of funding was precipitated by a military coup d'etat in Peru in 1962.  The lesser of the two roads was completed nonetheless by the Peruvian military in 1965; the second route, however, remained unfinished and lay dormant thereafter for thirty years. Recently, however, road building has resumed on this route, now part of a larger scheme known since 1985 as the Carretera Transoceanica (Transoceanic Highway), and the road is presently headed rapidly towards completion. In conjunction with other road building projects further east in Brazil and the expansion of Pacific coast ports in southern Peru to accommodate deep-sea vessels, the Transoceanica will represent a breach through the erstwhile insurmountable barrier of the Andean Cordillera, permitting a flood of trade to begin flowing both to and from the Amazon Basin from the Pacific. While existing routes already transect the Andes at various points, it remains that from central Bolivia to the Caribbean coast in Venezuela, no paved road has successfully been completed to date linking the Brazilian Amazon with the Pacific. The Andes have thus served as a firewall against both development and trade, a highly effective barrier that as a result has allowed the western reaches of the Amazon rainforest to remain far less disturbed by human encroachment than other sectors.  The Transoceanica will transect Peru's Madre de Dios Department, part of the largest remaining tract of relatively pristine Amazon rainforest and internationally recognized to possess the greatest degree of biodiversity known on Earth.

    The international awareness in recent years of such potentially negative impacts resulting from large infrastructure projects in the Developing World has resulted in a general attitude of dissuasion against their funding, pending full environmental impact assessments and consultation with all parties involved.  The impact of the Transoceanica will be profound and felt in many economic, environmental and societal sectors in Peru, Brazil and elsewhere. The sudden facilitation of trade between Brazil, Peru and the Pacific Rim nations will represent a rearrangement of the economic geography of western South America that will result in a financial windfall to many economies and business interests. Conversely, the consequences to the indigenous peoples and ecosystems of the Amazon rainforest will also be significant but undoubtedly mostly negative. The forthcoming impacts upon the peasant populations of the Altiplano remains uncertain but even so, it is clear that the social inequalities that spawned the Transoceanica remain to be addressed and that the completed road is unlikely to represent any kind of viable solution.

    This study sprawls across a wide array of disciplines. Reigning in such diversity towards a common theme is a challenging exercise and this analysis will accordingly adopt an organizational focus that utilizes a political-ecology framework of sorts. By identifying 'actors', stakeholders both for and against the completion of the Transoceanica, and by identifying their various agendas and degrees of interaction, some very clear signals are revealed from what at first seems a rather chaotic murk.  What emerges is that a complex and at times nefarious coalition of proponents appears to be working in concert behind a veneer of partisan agendas of 'common disinterest'.  Yet the evidence that will be presented here suggests a shadowy hidden force, a ‘director’ to the road-proponent actors, is actually carefully orchestrating the entire undertaking.  It will be demonstrated here that a consortium of Japanese trading interests known collectively as sogo shosha occupies this directorship role.  Through artful orchestration, this directorial force has been able to quietly subvert aid monies to provide necessary funding for the Transoceanica, a project that clearly falls outside the realm of acceptability within the contemporary green-aid agenda, while deftly avoiding the attention and criticism of actors who would caution against its development.

Geography.

i.  The route and connections.

     The route of the Transoceanica begins at the Pacific port of Ilo, traverses the Andean altiplano, descends into the Amazon  and ultimately connects with the Brazilian BR-364 highway at the city of Rio Branco in Brazil's Acre province.  Several major portions are now complete and asphalted, others are actively being improved, and only two rivers remain to be bridged.

    Completion of the Transoceanica requires a major feat of engineering in that the route transects a complexity of topographic landforms with few equals on Earth.  It has been the Andes-Amazon interface that has represented the primary impediment against development in the western Amazon for centuries. Under good conditions, overland travel from Puerto Maldonado in the Amazon to Lima takes more than a week (Gray 1996: 74); the road upon completion will likely make Lima reachable within three days in all but the most adverse weather conditions, the Pacific Ocean at Ilo in just two.

ii. Physical Geography.

