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Rural Criminology in
South America: Opportunities,
Challenges and Future Prospects

on Crime and Justice

Monica Perez Trujillo and Vania Ceccato

Introduction

The chapter reports on the studies and contributions of criminology to
understanding crime and justice in rural South America since 2000. While
the development of rural criminology is highly uneven across the continent,
research from criminology and other related sciences points to unique social,
economic, political and armed struggles that have led to criminogenic
conditions within and across countries.

The search for the literature was inspired by Southern criminology, as a
critical theoretical perspective that ‘shifts the focus from the state criminal
justice process to global inequalities, transnational crime, and postcolonial
politics’ (Travers, 2017, p 1). As such, the set of materials reviewed includes
the analysis of conflicts and injustices caused by both illegal and legal forms
of exploitation of land, human animals and non-human animals. When
creating the basis of the review, studies from all theoretical perspectives
were considered.

The chapter adopts the concept of the ‘rural/urban continuum’to examine
studies of relevance for rural criminology in South America. The concept
suggested by Ceccato and Abraham (2022) is appropriate because it aims at
taking distance from analytical dichotomies of urban and rural, ‘urban’being
‘the norm’ and ‘reference’ with which rural is often compared to but also
the urban being criminogenic and the rural safe and peacetful. Additionally,
as a framework of analysis, the rural/urban continuum considers the
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ever-increasing linkages between local crime and global dynamics, which
demand tailored multilevel responses to rural crimes, some that fit those
living on the urban fringe, others in remote areas. Finally, the rural/urban
continuum allows for a framing based upon the intersectionality of those
who experience the rural as residents, workers or visitors, the combination
of gender, age, sexual identity, socio-economic conditions, and the sense
of belonging to Indigenous, farmers, peasants or other rural communities.
These authors propose that the ‘rural/urban continuum’ is a continuous
scale that acknowledges that rural localities can differ in their criminogenic
conditions based on their locations and contexts.

By adopting Dewey’s (1960) interpretation of rural, Ceccato and Abraham
(2022) suggest that differences along the rural/urban scale derive from
variations in population size and density that in turn induce variations
in anonymity, division of labour, informally and formally prescribed
relationships, and symbols of status. All these factors can significantly affect
the criminogenic and safety conditions of such areas. In South America, the
rural involves a multitude of environments, from Pampas Gauchos to High
Andes mountains, the Amazons and border regions between countries. The
concept of the rural/urban continuum encompasses locations beyond the
urban fringe which are not limited to tangible spaces or limited geographical
boundaries. It follows that in a globalised, interconnected world, these places
may be rural in some respects and urban in others.

The chapter first provides an overview of the study area followed by a
description of the steps taken to search, select and analyse the literature.
Then the topical literature is organised in three parts: the first part, points
to distinct but limited contributions from criminology to an understanding
of transitional justice processes following dictatorships or violent armed
conflicts. The second part turns to a larger body of research that, even if
fragmented, contributes to the understanding of the dynamics of crimes
related to drug production and trafficking as well as the nature and magnitude
of crime in the everyday life of rural people. The third part reviews the
latest contributions of criminology to the understanding of crimes against
Indigenous peoples and the environment in the continent. Finally, the
chapter concludes with a discussion on the progress of criminology in the
region and proposes a few directions for future research.

The study area

South America is a region with more than 430 million inhabitants, one-
quarter of them living in areas that vary from remote rural to areas of the
urban fringe. Despite countries’ shared historical paths and a rural population
in decline from the 1960s to 2020 (World Bank, 2021), the region is far from
being homogenous: countries differ in size, population and geography but
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Figure 8.1: Political map of South America

also in their legislations, criminal justice systems, and not least the nature
and approaches towards rural crime.

The chapter explores the contributions of criminology and other
disciplines to the understanding of rural crime in the 12 sovereign states
of South America: Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador,
Guyana, Paraguay, Peru, Suriname, Uruguay and Venezuela.

Research design

A topical literature review was conducted (grouping studies by subject
or theme) of journal articles written in English, Portuguese or Spanish
languages published between 2000 and 2022. The literature review is guided
by previous research done by the authors for the Encyclopedia of rural crime
(Harkness et al, 2023) and by the knowledge from relevant institutions from
each country, such as Fundacao de Seguranca Publica in Brazil.

