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ABSTRACT 
 

Volatile coffee markets during the 1990s plunged many of the world’s 25 million 
producers into dire economic straits. In this, Mexico’s smallholders were far from 
exceptional: market decline combined with institutional restructuring drastically reduced 
their access to the capital and inputs needed to earn a decent living from the coffee 
landscape. In the state of Veracruz, where the national coffee parastatal—Inmecafé—had 
been headquartered since the 1960s, smallholders were immediately affected by the 
dismantling of state programs. In the breach, however, coffee producers developed rather 
sui generis strategies to weather the impacts of economic transformation, ranging from 
crop conversion to political activism. Such heterogeneous practices, moreover, possess 
different implications for Veracruz’s biologically diverse shade-grown coffee systems. 
Using mixed methods—from ethnography to remote sensing—this dissertation examines 
the livelihood strategies employed by smallholders following coffee sector restructuring 
and links these practices to land-cover change and state formation. I found that while 
coffee farmers indeed developed new tactics to whether economic shocks (e.g. land sales, 
agro-forestry projects, conversion to other cash crops) these practices did not result in 
large-scale land-cover conversion. Based on analysis of Landsat images from 1996 and 
2003, I found 82% of the coffee canopy remained intact during this seven-year period (a 
time that corresponds with the most severe years of the coffee crisis.) Based on 
ethnography with state officials, moreover, I argue the government must now grapple 
with the socio-ecological complexities that emerged in its temporary absence. Following 
failed attempts to territorialize and control coffee producers since 2001, my results 
indicate official strategies are beginning to move in a more participatory direction in the 
newest phase of coffee re-regulation. This dissertation provides important insights into 
the ways commodity production, everyday practices, environment, and state-society 
relationships have recombined in the post-NAFTA era, and the effects of this 
recombination on people and landscape.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
The Ramírez family cultivates shade-grown coffee on three hectares of land 

situated on the eastern flanks of Cofre de Perote, a shield volcano towering over the 

Veracruz capital of Xalapa. When I first met the Ramírez’s, a family of six, in 2003, we 

hiked together to their finca, where coffee bushes were planted in an agro-ecological 

mélange of crops and native plants: banana trees, chili peppers, orchids, and tropical 

hardwoods. As we walked over thick layers of decomposing leaf litter, they pointed out 

birds in the canopy and helped me pronounce their names in the local vernacular; many 

are of Nahuat origin. I was told of fights between the family’s bravest ranch dog and the 

cantankerous badger who inhabited the farm, and of a jaguar rumored to roam the 

parcels. The finca was a perfect example of “social nature,” hybrid assemblages that, on 

an ontological level, blur the epistemological lines between “nature” and “society” so 

common in Western thought and cultural representation. The finca was “natural” in terms 

of its ecological functions—nutrient cycling and badger habitat, for instance—but also 

“social” in the sense that it was produced by (and productive of) global commodity 

markets, government intervention, and smallholder farming practices. In other words, the 

coffee system did not fit neatly into discrete categories of “natural” versus “social.”  

The parents, Angela and Juan, also spoke that day of how they were struggling to 

make ends meet after nearly a decade of historic lows in the price of coffee. The family 

calculated their annual income, which in the best years never exceeded US$2,000; had 

decreased by 60% since the mid-1990s. Many households in the community were in the 

same boat and several men had migrated to the United States, and were sending 
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remittances home. Juan was considering the long, costly trip to el otro lado (the other 

side) but expressed anxieties about leaving his family and dangers associated with 

crossing the border clandestinely. Yet, economic stress caused by coffee market 

deregulation and the withdrawal of government resources weighed heavily on the couple, 

prompting them to make important decisions about their land and livelihoods.  

When I visited the family three years later, in 2006, I found that Juan had not 

migrated but instead invested in an ornamental palm that he introduced to the coffee 

systems. Opting to bypass middlemen, or coyotes, he transported his product by bus to 

the port and sold directly to exporters. Angela’s everyday life had also been greatly 

transformed: she now cultivated orchids in the finca and traveled to Xalapa twice a week, 

where she sold the flowers informally on the street. Angela and Juan had grafted together 

a variety of strategies for keeping the family together and financially afloat. In doing so, 

they were simultaneously transforming familial gender roles, commodity markets, and 

ecologies.   