     The obstacles represented by the daunting physical characteristics of the landscapes to be traversed have been the primary limitation on trans-Andean road development to date. In 1965, Fernando Belaunde-Terry, then President of Peru and a key road proponent wrote: "Geography is a fundamental factor; here it does not favor man as in other civilizations rather it is against him" (Belaunde 1965: 89). The challenges come in many forms. The coastal zone near Ilo is part of the Atacama Desert and has been labeled "the world's driest climate" (Lettau, 1978). From this barren realm the road ascends by trending northeast to a 4,600 m (~15,000 ft) pass prone to occasional snowstorms before descending into the broad Altiplano basin at 3,800 m. Here, the climate vacillates between the meteorological extremes of drought and flood on a semi-annual basis largely contingent on the cycles of the El Niño phenomenon in the tropical Pacific Ocean. The route continues north, reascending the Andes to 4,500 m elevation in a zone where snows are frequent and temperatures can descend to -25 C (-13 F) on winter nights (El Comercio, 11 June, 1998). A  precipitous descent commences from the town of Macusani down the San Gaban River valley to the Amazon far below at about 250-300 m above sea level. This section traverses an excessively wet zone, being exposed to moist airstreams of Atlantic origin as they flow upslope resulting in astounding rainfall. The town of Quincemil nearby to the north observes a mean annual rainfall of 7 meters, making this one of the wettest locations on Earth. The combination of steep terrain and abundant precipitation make landsliding a commonplace occurrence. Road cuts in such terrain often perturb slope systems that are already highly unstable, exacerbating the frequency and severity of large derrumbas  (Grande 1985: 65). The intense rains of the wet season, furthermore, frequently destroys bridges and wash out roads. The existing route which connects the departments of Cuzco and Madre de Dios suffered the loss of four bridges in a single day in March of 1998 (El Comercio, 13 March, 1998). This route, extending from Urcos in the highlands to Puerto Maldonado in the Amazon was only completed in the 1960's  (Gray 1996: 82) and its condition as of August, 1997 could only be described as just passable (personal observations). The Transoceanica roadworks face similar challenges: a new 20 m bridge was destroyed by floods in the San Gaban valley in February, 1998 (El Comercio, 12 Feb., 1998).    

    Within the Amazonian lowlands, the topographic variations become relatively inconsequential, but the frequent river crossings and combination of heavy precipitation and clay-like soils make roads extremely difficult to navigate unless they are asphalted and if well-constructed bridges exist at river crossings. The net effect of these physical impediments has been the strong isolation of southeastern Peru's Madre de Dios, whose connection to the rest of the country has always been precarious as a result (Gray 1996: 81).

    Health considerations are significant too. The extremes of temperature and moisture experienced as one proceeds along the Transoceanica's planned traverse are stressful to humanity. The rapid and extreme changes in altitude experienced by vehicles ascending the Andes from both sides bring on a high risk of soroche, debilitating altitude sickness. In the Amazon basin are of course found a vast array of virulent maladies ranging from malaria to intestinal parasites. It has long been stated that fear of disease has constrained the migration of highland peoples to the Amazon. In particular, the leishmaniasis infection carried by sandflies, known locally as uta, can destroy facial tissue causing disfigurement that very visibly warns off would-be colonizers of the perils of the insalubrious selva rainforest. Malaria is increasingly virulent and outbreaks are becoming commonplace. Forty cases were recently reported in the sparsely settled area around Quincemil (El Comercio, 19 Sept., 1998).

iii. Natural disasters.

   Geographic considerations have long discouraged the building of roads across the Andes yet ironically, it was climatic variability that served as the catalyst to initiate the building of the Transoceanica.  Beginning with the failure of the spring rains in 1955, a spell of particularly stressful climate conditions prevailed upon the Altiplano causing massive displacements of rural peoples and civil unrest (Tamayo 1982: 111). The years of 1956, 1957 and 1964 featured serious droughts, while in 1960, 1962 and 1963 the rains were excessive (Dew, 1969). Furthermore, an untimely series of "black frosts" prematurely ended the growing season in March, 1960 following the floods of that year (Ibid.). While such vacillations, especially the severe droughts, were not without precedent their impacts were greatly magnified by rapid population growth such that 40% more inhabitants now occupied the Peruvian altiplano than did in 1940 (Dollfus 1986:20), causing the marginalization of increasing numbers as the agricultural carrying capacity of the land was exceeded. That this crisis was inevitable can be seen in that an earlier drought in 1941 had already prompted studies on alleviating the growing population pressures on the Altiplano (Collins 1988:73). 

Geopolitical significance

i: Cold War impetus.

   The climatic stresses of the late 1950's spawned both a heightened awareness of the social ramifications of drought-induced unrest and migration as well as international response due to geopolitical concerns. The Cold War was approaching its most frigid state at this time following the startling success of the Cuban revolution in the late 1950's. Many Latin American liberation movements became emboldened as a result and increasingly agitated for social upheaval and overthrow of the long-established inequalities represented by their ruling Western-allied governments. Peru was fertile ground for such discontent. Fidel Castro declared that the backward areas of the Andes would be the Sierra Maestra (the seeding place) for widespread revolution throughout South America (Hispanic American Report, 1960, referenced in Dew 1969: xvii). The United States response, motivated by such concerns and catalyzed by the drought-related social crisis provided a large food aid package in May, 1956 as well as funds for a comprehensive development program called The Regional Plan for the South of Peru (Dew 1969: 89-90). The road-building initiative was part of the ensuing aid package, and the route that has become the Transoceanica in the present day can actually be seen to be a Cold War relic in this light.

ii. Territorial Security.