Scopus was used as the primary database for conducting the literature search
due to its extensive coverage of journals and inclusion of recent publications.
Research domains were selected related to crime and a list was created of
related keywords, including criminology, crime, violence, drug and wildlife
trafficking, smuggling, and genocide (for the complete list see Table 8.1).

The names of the 12 South American countries were included as an
additional search field within the title, abstract or keywords. Following a first
set of more than 1,300 results, the search involved both the keywords and
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Table 8.1: Research domains in Scopus

Keyword crime

In Scopus

Violence or homicide
Criminology

Crime

Police

Justice

Corruption

Crime prevention and control
Insecurity

Transnational crime

Land dispossession, land-grabs

(ABS (keyword crime) AND ABS (rural)
AND TITLE-ABS-KEY (argentina OR
bolivia OR peru OR colombia OR
suriname OR ecuador OR venezuela OR
guyana OR chile OR brazil OR paraguay
OR uruguay)) AND PUBYEAR > 2000
AND PUBYEAR < 2022 AND (LIMIT-
TO (LANGUAGE, ‘English’) OR.
LIMIT-TO (LANGUAGE, ‘Spanish’) OR
LIMIT-TO (LANGUAGE, ‘Portuguese’)

Drug production and trafficking
Illegal activities
Environmental crime
Hate crime

Forced displacement
Wildlife trafficking
Guerrilla and paramilitary
Violence against women
Green criminology
Robbery

Cattle theft

Drone and crime

Illegal mining

Smuggling

Contraband

Genocide and ecocide

Source: Scopus (wWww.scopus.com)

the words ‘rural’ or ‘Indigenous’ in the abstracts. From this was obtained a set
of 716 records that included contributions from all fields of inquiry. While
conscious of the importance of other disciplines to current understanding
of the complexities of rural crime, it is beyond the scope of this chapter
to examine this body of knowledge. To focus on the contributions from
criminology, articles were selected as published in criminology journals, thus
speaking to a specialised audience. This resulted in a set of 71 articles. The
full texts of these articles were reviewed to confirm their engagement with
existing criminological knowledge. This totalled a collection of 35 studies.
In addition, reports from international human rights organisations, such
as Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International and the United Nations,
which have been key in denouncing and documenting emerging and
persistent patterns of crime in the region, were reviewed. Note that in this
review, the literature that deals with the rural/urban divide (for example,
Scorzafave et al, 2015; Cerqueira et al, 2020; Davanzo et al, 2021; Aransiola
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et al, 2022) was not included although its value and call for future studies
to further explore this area of research is recognised.

Rural criminology in South America: relevant topics

Criminology’s attention to crime and justice in the rural areas of South
America is very recent. While a few papers were produced between 2000 and
2015, the majority of research has been published since then. The primary
focus of this research has been on Colombia and Brazil, particularly the
Amazon region. There has been comparatively less attention given to Peru,
Argentina, Ecuador and Bolivia, and there is a lack of published studies in
Suriname, Venezuela, Uruguay, Paraguay, Guyana and Chile.

The existing body of literature in this area covers a limited range of topics
and relies on a few theoretical perspectives, which will now be explored.
Nevertheless, these studies have made valuable contributions by shedding
light on understudied geographical areas, engaging in discussions that develop
interdisciplinarity and inspiring further exploration of conflicts specific to
the region. Recently, advancements in criminology in South America have
been published in esteemed journals, such as the British Journal of Criminology,
Critical Criminology, International Journal for Crime, Justice and Social Democracy
and Crime, Law and Social Change.

Transitional justice processes in South America

In South America, criminology has mostly been used to examine urban crime.
Even if aware of the devastation created by extremely violent phenomena
affecting the rural, such as the Spanish and Portuguese colonisations, the
dictatorships and the emergence of violent armed conflicts in several South
American countries, criminology has published little research and debate on
these issues. Instead, scholars from the fields of history, human geography,
political science, economics, sociology, anthropology, psychology and law
have documented and examined them in what now is a diverse, rich and
abundant body of literature. This has only changed gradually, with more
studies bringing knowledge and insights from criminology into the analyses
of the complexities of transitional justice processes in Colombia and Brazil.

