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CHAPTERI:
INTRODUCTION.

Despite the multitude of projects financed by international development
agencies and government organizations, poverty, malnutrition, health
deterioration and environmental degradation are still common characteristics in
Third World countries. In order to solve these problems agricultural schemes
oriented towards high-productivity commercial cash-crops have been widely
embraced.

These programs have promoted the use of land- and labor-saving
technologies. However, after three decades of implementation it is clear that
these programs have mainly benefited the production of export and/or
commercial crops produced primarily in large farm estates. In most cases these
modern technologies have proven unsuited to the agroecological conditions of
small-scale farmers, especially those who live on marginal lands (Altieri, 1987,
1992).

Where conversion from subsistence to cash crops has occurred, a number
of social and ecological problems have developed. They include loss of food self-
sufficiency and intensified dependency, increased rural poverty with
accompanying economic polarization, environmental degradation and genetic
erosion of plant materials (Altieri, 1992).

The FAO (1981 cited in Altieri 1987) defines sustainable development as:

“the management and conservation of the natural resource base, and the

orientation of technological and institutional change in such a manner

as to assure the attainment and continued satisfaction of human needs

for the present and future generations. Such sustainable development,

in the agriculture, forestry and fisheries sectors, conserves land, water,



plant and animal genetic resources, is environmentally viable and

socially acceptable”.

Alternative agriculture is defined as:

"any approach to farming that attempts to provide sustained yields

through the use of ecologically sound management technologies.

Sustainability is defined as the ability of an agroecosystem to maintain

production through time, in the face of long-term ecological constraints

and socioeconomic pressures” (Altieri, 1987).

The scientific discipline that studies agriculture from an ecological
perspective is "agroecology” or "agricultural ecology”. It is defined as:

"a theoretical framework aimed at understanding agricultural processes

in the broadest manner. Agroecology is an approach to farming that

attempts to provide a balanced environment, sustained yields and soil

fertility, and natural pest control, through the use of self-sustaining

management technologies. Strategies rely on ecological concepts, such

that management results in optimum nutrient and organic matter

cycling, closed energy flows, balanced pest populations and enhanced

multiple use of the landscape” (Altieri 1987).

In addition to the environmental concerns, agroecology involves a socially
sensitive approach to agriculture. It not only focuses on production, but on the
ecological and social sustainability of the production system. A particular
agroecosystem is then considered to be the result of the interplay between
endogenous biological and environmental features of the agricultural field, and
exogenous social and economic factors. Agroecological research is concerned not
with the maximization of production of a particular commodity, but rather with

the optimization of the agroecosystems as a whole (see Altieri 1987).



Organic agriculture is a production system that sustains agricultural
production by avoiding the use of synthetic fertilizers and pesticides. It relies to
the maximum extent feasible on crop rotations, crop residues, animal and green
manure, legumes, mineral-bearing rocks and biological pest control to maintain
soil productivity and to control insect and weed populations (USDA. 1980 cited
by Altieri 1987).

Organic agriculture is being promoted in Latin America by alternative
trade organizations that are interested in sustainable development (IFOAM,
Naturland, Max Havelaar, among others). Leaders of these organizations
understand that one of the main causes of underdevelopment can be found in the
existing world trade practices. Most developing countries rely on the exportation
of raw materials. While the prices of raw materials on the world market are
systematically decreasing, the prices for the goods that these countries import
from the industrialized world are increasing (Max Havelaar, 1995).

The principal victims of these price falls are the small-scale producers who
lack the capital to survive economically, and in many cases depend on
intermediaries for the commercialization of their products (Nolasco, 1985; Baker
et al, 1988; Pare, 1991; Villafuerte, 1993).

Organic agriculture is a new phenomenon that has attracted many small
producers in Mexico, as well as buyers from developed countries. The Mexican
Association of Ecologic Growers included 13,000 members in 1992 and estimated
the value of the Mexican organic products exported in that year to be around 20
million American dollars (AMAE, 1992). Despite this sudden interest, the impact
that this new technology is having on producers as well as their perceptions of
organic agriculture are poorly understood. There is a great deal of speculation
but little work has been done to establish the positive and negative effects of

these efforts on the basis of the producer's perception.



The objective of this thesis is to study organic agriculture as an alternative
to rural development through a critical analysis of the implementation of organic
agriculture in coffee production in Chiapas, Mexico. The impact of organic
agriculture, as well as the difficulties in its implementation, will be analyzed by
studying the producers' perceptions and the development of organic agriculture
in the coastal and the highlands regions of Chiapas. Special attention will be
given to the social and economic consequences that organic agriculture has had

among the poor and most marginalized producers.

HYPOTHESIS:

If organic agriculture offers a viable approach to rural development by
allowing the development of grassroots movements, and the promotion of an
economically and ecologically sustainable agriculture that incorporates local
traditional knowledge and values , then

a) It must be sensitive to, and incorporate, this traditional knowledge and
values to the production of organic coffee in Chiapas. Agricultural
techniques developed in other geographical regions should only
complement local techniques after been adequately modified according to
local conditions; such as soils, climate, water availability, as well as
cultural and other socioeconomic characteristics.

b) Organic agriculture should be sensitive to traditional knowledge and

practices and based on grassroots organizations and accepted by

indigenous groups and other traditional peasants.

c) There must be signs of improvement in the living conditions of the

producers who have switched to organic production.

d) Locally it must strengthen grassroots organizations, help empower

native people, and reduce their dependency to structures of domination.



e) It should reduce levels of soil erosion and fertility loss where it is
applied, while promoting biodiversity.
f) It must reduce pollution levels and help improve biodiversity and

habitat restoration.

METHODOLOGY:

The main goal of this thesis is to study organic agriculture as an approach
to rural development by understanding the consequences of organic agriculture
on the environment, the socioeconomic conditions of the producers, and the
preservation of traditional knowledge in Chiapas, Mexico.

Four rural co-operatives have been chosen for study. Each one represents
a different stage in the implementation of organic coffee production, as well as a
different ecological region with a different cultural history:

In the Soconusco Coast region: ISMAM, Indigenas de la Sierra Madre
de Motozintla, an organization of coffee producers associated to the
Catholic Church. They have been promoting organic agriculture for the
last five years as a way to achieve rural development.

The UEPOM, Union de Ejidos Professor Otilio Montano, an
organization of coffee producers formed in the 1980s to help members
fight for land as well as to improve their living conditions. They have been
promoting the conversion to organic techniques after seeing the progress
obtained by ISMAM members in improving production levels while
reducing costs, in addition to getting better prices for the organic coffee.
The UEPOM is especially interested in reducing its members dependency
on coffee. Therefore, they have initiated a very ambitious program to

introduce new commercial organic crops to the fields.