    In a more general sense, Peru has long suffered from insecurity relating to its tenuous hegemony over its sparsely settled Amazonian lowlands. This results from a legacy of territorial wars with Ecuador to the north, which flared into conflict as recently as 1995, and Chile and Bolivia to the south, along with the leviathan presence of Brazil to the east. Furthermore, none of the present borders are defined by natural features that might serve as barriers to invasion. A cultural encroachment is already underway in the Madre de Dios from Brazil that began early in the century with migratory rubber tappers that has now been increased by an influx of miners towards a gold rush ongoing in recent years.  Development proponents in ruling governments such as Belaunde (1965) and Mercado Jarrin (Kelly 1997:124) have stressed the need to colonize the remote border regions with Peruvians to increase the national presence there. Indeed, it was a military expedition organized by the government in 1912 that established Puerto Maldonado at a strategic river confluence near the Bolivian border for such a purpose.  Brazil in particular has long harbored ambitions of spanning the continent all the way to the Pacific and much like the United States, the historical legacy of development has always been a territorial expansion westward (Kelly 1997: 152). Brazil's desire for a Pacific trade link has been accommodated for diplomatically by the joint construction of the Transoceanica by Peru and Brazil. The Belaunde administration reached an accord with Brazil in 1981 for development of a route through to the Pacific via the Madre de Dios (Shankland 1993: 145), but civil unrest and accompanying economic collapse later in the decade suspended work on the Peruvian sectors. The return of stability under the presidency of Alberto Fujimori has allowed for the current reinvigoration of the project and after more than forty years of development, the entire route will likely be completed in the near future. The resultant economic gains will doubtless benefit both nations, yet it is Brazil that stands to gain an economic beachhead within Peruvian territory more than the other way around.  Indeed, much of the road construction and attendant infrastructure projects within Peru are being performed by the  Brazilian multinational corporation, Norberto Odebrecht (Soltani and Osborne 1997: 54), whose stature in Peru as a business colossus has being growing rapidly while often being tainted by accusations of corruption (Shankland 1993:146-7; Economist, 29 Jan. 1994). Vast hydrocarbon reserves discovered in the 1980's in the Peruvian Amazon have also been an attraction to Odebrecht and Brazilian interests in general (Shankland 1993: 146-7; Soltani and Osborne 1997: 54).

iii. United States involvement.

    The role of the United States, traditional Big Brother to Latin America, has been contradictory with regards to the building of the Transoceanica.  It was with $2 million in aid disbursed from U.S. funds as part of the drought relief package issued to Peru that the fledgling project, a road from Macusani to San Gaban, was begun in 1957 (Dew 1969:100). By 1959, these funds had been exhausted resulting in a slowdown of work. The complete interruption precipitated by the military takeover in 1962 caused a change in policy such that further funds promised were never resumed, totally quelching continued work on the capital-intensive construction. By the time plans were announced for the resumption of road building in the 1980's, trade concerns, and to a lesser degree, the environment had risen to dominate the U.S. agenda such that the project was no longer palatable to American governmental interests.  In the manner of its old dictatorial role in mandating internal Latin policy, the U.S. under then-President Bush tried to dissuade the Japanese government from providing funds for the construction of the Brazilian sector of the Transoceanica that had been sought for by Brazilian politicians.  

    While the stated justification for this advocacy was concern for safeguarding the environment (Soltani and Osborne 1997:53-4), it is more likely that the U.S. held an economic interest against completion of the route centered around a single commodity: soybeans.  Long the world leader in soy production, the U.S. has traditionally been able to rely on the consistent demand for soy products from Japan, the largest consumer, in maintaining a lucrative and stable market for American interests. Massive development schemes in Brazil in recent decades have replaced forests and savannah with soy plantations such that Brazil presently ranks second after the U.S. in net production. Geography has worked against facilitation of trade between Brazilian supply and Japanese demand. The transportation requirements of transport of product first to the Atlantic and thence to Japan via circuitous shipping routes raises the costs beyond economic viability to the Asian sector.  Brazilian interests claim that costs could be reduced by $100 per ton by utilizing a transandean route (Arnt, 1990, referenced in Shankland 1993:146).  The Peruvians are eager to gain revenue by the transit of this produce through their territory and via their recently expanded ports of Ilo and Matarani (Mercado Jarrin, 1996). A completed Transoceanica would therefore radically redraw the economic geography of this part of the Western Hemisphere to the disadvantage of the United States.

Peruvian Perspectives.

i: The Belaundist Dream.

