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Chapter 3

Stagnation
Waterflows and the Politics of Stranded Matter
in La Mojana, Colombia
Alejandro Camargo

Deceleration
Deltas are morphological formations that result when a river enters ‘the
relatively still waters of a lake or sea and deposits its load’ (Charlton 2008:
204). This is to say that deltas are environments where river flows – and
the sediment travelling in them – decelerate as they meet standing waters
(Bridge 2003). Stagnation is evidently an important phenomenon in the
origin and transformation of deltas. At first glance, it may be counterintuitive to define stagnation as intrinsic to transformation. But in deltas,
as Krause and Harris suggest in the introduction to this volume, change
and stability become complementary. In this chapter, I focus on stagnation
as it shapes and is shaped by the lives of the humans who dwell in deltas.
Although water is by definition the main medium through which stagnation and flow as physical phenomena occur, I concentrate on the things
that travel with and in waterflows and that eventually become stranded in
socio-ecological terrains. In that encounter, I argue, stagnation creates the
material conditions for socio-political conflict and instability. This chapter
analyses how those things that cease to flow and become stranded intertwine with the politics of life in deltaic formations.
I develop these ideas through the case of the La Mojana inland delta
of northern Colombia (see Figure 3.2), where I have been conducting ethnographic fieldwork since 2003. This particular region is an area of about
5,600 km2 where rivers of national importance such as the Magdalena,
Cauca and San Jorge mingle. This confluence configures a dynamic and
shifting hydrological network of freshwater marshes, swamps, streams
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Figure 3.1. Living in La Mojana Delta, November 2019. Photo by Alejandro
Camargo and Jorge Escobar.
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and other wetlands which annually flood the surrounding lands. During
the dry season, small farmers cultivate the previously flooded lands and
fish in the marshes as migratory species such as bocachico (Prochilodus
magdalenae) leave the wetlands to migrate upstream. When the rainy season begins, the rivers and marshes overflow and inundate thousands of
hectares of land. In this region, flooding is irregular and has fluctuations
up to seven metres. This leads to extensive horizontal expansion of water
given the flat nature of the topography (Galvis and Mojica 2007: 130).
Other contributors to this volume (e.g. Horisberger, Ley, Scaramelli) emphasize the centrality of the movement of multiple species and elements
in the configuration and modification of deltaic environments in different
parts of the world. La Mojana is not an exception to this pattern. As water
comes and goes, a myriad of elements, organisms and humans also move
across this region and beyond – as in the case of migratory species. La
Mojana, therefore, constitutes an ‘aquatic space’ (Oslender 2004: 967) in
which water shapes everyday life and mediates the spatialization of social
relationships.
In the midst of constant and erratic eco-hydrological motion, however,
some things cease to flow. Drawing on anthropological and geographical
scholarship on waterflows and circulation, I focus on three things that have
been crucial to understanding the main socio-ecological conflicts in the La
Mojana delta: sediment, fish and mercury. Deltas are by definition deposits of river-borne sediments (Coleman 1976: 1). Yet on some occasions
waterflows deposit these sediments in areas that are of strategic interest to
different actors. Such is the case with the sediment that becomes stranded
at the edges of marshes, where small farmers grow food and wealthy
cattle ranchers graze their animals. Small farmers and landowners have
long fought for exclusive access to these new sedimented lands, thereby
giving rise to hostile environments where property and nature intertwine
in multiple ways. The livelihoods of these small farmers are dependent
as much on agriculture as on fishing. Nevertheless, over the last three
decades, regional fisheries have dramatically declined in number due to
overfishing. Fish of commercial value are becoming increasingly scarce
because their migratory and reproductive cycles are interrupted by nets
and other fishing gear. Fish become stranded in fishing territories where
fishers strive to make a living in spite of the economic and environmental
crisis. Some of the fish that enter these territories carry with them a very
toxic element that finds its way into human bodies: mercury. Mercury
travels in considerable quantities in waterflows from upriver mining districts to the delta, where it accumulates at dangerous levels in human and
non-human bodies via the food chain. The analysis of stagnant sediment,
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fish and mercury reflects that stagnation is not merely a key process pertaining to the hydrogeomorphology of deltas, but also a socio-ecological
and multiscalar phenomenon with significant political implications. Scale,
as a number of scholars have pointed out, is a spatio-temporal relation
produced through the interaction of levels, processes and components of
systems (Sayre 2005, 2009). Power is part of the production of scale, as it
intervenes to shape particular meanings, controls, metaphors and representations of social and biophysical landscapes (Rangan and Kull 2009).