Studies that examine transitional justice and peacebuilding processes
in Colombia use an interdisciplinary approach, where concepts from
criminology engage with ideas from political science, psychology and law.
In the best cases, studies place local knowledge in the centre of the narrative.
For example, Acosta et al (2018) bring together notions of transitional
and restorative justice with Indigenous concepts to explore Indigenous
women’s participation in constructing transitional justice following the peace
agreement in Colombia. The authors illustrate women’s political, social
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and spiritual practices of resistance against domestic and sexual violence
normalised and perpetrated by members of their own community. By
discussing their experiences in the context of transitional justice, the authors
highlight Indigenous’ women resilience to continuous injustice and their
central role in a sustainable peacebuilding process.

In another recent study, Gordon et al (2020) integrate notions of
criminology and other disciplines with local discourses to examine how;,
during the conflict as well as in the context of peacebuilding, poverty and
exclusion have been used to legitimise structural and direct violence against
rural people. By looking at the case of false positives (the state killings of socio-
economically disadvantaged civilians presented by armed forces as guerrilla
fighters) and the coca eradication program between 2002 and 2008, they
show the continuous exposure of peasants to discourses that criminalise their
livelihoods and expose them to direct violence from state and non-state actors.

In Brazil, scholars have discussed the role of some organisations following the
period of dictatorship. By using the concept of transformative justice practices, as
opposed to transitional justice, Hoddy (2021) goes beyond legal issues and focuses
on processes that cause structural and systemic violence. Using this framework,
the author reported on the work of the Pastoral Land Commission (CPT)
during Brazil’s transition to democracy. He showed how the CPT worked by
documenting and denouncing crimes against small farmers and rural workers,
defending and promoting their rights, networking with non-governmental
organisations, such as Caritas, and social movements, and participating in
knowledge production through exchange activities and technical support.

The examples presented here reflect an important effort to analyse episodes
of extreme violence in South America through the lens of criminology.
In all of them, researchers use interdisciplinary frameworks to make sense
of dynamics following long periods of violence. They also reflect on the
unique social, political and legal factors that hinder peace and justice in these
countries. While not exhaustive, the review of the literature suggests a scarcity
of studies addressing these issues over the past two decades. However, it is
noteworthy that all the studies identified are recent, indicating a growing
recognition of the immense potential of criminology for shedding light on
the root causes, dynamics and implications of these processes. Hopefully, these
studies will inspire other scholars to incorporate criminological perspectives
into the analyses of crimes that have profoundly shaped the trajectory of the
continent’s development. The next section presents a larger body of research
that focuses on crimes that are currently perpetrated against rural people.

Crime in the day-to-day life of peasants, farmers and other rural people

Studies employing a criminological framework in South America are
produced sporadically, and their prevalence varies across different countries
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throughout the continent. However, rural criminology is gradually emerging
as a lens for the analysis of prevailing patterns of crime that affect the day-to-
day lives of peasants, farmers and other rural residents. Within this growing
field, scholars have primarily focused on two key areas: organised crime
associated with drug production and trafficking; and gender-based violence.
Less frequent but equally important are studies that examine other crimes
that significantly impact the livelihoods of rural communities, including
theft, assault and homicide.

The scarcity of official criminological data poses a challenge for researchers
in this context. Consequently, criminological studies have adapted by
utilising a diverse range of sources to assess the extent, characteristics, and
consequences of these crimes and harms. These sources include reports
generated by non-governmental organisations (NGOs), international entities
and newspapers. By drawing upon such resources, researchers aim to gain a
comprehensive understanding of the scope and impact of crimes affecting
rural populations.

Drug production, trafficking and organised crime in
rural South America

Studies examining crimes related to drug production, trafficking and the
consolidation and impact of organised crime have mostly been written by
scholars of international relations, economics and political science. These
studies, as well as international organisations, have pointed out that the
problem of drug production and trafficking, formerly limited to Colombia,
now involves many other countries of this continent. For example, Bolivia
and Peru are growing coca bush and producing cocaine (UNODC, 2021),
while Argentina has seen its rural areas used to place illegal laboratories to
process and elaborate drugs (Bartolomé and Barreiro, 2019). Small routes
within the national reserves of Peru, Brazil and Bolivia (southwestern
Amazon) serve as trafficking routes (Froese et al, 2022).

Studies have identified that drug production and trafficking have not only
transcended frontiers but have also created new major internal problems.
Transit countries for drug trafficking, such as Brazil and Argentina, are now
heavily affected by the increasing activities of their own criminal organisations
(Bartolomeé and Barreiro, 2019). In these countries’ frontiers, cartels involve
a significant share of the local populations in crimes related to the trafficking
and distribution of drugs (Bartolomé and Barreiro, 2019).