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) argue that human subjects initiate novel and creative 

action in the world but often do so in “crisis” situations. Individual trajectories and 

transformative practices in far-from-equilibrium conditions—such as those negotiated by 

the Ramírez family—can trigger shifts in socio-ecological systems, producing new 

politics in the process (Bonta and Protevi 2004: 193). Economic restructuring indeed 

destabilized the historic coffee-producing region of central Veracruz, catalyzing profound 

transformations in terms of small-scale farmers’ livelihoods, land-use/cover, and state-

society relationships. These multi-directional relationships are the focus of this 
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dissertation. In the pages that follow, I combine empirical evidence collected through 

mixed methods with social theory to understand: 1) how small-scale farmers experienced 

and responded to market restructuring; 2) the implications these changes portend for 

shade-grown coffee as a land-cover class; and 3) how state agencies—as they’ve recently 

reemerged to reregulate production—have themselves been shaped by material changes 

in Veracruz’s coffee space.  

 
Research problem and context 

For several decades, coffee’s international regulatory framework provided relatively 

stable and predictable market conditions for the twenty-five million people cultivating the 

commodity—mostly smallholders in the global south (Ponte 2002). In the late-1980s, 

however, a series of reforms designed to increase competition and efficiency in the 

commodity’s international trade were implemented. The most destabilizing of these 

reforms was the 1989 dismantling of the International Coffee Agreement (ICA), which 

had, since 1962, served as the venue for establishing quotas and prices between countries. 

Growers and governments responded by producing and exporting large amounts of green 

coffee, flooding the international market and depressing the prices paid to farmers.  

In addition to economic restructuring at the global level, Mexican coffee 

producers were doubly impacted by the withdrawal of historically prolific government 

supports. Between the 1950s and early-1990s, the Mexican government’s primary goal 

was to encourage capitalist development and expand its reach into the countryside by 
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devising ways to promote and integrate corporate sectors into the PRI’s1 political 

apparatus, creating a state Jonathan Fox (1992: 6) called, “one of the most powerful and 

interventionist in Latin America.” In coffee, smallholders relied on the Mexican Coffee 

Institute (Inmecafé), which operated at every stage of the production chain, providing 

credit, technical advice, inputs, and guaranteeing purchase at harvest. Headquartered in 

Veracruz, and networked horizontally with various sub-national offices, Inmecafé 

became an enormous patronage machine. The agency was more entrenched in Veracruz 

than in other coffee-producing states: central Veracruz’s “coffee spaces” essentially 

became the agency’s laboratories where farmers and extension agents together 

experimented with new seed varieties, fast-growing shade species, agrochemicals and 

other capital-intensive, “green revolution” technologies. These fields, and through 

Inmecafé more broadly, are where producers and the PRI-state converged.  

In the late-1980s, however, foreign debt and the lingering effects of the 1982 oil 

crisis prompted the government to slash expenditures in its heavily subsidized 

agricultural sectors. Inmecafé was abolished, quickly dissolving price-stabilization 

mechanisms, technical expertise, and government-controlled marketing channels for 

producers who, in some cases, suffered up to a 70% loss in farm income (Krippner 1997; 

Snyder 2001). Mexican smallholders were thus caught in the double-bind of price 

declines and the withdrawal of state support. And it was in this context that many farmers 

and their family members made critical, transformative decisions in their everyday lives, 

and on the land they worked. Scholars have amply documented the livelihood and land-

                                                 
1 Partido Revolucionario Institucional (Institutional Revolutionary Party), Mexico’s ruling party for 
seventy-one years (1929-2000).  
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use strategies employed by Mexican coffee producers in the context of household 

economic crises (e.g. Bacon et al. 2008; Hausermann and Eakin 2008; Martínez-Torres 

2004). Much of this work examined the role of certified markets (e.g. organic, fair trade) 

in supporting smallholder production and social organization.2 No researchers, however, 

have queried the outcomes these practices portend (or don’t) for land-cover. This 

dissertation links smallholders’ livelihood choices to such socio-ecological 

transformations.  

