
CHANGE THE WORLD

The land of vanilla is the land of gold

By Naia Andrade Hoeneisen

In partnership with Inkaterra Asociación

Report 2 of 3

info@darwin200.com   |   www.darwin200.com



info@darwin200.com   |   www.darwin200.com

Report 2

Vanilla in Perú

Madre de Dios region in the Peruvian Amazon depends on illegal mining. More than 20.000 people work 
in these activities and around 66% of this region’s exports is gold. In the headwaters of the basin is the 
largest accumulation of gold mining. For gold mining mercury is used to separate the mineral from other 
elements, and it can spill into rivers and affect the rest of the basin, reaching small communities or big 
cities like Puerto Maldonado that depend on this resource (Minería ilegal USAID, 2023). 

Gold mining occurs in aguajales, a flooded ecosystem where Mauritia palms grow. Rivers from the 
Andes reach the Amazon carrying sediments and minerals, which accumulate in the soil. When the river 
changes its course big, flooded areas store minerals like gold underneath them. But aguajales are not 
only a source of gold, they are also a source of water for local communities and aguaje palm fruit that 
provides income for locals. The water slows down composition and organic matter accumulates over 
time, which allows this forest to store three times more carbon than the terrafirme rainforest. Mining 
makes this ecosystem and communitarian services go away (Janovec, 2013). 

People have focused on the gold that’s underneath the Aguajales, ignoring the gold that’s above it. 
The worldwide demand for vanilla is high, but even locals from the Peruvian Amazon are unaware of its 
potential. Local vanillas grow in flooded aguajales, but they can acclimate to a more accessible area. 
They need pruning, and other techniques to grow ideally. Although there are non-sustainable practices 
like monocultures, there are also ways to conserve the forest. Vanillas can grow on native trees as 
support so the forest can be maintained. The use of native species is beneficial to avoid plagues and 
the pollinator is present naturally, so it helps with the process.

There’s a lack of knowledge about vanilla by locals but also by science. Especially in Perú few studies 
have been made about the evolution and natural history of vanilla. Near the Tambopata protected area, 
Inkaterra Asociación has worked more than 40 years doing research, conservation, and tourism here in 
Madre de Dios. The research coordinator, Daxs, is starting a research with vanilla, supported by a few 
sponsors including the Q garden from London. The research will be focused on the evolution and filo 
genetics of vanilla. When he talks about the potential of vanilla as a sustainable activity, his passion 
becomes contagious. 
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