Therefore, the analysis of stagnation is also a way to understand the multiscalar phenomena that occur in deltas.
I start from the concept of stagnation as the physical deceleration of
matter in an environment where movement is a predominant condition,
but I take this concept beyond its material manifestation. When matter
ceases to flow, stagnation becomes a state of disruption and interruption
of everyday life. Stagnant matter not only obstructs flows, but, when it
intersects with inequality and power imbalances, it also hinders the possibilities of good health, a sound environment and fair access to resources.
Stagnation is deceleration and, at the same time, triggers new socioecological movements. It is transitional, unfinished and dynamic, as it is
‘neither a beginning nor an end point’ (Ley 2018: 2). Therefore, stagnation
helps us to understand how crucial aspects of people’s lives cease to function in the way they desire. In so doing, its analysis exposes yet another
dimension of how everyday life merges with the broader biophysical and
geological life of deltaic environments.
The rest of the chapter is organized into five sections. In the next section, I explain the socio-ecological meanings of flow in La Mojana, and
how waterflows shape the landscape and become part of the everyday
life of the region. Likewise, I analyse how recent literature on waterflows
and circulation helps to explain those regional processes of flow and
stagnation. In the subsequent three sections, I focus on the consequences
of mercury, stagnant sediment and fish, respectively. In the final section,
I discuss and analyse the problem of stagnation as a conceptual and empirical phenomenon and analyse its implications for the social study of
deltas.

Flows
The direction, temporality, magnitude and spatiality of waterflows profoundly influence the relationships between people and the environment
in La Mojana. When the rainy season begins around May, fishers move
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Figure 3.2. La Mojana inland delta in northern Colombia, the marshes in dark
grey and the places mentioned in this chapter. Map by Alejandro Camargo.

from the rivers to the marshes to catch the fish that are maturing there.
Farmers conclude agricultural cycles, and cattle ranchers move their
livestock back to the savannahs. Embankments and ridges stand out noticeably in the landscape as human-made barriers protecting households
and estates from flooding. In some areas, it is possible to discern ancient
ridged fields built between 200 BCE and 1000 CE by the Zenú people. This
pre-Hispanic hydraulic system helped inhabitants to manage seasonal
flooding for agricultural irrigation and drainage over nearly 500,000 hectares (Plazas et al. 1988). Marshes and streams, separated by land during
the dry season, connect to each other and even merge to form vast single bodies of water. These connections open new aquatic routes for the
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mobilization of people, agricultural produce, domestic goods and other
basic items across the delta. But other things travel in the waterflows as
well. Large amounts of sediment, organic materials, fish, and agricultural
and mining waste flow downstream from the mountains and spread out
over the lowlands. During the rainy season, therefore, water expands,
inundates, infiltrates, mobilizes and pollutes people and things. Water
connects multiple worlds through its multidirectional flows.
There are two characteristics of waterflows that are central in our
understanding of stagnation as a socio-political phenomenon. The first
characteristic is the relationality of flows. The literature on hydrosocial
relations in political ecology and cognate areas tends to see water as a
self-contained element that interacts mainly with society. In consequence,
less attention has been paid to the study of the intersections, commingling and coexistence of water and other non-human elements (Camargo
and Cortesi 2019; Lafaye de Micheaux, Mukherjee and Kull 2018). For
instance, Hastrup and Rubow explain the ‘agentive powers of water’ as a
force that is ‘closely related to the ways in which water moves and organizes people on its way’ (2014: 23). In other words, water has an intrinsic
agency that becomes evident through society. But the idea of water as
having agentive powers needs to be reconsidered in the case of fluvial
environments. On the one hand, scientists have long pointed out that
water moves in reaction to multiple forces – such as gravity and pressure –
acting on it (Dingman 2009: 94). On the other hand, the way water flows
is also shaped by resistive forces. In the case of rivers, the erosive force of
flows is counteracted by the resistance or friction imposed by the riverbed and banks (Charlton 2008: 21). As Krause suggests, different kinds
of water movement ‘engender different social and ecological relations,
and vice versa’ (2014: 91). Stagnation occurs precisely at the connection of
waterflows with other elements and phenomena, which include weather,
gravity and society.