    The cornucopian vision of the Amazonian lowlands providing unparalleled opportunities for colonization by landless peasantry found its most vocal advocate in Fernando Belaunde Terry. An architect by profession, he succeeded in gaining the presidency twice (1963-1968 and 1980-1985) and lobbied hard for funding of his pet project, the Marginal Highway, a proposed road link along the eastern slope of the Andes extending from Ecuador to Bolivia that  along with a series of transversal routes would permit access to unexploited lands of great fertility in a controlled manner by eager colonists (Belaunde, 1965). Unfortunately, his suppositions about land suitability and settler's desires seem to have been seriously flawed, as Chirif (1985) and others have demonstrated. Typical of Belaunde's writings are the following:

    "The Titicaca basin in the extreme south is already supplying colonists for domination of the lands opened by the San Gaban valley and Tambopata roads. In every case, the mountain dwellers - so closely tied to the land for centuries - can maintain their intimate and natural relationship with the soil by moving eastward, instead of to the coast where their bonds with the earth are forever ruptured in an urban element extremely foreign to their experience".     







(Belaunde, 1965; 171). 

  "While integrating vast regions into the social and economic fabric of the nation, Road-Colonization will give the peasant a permanent, stable, happy place to live. Our program will banish the old practices of favoritism and abuse which harmed the colonist and only benefitted influential speculators who trafficked in jungle lands for selfish ends".   








(Belaunde 1965; 218).

As Belaunde yielded the presidency in 1985, Chirif offered acerbic criticism of such perspectives:

   "Many times the arguments with which justification has been claimed for the construction of roads in the lower selva have been morever fallacies, since with frequency they are no more than pretext to benefit particular interests with millionaire contractors or to satisfy caprices of governors who have wanted to pass history with artifices of grand works".         






 (Chirif, 1985:  211-212).

   "The conceptual void in the case of the colonizations and strategic highways answers to our understanding that a distortion typical of ex-President Belaunde, who will always team, erroneously, politics and engineering, government with construction, labor from statesmen with the making of works". 
 (Chirif, 1985: 212). 

    The Belaundist vision of a vacant, fecund Amazon remains, however, remarkably pervasive and persuasive to the present day and continues to be offered as justification for any and all development in this sector of the country. The words of the foremost road proponent in the Peruvian Congress today, Roger Cáceres perpetuate the Belaundist Dream in describing the opportunities for Peruvians represented by the Transoceanica:


"... it is possible in a short installment to open in Madre de Dios immense possibilities of work and dignified life for hundreds of thousands of people, especially youths coming from the high Andes generating the frontier life so needed there... ".                                    


 (Cáceres, 1997)

i: Politics on the Altiplano.

    The present day participants in the Transoceanica development encompass a host of national and international actors across a variety of scales. The project began, however, as an offspring of a partisan squabble between competing local factions on the altiplano attempting to capitalize on the civil unrest brought about by the adverse climatic conditions of the late 1950's.  The complex 20th century history of politics on the Peruvian altiplano has been unraveled and analyzed by several authors, most notably Dew (1969), Tamayo (1982), Collins (1988) and Renique (1994). The key components pertinent to the present study can be identified as follows: (1) a feudal-like sociopolitical relationship of a land-holding class subjugating peasant masses well into present times; (2) a growing populace increasingly at risk from natural hazards; (3) competition between neighboring regions for control of overland trade routes; (4) a struggle for domination within the wealthy class between a rising bourgeoisie and the traditional estate-holding aristocracy; (6) a legacy of civil conflict leading to violence and recurrent abuses against peasantry agitating for civil rights, land ownership and autonomy;  (7) waves of migration occurring in response to recurrent climatic stresses and civil oppression; and (8) naive understanding of the realities of lowland colonization by government advocates.  While a detailed appraisal of each is beyond the scope of the present investigation, several salient components from among this list will be elaborated upon here. 

    The tensions had risen to a critical level when in 1960 was published the U.S. sponsored Regional Plan for the South with its proposed road building schemes. Included within this were plans for the development of two routes following favorable watercourse connecting the altiplano and the rainforest. The first extended from the town of Sandia to San Juan de Oro to a dead-end terminus at Tambopata. The second however, would serve as a through-road into the heart of the Madre de Dios running from Macusani to Ollachea, San Gaban and Otorongo, thence connecting at Mazuco with the Cuzco-Puerto-Maldonado route which at that time was approaching completion. 

    Hindsight suggests that the road-building activities represented a naive response overpopulation and underemployment that failed to address the fundamental causative issues of resource allocation and social inequity (Collins 1988:124). Colonization of underdeveloped lands was portrayed by powerbrokers at both local and national levels as a panacea to social problems in the altiplano. Stating the example of the unorchestrated colonization of the Tambopata Valley by landless peasants, government interests effectively swept under the rug more genuine concerns such as the expansion of large estates, the monopolization of commerce by the regional elites and violent repression against the indigenous Aymara peasants following a mini-uprising in the 1920's (Collins 1988:124-125).

iii. The Cáceres Brothers.