Criminology has made significant contributions to the comprehension of
dynamics surrounding these issues. One key contribution is the exploration of
the interconnections between drug production, trafficking and other criminal
activities. A noteworthy study by Bayona-Rodriguez (2019) exemplifies this
approach by integrating concepts from economics and criminology to investigate
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and provide evidence of money laundering operations in rural Colombia.
Contrary to prevailing assumptions that such crimes are confined to urban areas,
the author argues that there is compelling evidence of their occurrence in the
municipalities where illicit crops are cultivated. This research underscores the
importance of recognising the presence and impact of these criminal activities
beyond urban centres, highlighting the need for comprehensive strategies that
address the interconnectedness of rural and urban crime dynamics.

Another significant contribution is the exploration of crime policies
and laws pertaining to drug production and trafficking, as well as their
implications for individuals and communities. In a recent study, Stippel and
Serrano-Moreno (2020) shed light on the social consequences of Bolivia’s
crime policies and laws, specifically Law 1008 of 1988, which criminalised
the production, trafficking and possession of drugs. The authors argue that
these policies generated social problems, while subsequent laws played a role
in addressing them. They highlight the policy of ‘coca diplomacy’, which
challenges international restrictions and acknowledges the traditional use of
coca leaves, allowing Bolivia to overcome the criminalisation and violence
associated with previous policies. This approach has prioritised Indigenous
cultural identity in shaping the national and international narratives.

Using a more critical approach, Vélez-Torres et al (2021) examined Law
1787 ot 2016 that legalised marijuana for medicinal and scientific purposes in
Colombia. The authors argue that instead of supporting the social inclusion
of small rural producers and responding to the needs of the economically
disadvantaged population, as intended, the legalisation of marijuana has
mainly benefited foreign corporations. Meanwhile, the state continues to
threaten rural people with aerial fumigation to eradicate illicit crops and
maintains the stigma of criminality.

Moreover, this line of research has given rise to novel concepts. For
instance, [turralde (2008) coined the term ‘emergency penalty’ to describe the
legitimisation of punitive technologies employed to address social problems
in the context of Colombia’s response to the war on drugs and the escalation
of armed conflict from 1998 to 2008. By examining Colombia’s case, the
author discusses exclusionary strategies, intimidation and violence employed
not only against drug trafficking but also targeted at rural ethnic minorities
perceived as obstacles to the economic goals of neoliberalism. This concept
illuminates the utilisation of punitive measures and their adverse effects on
marginalised communities and highlights the need for a critical examination
of the underlying motivations and consequences of such policies.

Violence against women

Criminology has recently intensified its focus on the study of violence
against women in South America; however, there remains a notable gap
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in addressing the specific issue of violence against rural women, which is
pervasive across many countries in the region. Analysis of Demographic and
Health Surveys (DHS), along with official data, reveals extremely high levels
of physical, sexual and psychological violence experienced by rural women.
For instance, in Ecuador, official reports indicate that 58.7 per cent of rural
women have experienced some form of gender-based violence, with 48.5
per cent having experienced intimate partner violence (Instituto Nacional
de Estadistica y Censos, 2011). In Bolivia, 82.5 per cent of married or
cohabiting women in rural areas have suffered intimate partner violence and
44.6 per cent have experienced sexual violence at some point during their
life (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica, 2017). Likewise, an official national
analysis highlights that during 2020, 26 per cent of femicides in Chile took
place in rural areas, a significant increase compared to 15 per cent in 2019
(Circuito Intersectorial de Femicidio, 2021).

Scholars from various disciplines, including medicine, nursing, psychology
and anthropology, have made significant contributions to the understanding
of the prevalence of violence against women, its associated risk factors,
impact, and the responses of the state, health sector and women’s movements
(for example, Tello Carrillo, 2022). Within the field of criminology, key
contributions have included methodological and ethical recommendations
for researching violence against Indigenous women (Navarro-Mantas and
Ozemela, 2021) and explorations of how victims of violence process and resist
their experiences. This literature usually adopts a feminist perspective and
has expanded upon feminist criminology by critically examining concepts
and understandings imported from the Global North.

