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Terra Preta de Indio 

Fertile and climate-smart soils in the Amazon region

Anthropogenic soils that combine high fertility and substantial carbon storage 
in the Amazon (Terra Preta de Índio; also known as Amazonian Dark Earth) 
challenge conventional theories on environmental limitation of cultural 
development of pre-Colombian Amerindian people in tropical South America. 
These improved soils offer a major inspiration for creating and recreating 
soils for climate-smart sustainable agriculture. This Wageningen University-
funded interdisciplinary programme aimed to (1) understand conditions under 
which Terra Preta originated, both from the biophysical and socio-economic 
side; (2) understand the institutional and policy dimensions related to actual 
use and potential future use of these fertile soils; (3) link actual perception 
and use of these soils for various agricultural purposes, ranging from annual 
and biannual cropping systems to forestry and agroforestry, to biophysical 
properties and socio-economic conditions (markets); (4) contribute to the 
creation of soils that allow sustainable and productive agriculture in the 
Amazon, using Terra Preta (5) contribute to and maintain the functioning of a 
network of Latin American Terra Preta researchers; (6) use the 
conceptualisation of Terra Preta as socially constructed soils to reflect on (and 
change) actual scientific discourses and practices. Research took place in 
three countries: Brazil, Bolivia and Colombia. Results: recreation of these 
soils depends on more than addition of biochar. Interaction between carbon, 
phosphorus and calcium (and possibly other nutrients) is crucial. Together 
with soil life, which drives nutrient and carbon transformation, these soils are 
best considered as living soils.

Public policies for resilient 
food systems 

Diversified farming systems have received considerable attention for their 
potential to contribute to environmentally sustainable, resilient, and socially-
just food systems. Identifying mechanisms by which policies and 
interventions in agriculture may support diversified farming systems, while 
also addressing issues such as gender inequality, is of paramount importance. 
This project investigates how targeted public food procurement, a promising 
policy instrument, may support both farm diversification and women’s 
empowerment. The project builds on an earlier project conducted with the 
University of Michigan and its next phase is supported by an INREF Seed 
Grant. Results show that public procurement programmes in Brazil, such as 
the School Meal Programme (Portuguese acronym PNAE) have driven 
diversification of agricultural systems and increased production of diversified, 
healthy agricultural products. Programmes such as PNAE create a market that 
allows small-scale farmers to switch from commodity crops, such as soy or 
corn, to food crops (Valencia et al., 2019), while also supporting women’s 
empowerment (Valencia et al. under review). The next phase of this project 
expands to a larger collaboration and includes the Andean region to learn by 
comparison from other public procurement programmes.

* INREF: Interdisciplinary Research and Education Fund of WUR

From 2010-2017 │ Total budget € 1,500,000 

More information: 
www.wur.eu/terrapreta

Contact: 
Thom Kuyper │ thom.kuyper@wur.nl; 
terrapreta.inref@wur.nl

2015-present | 2021: € 25,000 (INREF)* 

More information: 
http://link.springer.com/10.1007/s13593-019-0572-4

Contact: 
Vivian Valencia │vivian.valencia@wur.nl