     A remarkable example of political opportunism arose during this time of crisis in the form of a family syndicate of business interests known as the Cáceres brothers. Centered in the market town of Juliaca 45 kilometer from Puno, the long-established seat of the landholding aristocracy and departmental government, the Cáceres family converted entrepreneurial success into political advantage by aligning themselves with peasant interests against the local oligarchs. Through an ingenious method of media manipulation, they won the votes of the masses without offering much in return except common resentment of the Puno aristocracy. Tamayo describes this as follows:

    "But Nestor Cáceres, politically intelligent and ambitious with a profound knowledge of modern methodologies of the means of mass communication of the masses and of the yearning indigenous masses, completed the organization by more sophisticated means; in 1961, he obtained a license for the functioning of a broadcasting station by the family: "Sol de los Andes", at his time, the commercial company Enrique P. Cáceres S.A., economic nucleus of the family, imported first legal, and later illegally, some thousands of radios of fixed wavebands, where it was only possible to listen to the transmissions of their broadcasting station, and these were sold to the campesinos at reduced prices".
(Tamayo 1982: 113; translation mine)

    The isolation of the campesino peasantry from outside ideas, which had been maintained as long as possible by the Puno ruling class was thus lifted by the Cáceres Brothers for their own gain (Ibid.), who furthered their own agendas in spectacular manner. They were able to create a veritable monopsony by obtaining the allegiance of the campesinos  as the sole agents of commercial exchange, both in buying their produce and in selling them manufactured goods at great financial benefit to the brothers (Ibid.: 116). The peasantry was thus coerced to vote en masse for their new exploiters who had deftly replaced the land-owning class based in Puno. The rewards were considerable. Roger Cáceres, oldest of the brothers was elected to the Peruvian Congress in 1956 and is still there to the present day after serving 8 terms. His brother Nestor was likewise elected in 1963, and a third brother Luis was elected mayor of Juliaca in 1963, reelected twice and was also twice elected mayor of Arequipa, Peru's second largest city. Their regional dominance continues to the present day. Roger Cáceres Jr. was recently elected mayor of Arequipa, and their growing dynastic tradition has earned the family the label  "The Kennedys of the Altiplano" (Caretas, 16 Nov., 1995). 

     It has been Roger Cáceres more than any other individual who has been instrumental in supporting the building of the Transoceanica, both in its fledgling days and now in its much larger reincarnation. During the 1957 drought, the Cáceres brothers became involved in the initiative to provide employment to desperate campesinos by steering aid money into road building activities funded by the United States. The continuance of drought conditions promoted a continuation of funds allowing the brothers to develop their rural power base as employers to the needy (Tamayo 1982:112). Perhaps it was this experience of carrying out multiple agendas through road works that shaped Roger Cáceres into being an enthusiastic proponent of road development to the present day. It is obvious, however, that his Juliaca-based constituency and family ties stand to reap enormous financial gains by the daily transit of hundreds of trucks traversing a completed Transoceanica. But this is absent from the justification he has used before the Peruvian Congress and to the Peruvian populace in justifying its completion:

   "As an expert of the immense possibilities of the rich frontier and uninhabited Department of Madre de Dios, with a territory larger than Puno, especially in the aspects of agriculture, timber, gold and cattle farming, as well as of the under-development of the Altiplano and its destructive drought cycles, I cannot understand how until now all the governments have done little to make it possible for the surplus populations of the Altiplano to occupy and exploit the possibilities of the Madre de Dios, making blind eyes to the unpleasant exodus and subsistence of said surplus to the South Coast where their presence forms 40% of the population of Tacna, Moquegua and Arequipa, provided that the same Altiplano continues debating the depopulation and misery". 









(Cáceres, 1997; translation mine)

Cuzco-Puno rivalry.

    A separate regional conflict that has been a consequence of the Transoceanica project is a power play between the Cuzco and Puno Departments for control of trade to the Amazon. Cuzco, presently a bustling commercial zone will be bypassed by the road in favor of Puno, the poorest department in Peru by many measures. To mitigate the impact of this coming change, Cuzco has agitated for improvement of the existing but dilapidated Cuzco-Urcos-Puerto Maldonado route in an attempt to maintain trade and divert some of the forthcoming windfall to Cuzco. At present, Cuzco controls much of the trade with the Madre de Dios via the existing route and does so much to its advantage by considerable price inflation. Lowland residents, well aware of this, are eager to see a bypass built that can access the Puno markets instead where competition keeps prices lower (Gray 1996: 262-263).  