The second characteristic of waterflows is their temporal heterogeneity.
Flows move with multiple rhythms, many of which occur simultaneously.
The very hydrodynamics of a river reveal how different currents flow at
different velocities within the same channel. From this perspective, stagnation is not always the end stage of the flow, but only one part of it that
decelerates as a result of multiple forces acting upon it. Since other flows
continue moving, stagnation cannot be seen as the final stage of a circuit or
cycle because flows may or may not stop at a certain point. The concept of
flow in social sciences has gained currency both as a metaphor of dynamic
processes such as globalization (Rockefeller 2011), and as a way to understand the ‘rhythms’ of water ‘against which human societies organize and
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structure their economic and cultural activities’ (Linton and Budds 2014:
176). Yet some authors have pointed out the importance of considering
the instances in which flows do not occur. In that sense, Strang (2014: 94),
in response to Krause (2014), observes that ‘phenomena that do not actually flow’ are also important for the metaphor and understanding of the
relationships between the human and the non-human. Ley expands this
discussion by approaching stagnation as a ‘non-flow’. Instead of flowing
waters, Ley concentrates on the social and hydrological stagnation that
results when rivers swell and seep (Ley 2018).
This chapter contributes to the study of waterflows through an analysis
of instances where a part of those flows decelerates, thereby fuelling both
accumulation of matter and social conflict. In other words, social conflict
in this particular context emerges as (to borrow Tsing’s words) friction,
or ‘the grip of encounter’ (2005: 5) of different socio-ecological processes,
beings, mediums and objects. Flows are here considered as assemblages
of things and processes in which water participates as a milieu, and as an
engine of motion, friction and, ultimately, stagnation. Accordingly, stagnation is a manifestation of the temporalities and multiple materialities that
shape waterflows. The stagnation of three objects which travel in water
in the La Mojana delta – mercury, sediment and fish – has political effects
that will be explained in what follows.

Mercury
I met Claudia in July 2017 at a bridge over the San Jorge River in La Mojana while I was observing the unfolding dynamics of a fish market. She
was waiting for a fellow farmer to attend a meeting in a nearby township.
In the meantime, she took a glance at the river. ‘Are you buying fish?’, she
asked me. ‘No, I am not. I am just observing the market. Are you buying
fish?’ ‘No, I am just waiting for someone. I don’t eat too much fish these
days. They say it contains mercury. Although it seems I already have mercury in my body.’ For four years, Claudia worked at an artisanal gold
mine on the Pacific Coast of Colombia. She worked under very precarious
conditions and was never warned about the risk involved in directly handling mercury without any type of protection or safety measures. When
she decided to return to her hometown in La Mojana, she had already
noticed some changes in her health. She began to get recurrent headaches
and muscle pain, but she refused to see a doctor. ‘If the mercury is in my
body, it will stay there anyway and I won’t be able to do anything about it,
so it is not worth seeing a doctor.’
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Although Claudia is no longer working in mining, she is still exposed
to mercury via the food chain and the hydrological dynamics of the La
Mojana delta. Since the 1990s, scientists have warned about the discharges
of mercury which travels from the mining exploitations of the Cauca
River catchment, one of the main watercourses that flows into La Mojana.
Since colonial times, the lower Cauca River basin has been a strategic area
for gold extraction. Today, this basin is home to nearly 480 mining sites,
which dump large amounts of mercury into the river and its tributaries
(Martínez 2015: 53). Given this dramatic situation, Colombia has been
considered the world’s top mercury polluter per capita on account of
artisanal gold mining (Cordy et al. 2011). This contributes to a growing
global trend of mining-related mercury pollution, which is increasingly
affecting other regions such as the Amazon (Castilhos et al. 2015; Fraser
2016). During the rainy season, the Cauca River overflows, thereby connecting with the whole hydrological system of the delta. Following the
flooding pathway of the river (Marrugo-Negrete et al. 2010), mercury
travels throughout the region, eventually becoming stranded in fluvial
sediment at the bottom of marshes and streams. Through biomethylation,
micro-organisms transform some of that mercury into methylmercury, a
highly toxic compound which bioaccumulates and biomagnifies in food
chains (Marrugo-Negrete, Benitez and Olivero-Verbel 2008: 305). Fish,
among other organisms, accumulate mercury in their tissues and pass it
on to their predators. Through fish consumption, methylmercury finally
makes its way into human bodies, such as Claudia’s.