For example, the study conducted by Bracco Bruce et al (2022) delves
into the narratives of 12 women residing in a rural community in Peru. The
researchers engage with established concepts of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ and
‘emphasized femininity’ by considering local Peruvian scholars’ descriptions
of the beliefs and behaviours associated with masculinity and the influence
of Catholicism in defining femininity. The study not only reveals the
dynamic nature of these constructs within a rural context but also challenges
prevailing assumptions. Moreover, the authors extend the concept of agency
by illuminating the internal conflicts experienced by women in violent
relationships and highlighting the various ways in which they resist and seek
well-being for themselves and their families.

Despite these advances, many other topics on violence against women
remain unexplored by criminology. Rural areas are often described as
geographically isolated with few health and justice services (United Nations,
2017, 2020), but the role of many structural and cultural factors that hinder
or facilitate help, such as poverty and social ties, have not been examined.
Other examples include human trafficking in the frontiers, such as Peru and
Chile or Bolivia and Argentina, and the increase of sexual assaults around
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sites of resource extraction, frequently documented in the press, but not yet
examined by criminology.

Theft, assault and other crimes in rural South America

Included in this body of research are studies dedicated to examining the
prevalence of property, violent and economic crimes, as well as the individual
and collective responses to them. Theoretical frameworks, methodologies
and data sources vary across these studies. However, many of these research
endeavours exist in isolation, with limited dialogue or integration within
the broader discipline in the region.

For instance, one study conducted by Ceccato and Ceccato (2017) explores
changes in theft, robbery and physical assault rates in rural areas of Brazil. By
analysing national media reports from 2010 to 2015, the authors sought to
understand the patterns and factors that influence crime in different regions
of the country. Their findings reveal varying crime rates across Brazil, with
increases in crime in the Sio Paulo state and Rio Claro municipality primarily
associated with changes in property crime rather than violence. Importantly,
their analysis shed light on other types of crimes that have been overlooked
in criminology literature in the region, such as cargo theft, smuggling, piracy
in borders and torture associated with robbery. These crimes, although
devastating to rural communities, have received limited attention within
the discipline in other South American countries.

Moreover, some recent research focuses on exploring mechanisms to
control crime in rural areas, from different perspectives. For example,
Arvate et al (2018) employ rational choice and situational crime prevention
to understand trends in homicide. They found that the implementation of
electrification projects resulted in decreased homicide rates in municipalities
within Brazil’s Northeast region. Drawing on critical criminology, Comba
(2019) examined the influence of social relationships on the mechanisms to
control tax evasion in Argentinian agriculture. Employing official statistics,
administrative resolutions and interviews with various actors involved in
the grain market in the province of Cérdoba, the author argues that social
relations among market participants render formal mechanisms of crime
control ineftective. Other mechanisms of crime control, such as policing of
rural areas, have received much less attention.

Admittedly, some major current problems have not been examined
for security reasons. In these cases, the monitoring and denunciation of
international bodies, such as the United Nations and Human Rights Watch,
are essential. Such has been the case with the victimisation of civilians in
borders, especially when authorities engage in illegal activities and violence.
For instance, in March 2022, Human Rights Watch (2022) reported
that fighting between illegal armed groups caused an increase in killings,
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disappearances, child recruitment and forced displacement of civilians on
the border between Colombia and Venezuela. According to the report,
guerrillas operating jointly with members of Venezuelan security forces have
caused the forced displacement of at least 3,860 people and the killing of
dozens of people since January 2022. These dynamics would benefit from
criminological analysis, but safety reasons could prevent researchers from
examining the topic for as long as the violence continues.

The studies published to understand the current contexts and types of
crimes experienced by rural people in South America have already offered
valuable insights. However, the literature available in English focuses on a
small number of crimes, is limited to few geographical areas and sometimes
ignores culture, as well as contextual political and social struggles that shape
patterns of crime. There remains a need for more studies but also for more
dialogue and cohesiveness within the criminology discipline in the region.
The next section examines emergent contributions that seem to be building
towards that goal.

Contributions of criminology to understanding crimes against Indigenous
people and the environment

A new impulse has been given to South American criminology through
the integration of Green and Southern criminology perspectives, resulting
in significant advances. The concept of ‘green criminology’ has had
several proponents (Lynch et al, 2017) but generally refers to the study of
environmental crime and harms inflicted upon ecosystems and both human
and non-human life. Southern criminology has emerged as a response
to the notion that knowledge is universal and transferable across nations,
particularly from the Global North to the Global South. With precedents
in Argentina and Brazil, this approach aims to create localised, decolonised
knowledge that legitimises and integrates voices that have often been
marginalised in mainstream criminology (Carrington et al, 2019). In an
exciting development over the past decade, the field of Southern green
criminology approaches issues of crime and justice from a critical stance,
moving beyond legal definitions of crime to examine harms to the natural
environment and Indigenous people from their viewpoints, knowledge
and experiences.