International Involvement in the Transoceanica.

i. Consequences of Peru's foreign debt.

    After an economic and political crisis brought about by the Sendero Luminoso insurgency of the 1980's, Peru will close out the century with international lending agencies dictating much of its economic agendas due to residual state of chronic indebtedness. External debt was estimated in 1995 at $31.7 billion, representing 465% of the value of exports and 54% of gross domestic product (World Bank, 1996). Under the stabilizing influence of the administration of President Alberto Fujimori since 1990, the country has been able to turn its economic fortunes around remarkably such that growth has been as high as 13% per annum in recent years. The debt, and the failure of the previous administration under Alan Garcia to meet debt obligations has been, however, a debilitating factor that has forced the hand of the present government into structural adjustment policies whose long-term benefit to the Peruvian land and peoples are somewhat dubious. Foremost among these have been what amounts to a fire sale of government lands, resources and industries, generally to foreign interests. 

     In 1993, Peru successful cleared its arrears and rescheduled its debt with the International Monetary Fund through what has been described as a "financial merry-go-round" (Raffer and Singer 1996: 28). The newly established stability has encouraged a moderate but accelerating flow of both aid and investment that has helped achieve some real improvements in the standard of living for many Peruvians. Such short-term rewards obscure what must have been a Faustian Pact of sorts agreed upon by the Fujimori administration with its inherited foreign creditors.  Shortly before his inauguration in July of 1990, Fujimori visited Japan and the United States to an apparent bid to build bridges with these powerful economies. His effort paid off in the granting of bridge loans to cover loan defaults of $2 billion, but this was accompanied by the requirement that he institute a severe austerity program at home (St John 1992: 214). Immediately after his inauguration, he renounced election promises railing against foreign investment and the lifting of price controls, restriction of imports and an overall opening up of trade policy (Ibid.).  The resulting rewards from international quarters for these actions resulted in further actions being taken by the administration to fully open up the economy to foreign investment. To allow for resource exploitation in the Amazon where vast hydrocarbon reserves and millions of hectares of tropical timber and other such resources remain untouched, this required the overturning of laws protecting indigenous rights and to a slightly lesser degree, the environment. This is reminiscent of the Belaundist viewpoint wherein the resources of a pristine Amazon await exploitation in the name of economic modernization and development (Gray 1996: 262).  Most drastic of these is the Land Law (Ley 26055), the objective of which is the availability for sale of all state lands in a bid to appease foreign creditors (Ibid. 73). 

The Fruits of Structural Adjustments.

    Emboldened by the economic opportunities represented by the full liberalization of trade, multinational interests, especially those of Japan have been investing massively in Peru in the past few years.  This again has been instrumental in changing the economic geography of the region: the fulcrum to rapid development in the Madre de Dios is the access to be gained by completion of the Carretera Transoceanica. The stature of this provincially conceived escape valve for a disgruntled populace has thus grown to be of international consequence.  Suddenly, with an economy fully-integrated within the international trade arena, now unimpeded by civil disruptions, and with the Andean barrier against development about to finally be surmounted, the flood gates to the western Amazon are about to swing wide open.  What is truly startling, however, is that nobody seems to know that this is about to happen. 

ii. Japan and the building of the Transoceanica

   The focus shifts here to Japan who, although located a great distance from the Transoceanica, Japan stands as an important actor in this project with multiple roles as a proponent, financier and eventual beneficiary of this project. Much of the funding presently being put forth to complete this oft-delayed project appears to have its source in Japanese Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) grants and loans. Since Japan apparently stands to gain a great deal from the completion of the Transoceanica, questions arise about the use of development aid versus investment. Several agendas are being served here: which agenda has dominated in the decision-making process for funding disbursements? Are conflicts of interest present in these agendas?

     The Transoceanica case is in many ways symbolic of Japanese aid policy that has been in place for many years driven more by self-interest than genuine concern for abetting developing country. The evidence for this is convincing in that Japan has traditionally offered very little aid to the world's poorest countries, focusing far more on existing and potential trade partners (e.g., Raffer and Singer 1996: 117).  International criticism of this state of affairs along with Japan's abysmal reputation as an environmental pariah by bodies such as the World Bank has led to both an official "greening of aid" since the 1992 Rio summit and a move to focus on aid targets away from those motivated by self-interest (Langan, 1995; Green 1998: 57)