Based on analysis of Landsat images from 1996 and 2003, I found, quite 

unexpectedly, that 82% of the region’s coffee cover remained intact during this seven-

year period (a time that corresponds with most severe years of the coffee crisis). In other 

words, the activities households’ devised in the wake of economic restructuring are 

largely maintaining coffee agro-ecosystems. But what do these changes mean for 

household economies and local political institutions? And how have these new socio-

ecological complexities influenced the state’s mode of planning in the coffee sector? This 

dissertation also addresses these questions combining mixed methods, social theory and 

empirical evidence to demonstrate how central Veracruz’s “social nature” has been 

reshuffled in the post-NAFTA era, and the effects of this recombination on people and 

landscapes. 

Inmecafé’s dissolution indeed severed many of the traditional links between 

political patronage and control of environmental resources. And in the institutional void, 

                                                 
2 Tad Mutersbaugh (e.g. 2003 and 2005) has produced some of the most critical takes on niche coffee 
markets. His work demonstrates the degree to which alternative markets can reify commodity fetishization 
and create new conflicts and challenges for smallholders.    
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farmers developed strategies—such as those negotiated by the Ramirez family—to 

simply get by. In 2002 the government stepped back on the scene to manage and control 

coffee production and farmers in neoliberalism’s most recent “reregulation” era. Official 

strategies to organize rural coffee production now hinge on neoliberal ideals such as 

“rural efficiency” and “streamlined commodity chains.” Yet, these attempts at 

government control are butting up against the social relationships, environmental 

practices, and land-use changes that materialized in the absence of state-led development 

in coffee. I argue that the everyday practices developed by people like Angela and Juan 

indeed transformed the countryside, repopulating it with political sites and practices that 

combine past with present. While today Mexico’s state agricultural machinery operates 

within a staunchly neoliberal ideology and is keyed into broader market and political 

forces, it is simultaneously shaped by the new flows and socio-ecological complexities 

that it must attempt to conjoin. In this reshuffling, “macro” and “micro” are rearticulated, 

opening new political possibilities. 

The methods and major findings will be elaborated on in greater detail in the three 

articles appended. But the broad questions behind this dissertation are: 

 
1. Rural livelihoods: What farming practices or livelihood strategies did smallholders 

employ following market restructuring and state withdrawal? 

Methods: semi-structured interviews, surveys, participant observation 

 
2. Land-cover change: What implications do these practices portend for shade-grown 

coffee as a land-cover class? 
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Methods: time-series analysis of satellite imagery, surveys  

 
3. State-society relationships: To what degree have farmers’ practices shaped the 

state’s mode of planning in coffee? 

Method: semi-structured interviews, participant observation 

 
Thirteen months of dissertation fieldwork allowed me to investigate these questions with 

a collage of methods. Working closely with rural households, I examined how individuals 

experienced economic restructuring (interviews) and the land-use and livelihood 

practices they employed to deal with such changes (interviews, surveys, and participant 

observation). These transformations, I learned, possessed important implications for 

household economies, labor, family and community dynamics, environment, and gender. 

I also spent time with farmers to understand how their relationships to—and perceptions 

of—government agencies, programs, and actors changed in recent years (interviews and 

surveys). Remote sensing of Landsat satellite images from 1996 and 2003 allowed me to 

capture farmers’ changing land-use practices at the landscape scale. And ethnography 

with state officials (interviews and participant observation) gave me a deeper sense of 

how farmers’ everyday practices and land-cover change have transformed “official” 

understandings of the environment and strategies to manage the coffee landscape.  