While the destruction of the environment through illegal deforestation and
the dispossession and genocide of Indigenous peoples in South America have
long been documented and examined by anthropology and environmental
studies (for example, Blum et al, 2022; Froese et al, 2022), their integration
into the realm of criminology represents a significant step forward. Southern
green criminology has shed light on activities that are harmful but allowed
under the narrative of development. It has also highlighted the powerful
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actors, including states, corporations and landowners, who promote
deforestation, disregard the rights of Indigenous peoples, criminalise their
demands and use violence to suppress their voices. By viewing many of
these crimes as an extension of colonialism, this approach explores how
exploitation is expected and accepted by both national and foreign powers,
and highlights forms of resistance from rural and Indigenous populations.
Importantly, green criminology does not dismiss or replace other disciplines
in their analyses. On the contrary, it advocates for stronger interdisciplinary
approaches (Sollund, 2017) and recognises the significance of integrating
different disciplines to better understand ‘the centrality of extractive
development in sustaining ecological and climate catastrophe confronting
the world today’ (Dunlap, 2021, p 213).

Southern green criminology has produced a remarkable body of research
that not only contributes new knowledge but also employs innovative
methodologies to address the issues at hand. Ethnographic methods, often
involving Indigenous peer researchers in the design, conceptualisation,
development and writing of knowledge, have been implemented,
transcending their more conventional involvement as informants. The
production of knowledge itself is also presented using a difterent structure
than the standard required in published papers. Most importantly, these new
ideas are discussed within the context of current theoretical and empirical
debates, engaging with criminology scholars of both the Global South and
the Global North.

The consolidation of Southern green criminology has resulted in several
research trends, exemplified by notable studies. First, these studies have
examined the extent of the harm inflicted on the environment and people.
For instance, Boekhout Van Solinge (2010) explored deforestation in the
Brazilian Amazon and its relationship with land conversion for agriculture
and cattle ranching. His work illustrates how large landowners destroy vast
areas of trees and plant species, pollute water and use violence against those
who oppose land grabbing and deforestation. Several years later, he further
investigated the relationships between legal and illegal loggers and timber
traders with rural communities and reflected on his experiences on the
field as a foreign academic researcher (Boekhout Van Solinge, 2014). Other
studies have highlighted the human and environmental harms resulting
from modern technology and processes of massive resource extraction. For
example, research has examined the impact of the sugarcane agroindustry in
Colombia (Hurtado and Vélez-Torres, 2020) and the effect of wind energy
projects in Peru (Dunlap, 2021). Furthermore, investigations have explored
how Indigenous peoples employ environmental activism to resist externally
imposed ecological destruction (Lynch et al, 2018).

Research conducted within this framework has also focused on examining
structural violence and the role of governments, regulations and state
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institutions in either facilitating or directly causing harm to Indigenous
peoples, their lands, resources and the environment. For instance, De
Carvalho et al (2021) used a case study to examine the ways in which both
leftist and right-wing governments between 2003 and 2019 victimised
Indigenous peoples and the environment in Brazil. The authors argue that
both types of government victimised Indigenous peoples: the former by
failing to consult and protect Indigenous groups from projects affecting
their territories and resources, and the latter by explicitly criminalising
Indigenous people, promoting the use of force against them, and endorsing
the invasion of their land and the destruction of the Amazons. Another
project conducted by Saad-Diniz and Gianecchini (2021) examined
legislative and regulatory amendments used during Jair Bolsonaro’s presidency
to roll back environmental regulations. The researchers argue that these
orders have greatly harmed the environment by enabling the land-grabbing
of conservation areas designated for Indigenous peoples, which are now
being exploited through illegal logging and mining. They further assert that
these changes continue to promote the interests of large corporations while
increasing the victimisation of nature and Indigenous peoples.