Human bodies are the ultimate destination and milieu where mercury
stagnates. In a study carried out in a marsh in La Mojana, researchers found
that the levels of mercury in the hair of 112 individuals was substantially
higher (2.18 ± 1.77 μg/g average) than the internationally accepted limit
(1 μg/g) (Gracia, Marrugo and Erasmo 2010; Mancera-Rodríguez and
Álvarez-León 2006). Among humans, mercury can also be transmitted by
way of placental exposure and the ingestion of mothers’ milk (Olivero,
Johnson and Arguello 2002: 41). For this reason, pregnant women are at a
more critical period of risk than other individuals. This situation is alarming, especially when we consider the serious health problems that emerge
out of this ‘toxic accumulation’ (Camacho 2017). Mercury can cause damage to a foetus’s brain and induce other malformations. In adults, mercury
toxicity produces emotional instability, muscle weakness, loss of peripheral vision, nausea and headaches, among other problems. The effects
of mercury on the inhabitants of La Mojana are yet to be examined in
detail, but a study showed a potential correlation between the presence
of mercury in people’s hair and emotional instability (Olivero, Johnson
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and Arguello 2002). Other studies have suggested that there might be a
relationship between mercury pollution and the increasing instances of
children who are born with cleft lip and cleft palate in this region (Cardona 2001).
Even though the presence of mercury in fish, water and human bodies
is widely recognized in La Mojana, little can be done to protect the people
whose dietary habits heavily rely on fish. For thousands of families in this
area, fish is the main, and sometimes only, source of protein (MarrugoNegrete, Ceballos and Benítez 2007: 885). Therefore, removing fish from
their diet is just not a realistic possibility. Gloria, a 56-year-old woman
who lives in a fishing community near a marsh, explained to me her understanding of the risk involved in fish consumption: ‘Yes, we know that
fish has mercury, but what can we do about it? We won’t stop eating fish
because of that. Fish is what we eat, so we would rather die of mercury
instead of giving up fish’. For Gloria, fish is important not only because of
its role in her diet, but also because it is at the heart of people’s livelihoods.
The hydrological dynamics of La Mojana sustain agrarian economies that
alternate between fishing and seasonal crop production. But for many
peasants, many of them landless, fishing is the only source of income. Furthermore, mercury is invisible for the most part. It may or may not be in
fish. If it is in fish, it is unlikely that anyone will notice because there is no
flavour, texture or smell that could alert people. If mercury is accumulated
in human bodies, it is not felt because the symptoms can be associated
with something else. Headaches, for instance, are usually associated with
high temperatures in the area. But even if people are aware of stagnant
mercury in their bodies, they will not be able to remove it, ameliorate its
effects or prevent further accumulation, as long as fish remain a vital food
source. In foetuses, infants and children, the accumulation of mercury
might cause irreversible damage.
Waterflows in the delta, therefore, connect human bodies with the political economies and ecologies of extractivism via mercury. The invisibility
of mercury turns these problems into a silent and slow form of violence.
The irreversibility of a flow that condemns people to uncertainty leaves
little room for hope and optimism. While mercury accumulates in human
and non-human bodies, however, sediment also accumulates in marshes
as the waterflows of the delta move in their dissimilar rhythms.

Sediment
An important prerequisite for the formation of deltas is the existence of a
river system that is capable of carrying substantial amounts of sediment
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(Coleman 1976: 3). Sediment flows from the Andes into marshes and
other wetlands where it then combines with nutrients, organic matter
and plankton, which help to sustain aquatic and terrestrial biological
communities (Rúa, Palacio and Flórez-Molina 2014: 198). For humans,
these processes of sediment deposition and accumulation at the interface of land and water are crucial for the reproduction of agrarian
livelihoods. In La Mojana, people seasonally cultivate their crops on
sedimentary areas, or playones, which are exposed during the dry season
when water recedes. The richness of this soil provides the conditions
for growing subsistence crops and grass to feed cattle. During the rainy
season, floodwaters renew soil fertility and deposit more sediment. In La
Mojana, as in the Amazon, ‘the river is the plow’ (Higbee 1945). This sedimentary process has fuelled a history of subsidence in which the whole
region has been sinking a metre every two hundred years due to the
weight of the sediment carried by rivers (UNESCO 2012). As Richardson (2016) suggests, flow and sedimentation are intrinsically connected
processes.