 
Literature review 

 
Re-regulation under neoliberalism  
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While classical economic theory suggests free market forces should reduce 

government spending and involvement in social sectors, complete “withdrawal” of the 

state is an economic imaginary. Scholars have demonstrated the perpetuation of 

government influence in rural economies, albeit in new modes, in reformed, neoliberal 

Mexico (e.g. de Janvry et al. 1997; Snyder 2001; Wilder 2010). For instance, the 

controversial 1992 reforms to Article 27 of the Mexican Constitution—allowing for 

privatization of Mexico’s communal lands, ejidos—created new forms of government 

penetration in the countryside. The technocrats who designed the laws operated with 

neoliberal ideologies, arguing privatization would result in government withdrawal from 

agrarian sectors. Yet, the amendments created three entirely new federal agencies which 

were linked to, and assisted by, several existing agencies (Craib 2004).3 These new forms 

and processes not only make government withdrawal impossible, they also—through 

tactics designed to incorporate smallholder participation in bureaucratic processes—reify 

that which has historically been perceived as “the state.” 

Such new forms of government intervention in Mexico’s post-NAFTA era are 

characteristic of what Peck and Tickell (2002) describe as a retreat from the “roll-back” 

deregulation characteristic of neoliberal policy in the 1980s, towards the “roll-out” 

neoliberalism of the 1990s and today. While the “roll-back” period focused on 

dismantling social programs or institutions seen as draining federal resources, the “roll-

out” stage is characterized by active state-building and the establishment of new 

                                                 
3 The new government agencies created were the: Agrarian Attorney General’s Office, National Agrarian 
Registry, and Agrarian Tribunals. These offices worked closely with existing offices, including: Institute of 
Statistics, Geography, and Information Management,  Ministry of Agrarian Reform,  Ministry of 
Agriculture and Hydraulic Resources, and the Ministry of Social Development. 
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regulations to promote economic growth. This period of aggressive re-regulation can 

involve new forms of official legislation, cartographic endeavors, and determinations of 

smallholders’ efficiency in competitive markets (Peck and Tickell 2002; McCarthy 

2004). Efficiency, in turn, is based on an estimation of farmers’ agricultural assets (e.g. 

water access and landholding size) and the biophysical attributes of the land itself (e.g. 

soil type and precipitation trends). For example, in post-Pinochet Chile, a large part of the 

peasantry (by some accounts up to 50%) was deemed “unviable”—due to limited 

resources access and non-human variables—by the Chilean government. These 

smallholders became the object of programs to facilitate peasants’ transition away from 

agriculture (Kay 1997; Kay 1999). Much of the existing literature points to the 

detrimental impacts re-regulatory policies have had on rural livelihoods (e.g. Harvey 

2003; Otero 2004; Liverman and Vilas 2006). Many of these analyses, however, often 

assume government strategies and policies work out as technocrats and politicians 

intended. But what about the ways in which government strategies and polices are 

thwarted, co-opted, and/or transformed by people’s everyday practices? This dissertation 

begins with the assumption that the outcomes of state-led re-regulation efforts unfold in a 

“more-than-neoliberal” context that includes the complex and unpredictable convergence 

of history, culture, rural livelihoods, and non-human nature (Castree 2006). 

In Veracruz, following several years of government cutbacks and decreased 

intervention in coffee production, the government recently reappeared to re-regulate the 

coffee landscape. New official policies and projects are largely based on the federal Ley 

de Desarrollo Rural Sustenable (Rural Sustainable Development Law). Ratified in 2002, 
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the policy package aims to streamline agricultural commodity markets around models of 

high-yield production. These ambitious yet ambiguous objectives fall on the shoulders of 

individual states tasked with quantifying and organizing production in each major 

agricultural sector (coffee, mango, sugar, etc). Yet, policy makers and state officials—

both in Mexico City and Veracruz—assumed the state could easily reinsert itself into 

Veracruz’s coffee space and effectively lead reorganization efforts. Operating with 

narrowly defined neoliberal concepts and strategies, officials did not account for the land-

use changes, social relationships and autonomous practices coffee farmers developed 

during the last two decades. Failure to account for such complexity and diversity has 

complicated government attempts to quantify and control the central Veracruz coffee 

landscape. This dissertation captures these tensions and socio-ecological transformations 

in Mexico’s “roll-out” era of neoliberalism. 