    The vast power that Japan wields in its relations to the Developing World are evident in both its dependence on raw materials imported largely from such nations, and it ODA budget which has grown to become the world's largest.  Much of the funding disbursed has been for infrastructure projects in developing countries; the Transoceanica appears to be a typical recipient of Japanese attention accordingly.  There has been growing criticism, however, that much of Japan's giving is self-serving since many target projects yield considerable long-term benefit to Japan. Furthermore, while portraying themselves as able stewards of their own environment at home and possessing what is perceived as a deep cultural appreciation of nature - an erroneous view upon closer inspection (Kalland and Asquith, 1997), the Japanese in their overseas activities have been associated with some of the worst environmental depredations on Earth in the pursuit of corporate profits (Raffer and Singer; Dauvergne, 1997, and others). Perhaps more than any other donor nation, Japan blurs the division between aid and investment; this goes hand in hand with the assessment that Japan casts the world's largest "ecological shadow" (Dauvergne 1997: 5) on developing nations in its relentless drive for industrial power.  This has not been without reproach, however, and the Japanese ODA bureaucracy has responded by issuing a greater percentage of aid in the form of grants than loans - though still lagging compared to other donor nations (Grant 1998: 49), and by increasing the transparency of their labyrinthine aid bureaucracy (Raffer and Singer 1996: 103).   

iii. Japan-Peru relations in the 1990s.

   Japan presently occupies a position of enormous power in relation to Peru. It has been with the support of Japanese financing that Peru has been able to emerge from its debt crisis. Japan is a large and rapidly growing trade partner, the balance of which is for the moment highly in Peru's favor representing a capital infusion into an economy that that is heavily burdened by debt. As the world's leading aid nation today and perhaps its closest ally, Japan is also the source of large ODA grants and loans to build infrastructure, stimulate economic development, improve social conditions and to provide aid for natural disaster impact mitigation.

    The present decade has also featured an astonishing opportunity for the fostering of ties between the two nations in the form of President Alberto Fujimori, who first gained office in 1990. A son of Japanese immigrants who arrived as part of successive waves of laborers sent to Peru to fill a labor shortages (Gardiner, 1975), Fujimori's background as an agricultural engineer and former Dean of the Agrarian University in Lima suggests he might possess a Belaundist outlook on development in Peru; his actions since attaining the presidency hardly suggest otherwise. A remarkably close, complimentary relationship has been fostered between Japan and Peru under Fujimori despite frequent leadership changes on the Japanese side. Visits by Fujmori to Japan and by Japanese prime ministers to Peru have become an almost-annual occurrence, which is all the more remarkable when the disparities between the size of their economies is considered. Furthermore, ties between the two countries have a solid legacy spanning the 20th century in the guise of cultural exchanges through immigration early on, and through a particular incident in the 1950s that left Japan indebted to Peru. This concerned Japan's bid to join the United Nations in 1956:

    "However the bitterness of the US-USSR "cold war" politics had repeatedly sidetracked the Japanese application. In 1956, while Victor A. Belaunde of Peru was presiding, the application came before the Security Council. Addressing that body, Belaunde reminded the delegates that 3 years earlier the Peruvian delegation had "laid particular stress on the admission of Japan." Elaborating, he said "a close relationship has always existed between the Government of Peru and the Government of Japan, and... there have been and are many Japanese settlers living in Peru, contributing to its economic development, obeying Peruvian laws and adapting themselves to the outlook, ideals and customs of our nation." The Council unanimously supported the enabling resolution. Six days later, on December 18, 1956, 51 states, including Peru, sponsored and won unanimous support for the admission of Japan".


 (Gardiner 1975:96).

    The ties thereafter became extremely harmonious and leader visits from Japan to Peru first occurred in 1957, and from Peru to Japan in 1961 (Gardiner 1975: 97).

In 1962, Ambassador Anibal Ponce declared, 

"The main fact... that has contributed to a smooth economical relationship between Peru and Japan is the contribution of Japan to the construction of Peruvian public works such as railways, power lines and irrigation projects. This is, no doubt, the beginning of a new type of cooperation that has won the goodwill of the people of my country." 







(Gardiner 1975:97-98).

    An outgrowth of this amity has been the formation of the Consejo Empresarial Peru-Japon (CEPEJA) in 1990, a consortium of business interest that foster trade between the two countries, most visibly in semi-annual meetings alternating between Tokyo and Lima, but with much greater obscurity during the interim (CEPEJA, 1997). The timing of its formation strongly suggests that CEPEJA was an offspring of Fujimori's pre-inauguration visit to Japan in 1990 following which he abruptly reversed his electoral promises and emerged as a pro-investment advocate with his "Fujishock" domestic economic measures. 