Although sediment has an important role in the reproduction of human
and non-human life in the delta, an excess of sediment may bring about
multiple socio-ecological disruptions. In March 1997, for instance, heavy
rains caused landslides in the upper basin of the San Jorge River. Consequently, large amounts of sediment flowed downstream and killed thousands of fish on the way. According to Negrete (1997), the concentration
of suspended solids in the San Jorge River dramatically increased from
252 mg/l to about 35,000 mg/l, and turbulence from 25 units to 1,820. Furthermore, Parra (1997) estimates that nearly 1,000 tons of fish were lost.
Suddenly, the river turned into a stream of mud and dead fish.
Multiple explanations of the genesis of this environmental calamity
circulated in La Mojana. For some people the avalancha, as this event is
locally known, was a consequence of gold mining, while others associated
it with a volcanic eruption. Rumours caused people to refrain from eating
fish because it was believed to be contaminated with mercury or cyanide.
As the high concentration of suspended solids dissipated over time, the
rumours subsided, but this abrupt event added to a broader longstanding
concern: the accumulation of sediment in marshes. The avalancha was a
peak in an ongoing process of sediment transportation and deposition
which exceeded what some people in La Mojana perceive as the ‘regular’
level of sediment discharge. People recount that after the avalancha, several marshes were reduced in depth and size due to the abrupt increase
of sediment. Antonio, a fisherman from San Benito Abad, a village in La
Mojana, explained to me in a personal conversation the effects of this phenomenon thus:
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The marshes are losing depth because the river is carrying more sediment
than before. That sediment accumulates in the marshes and new lands have
been appearing here and there. That is causing a lot of trouble. The floods
are now inundating more villages than before because the marshes cannot
hold the water with so much sediment at the bottom. But water needs to go
somewhere so it goes to the villages . . . the other big problem is that people
have been fighting for those lands. Cattle ranchers want it for grazing and
we, the small farmers, want it for agriculture. There are problems all over
the San Jorge and La Mojana because the new lands are being appropriated.

Barbed wire and cattle have been instrumental in the ways in which cattle
ranchers appropriate the sedimented lands. In some cases, landowners
have violently evicted small farmers from these spaces in order to expand
their grazing areas, while in other cases small farmers have insisted on
remaining on what they consider to be public lands for subsistence agriculture (Camargo 2017). Large-scale cattle ranching and subsistence agriculture become mutually exclusive activities in the sedimented terrains.
Small farmers and landowners alike have historically used these lands
under a de facto scheme of appropriation called ‘derecho de ciénaga’ (right
to the marsh), which has been asserted through various means including violence (Camacho 2015: 95). Near the municipality of San Marcos,
for instance, the fishers of a village have progressively lost access to the
marshes because landowners have spread out their barbed wire to enclose sedimented lands. These lands have become private property where
barbed wire and fear warn fishers off. Other landowners have accelerated
the stagnation of sediment by way of infrastructural interventions in the
landscape. They have diverted streams, drained marshes, and built ridges
to prevent areas from flooding. Colombian law provides that the lands
which are formed by the ‘natural’ action of rivers and sediment deposition in marshes belong to the state (Camargo 2017). This means that
private ownership of this property is illegal in these areas, although the
law grants special rights to small farmers to seasonally cultivate subsistence crops in the marshes. Even so, some cattle ranchers manage to pull
political strings to obtain deeds that prove their legal possession of these
lands. Over time, some of these sedimented properties have even been
named after the landowner who appropriated them. By recognizing that
a particular area belongs to x or y individual, fishers have, in some way,
acknowledged the power imbalance that surrounds their relationships
with the cattle ranchers.
When sediment ceases to flow in areas of special importance for the
economic life of small farmers and landowners, it becomes a crucial element in the transformation of political relations. Since sediment lies at the
centre of these conflicts, it might eventually help to avoid the proliferation
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of these violent disputes over land as well. For Antonio, a crucial measure
to reduce these tensions is to control the flow of sediment. In the case of
San Benito Abad, the course of the San Jorge River changed in the 1970s.