Attention has also been given to international agreements, such as the
Norway—Colombia in 2016, aimed at reducing environmental harm. In their
study, Sollund et al (2019) argue that while the reports on the implementation
of the agreement appear encouraging, the environment has faced increased
degradation due to the internal armed conflict and the state’s failure to
effectively address drug production and trafficking and improve the inclusion
and livelihoods of rural people in protected areas.

Moreover, green criminology has been used to examine institutionalised
and less visible forms of victimisation of Indigenous and the environment.
Goyes et al (2021a) conducted a study in collaboration with four Indigenous
groups in Colombia to explore how government interventions through the
justice and education systems, as well as the encroachment of technology
among young Indigenous people, have affected their practices of regulation,
communication and cultural preservation. The authors argue that by eroding
Indigenous culture, which is rooted in the interconnection between the
well-being of humanity and the well-being of all other beings (Goyes et al,
2021b), these silent intrusions disrupt the relationships of nature protection
and ultimately contribute to an escalation of environmental destruction.

In another area of inquiry, the focus has turned to practices of abduction,
trafficking and killing of wild animals. Using a framework of green
criminology and public policy, Goyes and Sollund (2016) explore some
of the underlying reasons for the failure of recent legislation aimed at
regulating illegal wildlife trafficking in both Colombia and Brazil and
propose a complete ban on wildlife trafficking. In light of the limited state
protection, Sollund and Runhovde (2020) identify mechanisms, such as
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education campaigns and organisations dedicated to the rescuing, restoration
and repatriation of animals, that currently work toward preventing and
decreasing the harm caused by these crimes.

The killing and trafficking of wild animals in South America have also been
studied from other perspectives in criminology. Examining the context of
Suriname, Lemieux and Bruschi (2019) provide a crime script that unravels the
production of jaguar paste from live animals and offers potential interventions
to control this crime. Additionally, Reuter and O’Regan (2017) draw on
a variety of academic and non-academic written sources to characterise
what is known about methods and routes for smuggling wildlife from Latin
America to the United States. They investigate the scope and methods of
wildlife trafficking in the Americas and its connections to organised crime.
However, scholars within the realm of critical green criminology have called
for a more profound engagement with epistemological questions and values
in the study of this domain (Sollund, 2017).

In a noteworthy development within this field of research, a third trend
has emerged, leveraging the framework of Southern green criminology to
investigate the functioning of the criminal justice system in relation to the
harm to the environment and Indigenous peoples. In a compelling study,
Weis (2019) developed the concept of ‘criminal selectivity’ using the case
of Argentina. Weis asserts that systematic over-criminalisation has been
used against Indigenous peoples, to the point that members of the state
publicly characterise native groups as terrorists, while environmental crimes
perpetrated by corporations or the unlawful use of force against native peoples
are not prosecuted by enforcement agencies.

This trend is only beginning. The analysis of the involvement of
Indigenous defenders of the environment can be expanded to other regions
in the continent on account of the work of international organisations,
who have denounced the terrifying pattern of homicides of environment
defenders (Global Witness) and the use of international campaigns on
terrorism against other Indigenous peoples (such as the Mapuche in the
southern regions of Chile) (Human Rights Watch, 2004). International
organisations have also worked with local organisations to access justice,
as in the case of the collaboration between Amnesty International (2020)
and Amazonian Women (Mujeres Amazoénicas) filing a complaint in the
Inter-American Court of Human Rights against the State of Ecuador for
allowing the forcible entry of the Argentinian oil company CGC in the
Sarayaku territory.

Through a prolific surge of research and analytical papers, Southern green
criminology has greatly advanced the understanding of the dynamics of
crimes against peoples, non-human animals and lands. The studies provide
both evidence and deep contextualisation, in contrast to many other studies
of the rural. Very importantly, authors appear to engage in constant dialogue
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with one another, building a strong basis on which to understand past,
present and future crimes.

Moving forward

The review of research produced by criminology shows that significant
progress has been made in understanding crime and justice in rural areas.
According to this review, more studies have been carried out in the last
decade than ever before since the 1970s. The current and past literature
is quite definitive about the complexity of crimes in rural areas of South
American countries and highlights common themes, such as the spread of
drug trafficking-related crimes, and the continuous exploitation of natural
resources by states and corporations. The emergence of southern theories,
particularly in the realm of Southern green criminology, showcases exciting
developments in understanding the harms and crimes committed against
ecosystems, animals and Indigenous peoples, and, recently, in borders
between countries.