    A fundamental although unofficial component of CEPEJA is the presence of the sogo shosha, which translates somewhat misleadingly  'general trading companies' (Dauvergne 1997: 32). On 10 April 1992, the Japanese chapter of the organization announced the nomination of Kazuo Haruna, President of the Directory of Marubeni Corporation to preside over CEPEJA-Japan (CEPEJA 1997). This is of more than casual interest since Marubeni is one of six leading sogo shosha, and thus it demonstrates the degree of connection between these two business-oriented syndicates; an extra-governmental bridge has been developed by business interests for their mutual benefit.  Typical of the joint initiatives designed in their business interests is the following plan announced at the CEPEJA 4 meeting in Lima on 3 September 1996 :

   "In the closing ceremony of CEPEJA 4, Ing. Jose F. Valdez signed conjointly with Dr Kazuo Haruna a Memorandum of Agreement between CEPEJA-Peru and CEPEJA-Japan, to offer the Government of Peru the preparation of a Master Plan of Infrastructure Development that Peru requires to achieve a sustained economic and social development".        










(CEPEJA 1997).

Ominously, a new heavy-handedness in Japan's relationship to Peru concerning such business interests has recently become apparent.  From the same conference:

    'Several analysts opined that one of the factors [that have kept Japanese managers] from investing in Peru derives from the complexity of labor laws. The Japanese ambassador in Peru, Morihisa Aoki, was more direct. The distance between Japan and Peru, he said, is an impediment, besides the cost of labor. The comparison he used was "50 dollars is enough for a Vietnamese worker and, in Peru 200 dollars?" he asked'. 



(Caretas, 5 Sept., 1996). 

     Such attitudes possibly contributed to a rather drastic response in Peru. Just over three months later, world attention was drawn to Japan-Peru relations when Ambassador Aoki was taken hostage along with more than 400 others at the ambassador's residence in Lima by guerillas of the Tupac Amaru Revolutionary Movement (MRTA), who later issued a statement accusing the Japanese of utilizing aid to support the Fujimori regime to the benefit of business interests rather than attending to the needs of the impoverished classes (Gibney, 1996).

iv. The Sogo Shosha and the Transoceanica

   It is in the light of Japan's legacy regarding aid targets and the close connections between its aid bureaucracy and business sector that Japan's role in the building of the Transoceanic Highway should be examined. Fundamental to this examination though exceedingly difficult to isolate is the implication that the sogo shosha are intimately involved in orchestrating its construction utilizing their well-developed networks and techniques honed by many years of experience in the developing world.  Nonetheless, it is obvious to see that the completion of the Transoceanica is a target of great gain to the sogo shosha and Japan in general, and that they are very likely to therefore be active in facilitating its construction.  Again, from CEPEJA 4:

   "The first strong point of the meeting was the need to of development work for the infrastructure (highways, ports, energy, water and sewer systems). According to (CEPEJA-Japan President Kazuo) Haruna, a point pending for the larger access to Japanese investment and that of any other country to Peru". 


(Caretas, 1996).

    Surprisingly little has been written in the West about the sogo shosha when one considers that what has been written describes an organization of enormous economic importance that has played a key role in Japan's industrial legacy.  A diplomat from the European Community in Japan offered a harsh critique of the cronyism that exists among Japan's power elite, demonstrating convincingly how sogo shosha are instrumental in ensuring that business, governmental and foreign aid interests are all well-apprised and often work in concert in matters concerning offshore natural resource interests (Rothacher, 1993).  The analysis by Dauvergne (1997) of sogo shosha involvement in the Southeast Asian Timber industry and its resultant catastrophic deforestation suggests what might lie ahead for the Peruvian Madre de Dios and other neighboring regions of the Amazon.  Dauvergne does not portray sogo shosha as hell-bent on environmental destruction, but merely very efficient and experienced business facilitators who clearly put self-interest, and the interests of Japan, above all others (Dauvergne 1997: 6). A full review of Dauvergne's work is beyond the scope of the present study for the moment, but as a post-analysis of sogo shosha interaction in developing countries, Dauvergne's book offers a dire warning of what probably lies ahead for Peru and the western Amazon.  Essentially, it is demonstrated that Japanese industry easily coerced a series of forested Southeast Asian countries to log their timber reserves in a totally unsustainable manner, causing environmental degradation and abuses of poor and indigenous peoples. Now that the reserves are rapidly approaching full depletion and remaining tracts are hastily protected by new regulations, Japan, long the world's largest consumer of tropical timber, is being forced to look elsewhere for easily accessible, cheap timber imports.  The timing of the coming completion of the Transoceanica could hardly be more fortuitous for Japan in this light.

The Road Ahead.

    As stated earlier, this analysis is both preliminary and incomplete with many related topics still to be touched upon and other actors to be revealed and examined. While not elaborated upon here pending further investigation, a trail of evidence exists suggesting that is largely with Japanese ODA grants that the major part of the Transoceanica is being built. Confirmation of this would prove hypocrisy on the part of the Japanese Government who in formal statement strive to convey that they have reversed earlier ODA policies that were driven more by self-interest and resulted in severe environmental degradation abroad.  The author plans to investigate this possibility and travel the entire route of the Transoceanica in December-January, 1998 to assess the road's present state of completion. 
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