Since then, the river traverses a network of marshes and deposits large
volumes of sediment in those environments. Antonio argues that because
the deviation of the river accelerated the deposition of sediment in the
marshes, the river course should be moved back to its former path. By
decelerating the deposition of sediment into the marshes, conflicts would
eventually cease as well. In this way, stagnation and flow have different
effects on the direction and dynamics of political relations in the delta.
These relations are strongly shaped by the need to make a living in a region where land is highly concentrated in the hands of a few1 and where
other means of subsistence and sources of income such as fishing have
fallen into crisis. Fish has found in stagnation the beginning of its decline
as an economic and ecological resource.

Fish
Over recent decades, stocks of commercial fish species in the Magdalena
River basin (the most important in Colombia) have abruptly declined from
around 80,000 tons/year in the 1970s to just over 10,000 tons/year in the
2000s (Galvis and Mojica 2007; Gutierrez, Barreto and Mancilla 2011: 35).
Multiple factors have contributed to this crisis, but overfishing has played
a prominent role. In La Mojana, the decline of fisheries is usually attributed
to the increasing use of large fishing nets. These artefacts obstruct the journey of migratory fish species in rivers and marshes. Bocachico (Prochilodus
magdalenae) is one of those species whose reproduction is contingent on
the connectivity and seasonality of waterflows in the delta. During the
rainy season, migratory fish stay in the marshes, where they find plenty
of food. As the dry season approaches, water levels decrease, water temperatures rise, and oxygen levels fall. This array of environmental changes
signals the beginning of the upstream spawning migration of species such
as bocachico. This species leaves the marshes in large groups in search of
better conditions to spawn before some marshes temporarily lose their
connection with the river. The places where marshes meet the rivers become overcrowded fishing spots, which host numerous nets, canoes and
fishers. The sustainability of fishing in this area is threatened because the
nets’ mesh is generally too small and therefore they catch all sorts of fish of
different sizes. This means that many fish do not survive to reproductive
age. As more fishers congregate in the same fishing spots across the delta,
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and large amounts of fish become stranded in fishing nets, the fishing
economies deteriorate.
Government authorities and academics have called public attention
to the rapid decline of artisanal fisheries in the Magdalena River basin.
Fishing nets, together with the interruption of fish migration cycles, have
played a central role in this narrative about anthropogenic pressure on
aquatic resources. Yet focusing on fishing alone implies a narrow perspective on this socio-ecological crisis. In La Mojana, the crisis is better understood when the question of why people fish is considered, although the
answer is far from obvious. Evidently, the hydrological connectivity and
environmental configuration of La Mojana have long sustained multiple
fish species. But people have too often made fishing the sole source of livelihood among other possibilities. Specifically, the cyclical transformations
between the rainy and the dry seasons have created the material conditions for the connectivity between fishing and crop production. In fact, it is
fairly common to hear stories of better times prior to the worsening of the
fishing crisis. Then, people worked in fishing for around five consecutive
months during the migratory period of fish such as bocachico. During the
rest of the year, they worked the land and prepared for the next fishing
season. This means that for several months fewer fish were extracted. The
rhythms of fish, water, plants and labour intersected to create a dynamic
taskscape (Ingold 1993) where the pressure on aquatic resources was less
intense than today.
Colombian sociologist Orlando Fals Borda coined the term ‘amphibious cultures’ to refer to the people who navigate between land and water,
crop production and fishing, as a way to build their lives in the midst
of the dynamic hydrological transformations and the deep economic inequalities in La Mojana (Fals Borda 1979). Although these connections are
still very important for the reproduction of livelihoods in this region, the
intensifying process of land concentration has made the transition from
water to land a very difficult endeavour (Camargo 2017). As explained
above, this has been particularly evident in the case of subsistence farming
on the shores of marshes. But the locations of particular fishing villages
also reflect the imbalances of land tenure. Villages such as Sejebe and
Cuiva are located between the banks of waterways and large cattle farms.