There are a few notable challenges. Data scarcity is a barrier to research
in rural areas. As previously suggested in this chapter and elsewhere (for
example, Ceccato and Abraham, 2022), there is a problem of data scarcity
and methodological adequacy in rural contexts. R esearchers have recognised
the difficulty of identifying patterns of human activities in rural areas that are
criminologically relevant because these patterns are fewer and sparser than
those found in urban areas. The scarcity and sparsity are not only spatial but
also temporal, which complicates the contextualised analysis of oppression
and violence in the continent. Current problems in remote areas can go
under-detected because of underreporting but also because illegal activities
are normalised, or just ‘the way of doing business’.

Southern green criminology is making significant strides, presenting a
consistent discourse that includes concepts, theoretical ideas and methodologies
focused on the patterns of exploitation and inequality prevalent in the region.
In contrast to other perspectives, this discourse is better aligned with the
interests of some of the region’s most marginalised communities. Its impact
grows from the extensive research conducted by scholars using this approach,
investigating harms to the environment, non-human animals and Indigenous
peoples. But efforts to provide other understandings should not be dismissed.
When moving forward, it will be key to maintain the interdisciplinary
dialogue that has characterised the limited research on criminology so far.
And, although proposing a dialogue between different epistemologies might
be naive, a better integration of the evidence and reflections of neo-positivists
and critical scholars might well be desirable in the future.

Much remains for criminologists to explore and further understand from a
local perspective. First, crimes that are committed against peasants and farmers,
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such as the theft of crops, plants, water, livestock, or equipment, and, in
many areas, extortion. Second, mechanisms of crime prevention and control
that have been developed and deployed. Although most situational crime
perspectives are poorly tested in rural contexts, a few examples emerging
in the international literature elsewhere (Harkness, 2020) could lead the
way for other studies in the future. Third, the functioning of the criminal
justice system in rural areas and traditional police work, which are difficult
due to geographical restrictions but also limitations of police resources and
preparedness. In South America as in many other countries of the world, police
accountability and legitimacy should be further investigated (for example, the
role of the private sector and civil society). Equally important are issues of
access to justice, so far documented by local and international organisations.

Finally, interlinkages between the local and the global should be more
central to the analysis of both criminogenic conditions and responses to
crime. Evidence shows that some crimes previously considered urban in South
America, such as money laundering, manifest in rural contexts. However, the
emergence of infrastructure and information and communication technologies
are continuously influencing the dynamics of many other criminal activities,
such as drug trafficking, people smuggling, corporate crime, fraud and
violence against women. The accelerated globalisation and complexities
of crime in the continent offer ample scope for criminology to increase its
contributions to understanding and addressing the causes and impact of rural
crime, while also creating unique opportunities for crime control.

A better alignment between national security policies and the 2030
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) would be desirable in all South
American countries. Crime reduction measures could incorporate actions
beyond the national borders, accepting the challenges that these models may
impose. Historically, post-colonial politics have been guided by the power of
major international corporations, supported by top-down national policies
that fail to consider the impact of economic development projects on the
environment and local communities. Given its history, rural criminology in
South America should advocate for tailored multilevel responses to crimes
that reflect these complexities and involve communities victimised by state
and non-state actors in findings solutions.

A few limitations should be noted regarding this review. First, it is
important to acknowledge that this review focuses on a specific set of
literature. Future endeavours could expand the scope by employing
systematic approaches to cover a broader range of disciplines beyond
criminology, such as political science, anthropology and economics, which
have extensively explored rural/urban crime disparities. Additionally, the
literature review was conducted using Scopus, which may have resulted
in a limited inclusion of articles written in Spanish and Portuguese,
potentially overlooking relevant contributions. Academic work conducted
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in native languages often faces challenges in reaching the international
criminology audience unless it is translated into English and adheres to
established publishing norms. Building bridges between these arenas can
bring mutual benefits. Additionally, the establishment of a multilingual
common publishing platform in criminology would facilitate knowledge
sharing across the region, informing policy decisions not only in South
American countries but also in other countries of the Global South
and beyond.

The emerging research frontiers in rural criminology in the Global
South present new and exciting opportunities for the development of
new knowledge and solutions to problems that have long affected rural
populations. It is our hope that the knowledge shared in this chapter will
provide insights for researchers worldwide, contributing to the advancement
of global criminology suitable for the demands of the 21st century.
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