These villages grow sideways because cattle farms leave little space between them and the river or stream. In Sejebe, those who wish to cultivate
the land have to rent a parcel from a neighbouring landowner because
they do not own any themselves. Renting land, however, is a risky decision. Occasionally, abrupt rainfall and floods have severely affected crop
production. When that happens, those who rent land not only lose their
production but also fall into debt with the landowner. For them, and for
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many others who have no access to land, fishing is the most immediate
solution to meet their economic and food needs. In consequence, fishing
has moved from being a seasonal livelihood to a year-round activity. This
change has further increased the pressure on aquatic resources, led to
greater commodification of fisheries, and ultimately added to the ongoing
depletion of fish stocks.
The fishing crisis, however, is not yet an overwhelming force that has
turned people into powerless and hopeless subjects. In various communities, fishers have negotiated and contracted to establish measures to
diminish the pressure on fish. They have regulated fishing periods, nets
and tools, and minimum fish sizes. Aquaculture has provided an alternative for some fishers, but the costs and the threat of abrupt flooding have
rendered this method too unattractive and risky for many. Although fishers describe the fishing season today as less abundant and plentiful than
in past times, when they do occur, fishing areas become highly regulated.
Not everyone has access to them and usually those who do not live in the
community are excluded. These measures have probably helped more
fish to survive and reach the spawning areas in the upper river basins.
But fishers are also aware that regulating fisheries in their communities
has only a limited impact. The fish that are protected in one place can be
caught on their way to other fishing spots where there is no such regulation or other mechanisms to guarantee unimpeded fish migration. The
risk of getting caught in spaces of land inequality and precarity remains.
Overfishing has had several impacts on the well-being of humans and
the sustainability of aquatic resources. Because fish are the main source
of protein and income generation in some villages, the lack of fish has
had significant health and economic consequences. In Sejebe, for instance,
when fish are scarce some children go to school without having had breakfast at home. Migration and livelihood diversification have also been noticeable consequences of the fishing crisis. Fishers migrate to urban areas
in order to find a job, mainly in construction or as private security guards
in the case of men, and as domestic workers in the case of women. These
jobs allow them to send remittances back to their families in the fishing
villages. Those who stay in the delta find alternative sources of income
as farm workers or motorcycle taxi drivers. In the meantime, fishing has
become a very unattractive activity for the youth, whose aspirations are
more connected with migration than with the reproduction of an activity
that has proven uncertain, unproductive and unhealthy. As fish diminish
in number and size, people begin to migrate. From time to time, however,
large amounts of fish suddenly begin their migration from the marshes
and temporarily resuscitate fishing. That was the case in early December
2017, when thousands of fish unexpectedly appeared in the San Jorge
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River. Some people say that they had not seen such massive migrations
for at least ten years. These times of plenty, while welcome, have become
rather unusual and unpredictable.

Deltaic movements
I have proposed an analysis of stagnation as a constitutive phenomenon
of the dynamics of life in deltaic environments. I approach stagnation as
intrinsic to waterflows, not as their opposite. Focusing on the political
implications of stagnation, I explained the conflicts that emerge when
things that travel with and in water become stranded in socio-ecological
terrains. In the La Mojana inland delta of northern Colombia, mercury,
fish and sediment are three material elements whose stagnation has created socio-ecological and political tensions. Those tensions, in turn, shape
the way in which people dwell and experience their lives in a changing
environment where multiple rhythms and flows intersect.
Yet stagnation is not entirely definitive. Human and non-human
bodies, shorelines and fishing nets are not the ultimate destinations of
mercury, sediment and fish respectively. When these material elements
become stranded, they fuel other forms of movement and conflict in the
delta. In the case of mercury and sediment, their accumulation in human
and non-human bodies and shores has resulted in particular forms of
dispossession. Juana Camacho (2017) has pointed out how the intensive
use of other toxic agro-chemicals in La Mojana has involved the dispossession from peasants of clean natural resources, commonly held goods
and sound health. This form of dispossession, Camacho contends, operates in a silent and subtle fashion. The flow and accumulation of mercury
follows a similar path. This substance is an invisible form of pollution that
undermines people’s health and access to fish – the main and sometimes
only source of protein and income for thousands of subjects across the region. Perreault (2013) presents a similar instance in which mining fosters
livelihood dispossession in Bolivia. This occurs through the accumulation
of toxic sediments on agricultural fields, the accumulation of water and
water rights by mining firms, and the accumulation of land by mining
operations. Perreault shows that heavy metals from mining contaminate
river-borne sediment, which in turn affects crop yields and the quality of
soil (2013: 1059). Conversely, the accumulation of river-borne sediment in
La Mojana has enabled a particular form of dispossession due to its fertile
characteristics. Since sediment keeps accumulating, stagnation becomes
an ongoing process which is animated by the movements of water, the
effect of gravity, the intensity of rainfall, deforestation and other socioThis open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license, thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched.

Stagnation | 97

ecological processes. Unequal access to land in the delta, and the resulting
land conflicts, have become environmental problems that unfold as geological and hydrological processes occur.
The stagnation of fish, sediment and mercury are interrelated phenomena. The accumulation of mercury in fish contributes to the broader
fishing crisis, as it turns it into a problem of food quality and health in
addition to the problem of seasonal availability and the capture of immature fish. The excessive accumulation of sediment has also undermined
fish habitats in marshes, as it reduces the depth and size of these bodies of
water. Although the presence of mercury in La Mojana is widely known
and scientifically proven, the impacts of contaminated sediment still need
to be further examined. These types of connections make stagnation a
relational process. Water, people, sediment, fish and mercury are but one
assemblage of the multiple relations that emerge and change when matter
ceases its typical flow in a delta.
Stagnation is a multiscalar phenomenon, as mercury connects human
and non-human bodies with extractive industries and the distant global
demand for gold. The lands that are contested in places such as San Benito
Abad emerge as a consequence of the erosion and weathering that takes
place elsewhere in the delta and beyond in the upper river basins. These
land conflicts are also connected with longer histories of land concentration that can even be traced back to colonial times. Juvenile fish caught in
nets are reflective of the global crisis in fishing that thousands of people
currently face. Stagnation occurs at the intersection of multiple hydrological and spatio-temporal connections, relations and processes. This makes
stagnation reflective of the ways in which deltas, as Scaramelli argues in
her chapter, connect with national and transnational flows of substances,
markets and human exchanges and migration.
As a conceptual device, stagnation helps us to understand that waterflows involve multiple temporalities and velocities because things do
not merely flow in a predetermined or uniform way. As Bryant observes,
‘objects incorporate . . . different senses of the rhythm, speed, and trajectory of time’ (2014: 683). Material accumulation can be understood as a
temporal process that follows stagnation and its duration may disrupt
socio-ecological orders. In La Mojana, the spatial and temporal trajectories
of these objects become part of the broader history of shifting political
economies, dispossession, social inequality and ecological degradation.
These trajectories, however, also intersect with the personal biographies
and expectations of those who dwell in, walk on and navigate through
the delta.
Stagnation also shapes the ways in which people imagine the future.
If stagnation is not the end of the flow, but the deceleration of some ramThis open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license, thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched.
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ifications of it amidst multiple movements, then stagnation serves prospectively as a component of other scenarios yet to come. However, the
shape and duration of those scenarios can be rather uncertain. As Krause
suggests in his chapter, uncertainty, transformation and volatility are the
norm in deltaic environments. Stagnant things may or may not continue
to accumulate. This depends on the transformations of waterflows and
the forces acting upon them, including global climate change. Stagnant
mercury in human bodies may not be reversed, but perhaps unregulated
mining may. Tragically, there is mercury already present in the environment. It is still unclear how much of it there is and how long it will stay
there. Sediment keeps accumulating while the idea of changing the river
course seems unreal. Fish come and go, but always threaten to disappear.
Stagnation, therefore, is fundamental to understanding the indeterminacy
of life in deltaic environments.
Alejandro Camargo is a human geographer and works at the Department
of History and Social Sciences, Universidad del Norte in Colombia. He is
broadly interested in nature–society relationships in fluvial environments.
He has conducted archival and ethnographic research in the floodplains,
wetlands and rivers of northern Colombia in order to examine conflicts
over property rights, the environmental history of development and the
politics of adaptation to climate change. Alejandro is currently working
on the role that fluvial sediment plays in the everyday lives of people facing abrupt environmental transformations such as riverbank erosion and
wetland accretion.

Notes
1. Aguilera (2004) pointed out that the Gini index for land in La Mojana is 0.87,
which means that land is unequally distributed.
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