 
Political ecology and land-change science  

 Land-change science and political ecology have emerged as two complementary, 

but autonomous research approaches for addressing human-environment dynamics and 

sustainability. Roughly put, political ecology examines the cultural, political-economic, 

and power-laden contexts of environmental change. Land-change scientists, on the other 

hand, tend to focus on the structure and function of landscape change, often with 

attention to environmental subsystem processes (Earth’s systems, for example) (Turner 

and Robbins 2008). Despite shared disciplinary roots, methodological approaches, and 

research topics (e.g. vulnerability and sustainability), the two fields remain at an 

“epistemological and explanatory distance from one another.” (Turner and Robbins 2008: 
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296). This dissertation pulls together concepts and methodologies from both traditions to 

make sense of recent socio-ecological transformations in Veracruz’s central coffee lands.  

Developed from a diverse set of literature focused on case studies in the global 

south, political ecology traditionally relied on a hierarchical “chain of explanation” 

argument, tracing environmental change at the local level to neatly-nested webs of social 

relations within a broader political-economic context (e.g. Watts 1983; Blaikie and 

Brookfield 1987). In more recent literature, this hierarchical explanation has been 

challenged by those who argue that processes of social and environmental change are far 

more complicated and multi-directional given the complexity of social networks that 

bridge and/or disconnect actors of different geographic scales. In other words, 

environmental change does not reflect simple “top-down” or “bottom-up” power and 

knowledge configurations. Practitioners embraced other explanatory approaches, 

including feminist (Rocheleau et al. 1996), poststructuralist (Escobar 1996), and 

postcolonial (Braun 2002) concepts and techniques. As political ecologists began to 

probe the linkages between power, culture, knowledge, and environmental change, the 

role of the state—as principal environmental manager—came under critical interrogation.   

Recent work reveals the state—acting as chief environmental manager— 

maintains a far more complex and intimate relationship with its subjects than previously 

theorized. For example, Agrawal (2005), in his genealogy of forest management in 

Kumanon, India, demonstrates how “technologies of government” (e.g. statistics, G.I.S) 

and “environmental subjects” (people who come to think and act in particular ways about 

“nature”) co-evolved to produce novel understandings and approaches to managing the 
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environment. In other words, the state does not merely subject people to its policies and 

environmental governance, but often incorporates “local” knowledge and practices into 

its own development strategies, often with unforeseen consequences (Mitchell 2002; 

Robbins 2004). Such accounts point to the hybridity of knowledge regimes mediating 

environmental management and change, arguing that binaries used to partition the world 

into discrete categories (core/periphery, dominant/weak, state/society) are insufficient for 

understanding the messy heterogeneity of the world. But what of the human/nature 

binary? Are social and political outcomes not determined by more than human action? 

During the last decade, non-humans have indeed re-entered the social imagination 

(Robbins and Marks 2009). Grass and chemicals make lawn people (Robbins 2007). 

Dogs transform humans into companion species (Haraway 2003). And mosquitoes speak 

(Mitchell 2002).  

The role of non-human actors in nature-society relations is among the most recent 

lines of inquiry in political ecology (Castree 2007). Following Bruno Latour (1993), 

many critical political ecologists have begun to empirically and theoretically break down 

the categorical binary between “social” and “nature” so common in western thought and 

representation. For instance, Robbins (2001) illustrates how state attempts to partition 

“social” from “natural” land-uses (e.g. agriculture from forest) in India led to the 

proliferation of “quasi-forests,” communities of both invasive and indigenous species. 

These “hybrid” forests, moreover, became a nuisance for foresters, smallholders, and 

created new novel ecologies. My dissertation is greatly influenced by such lines of 

inquiry. Shade-grown coffee farms are yet another fabulous example of “social nature.” 
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Indeed, if you flew over central Veracruz you might easily mistake the dense canopy 

cover, shading the coffee bushes below, as “natural” forest. And these fincas do possess 

ecological functions (e.g. nutrient cycling, water catchment, and species habitat) similar 

to less altered cloud forests (Manson et al. 2008). Below the upper canopy, however, is a 

complex agro-ecosystem where socio-environmental networks of political patronage, 

international commodity markets, and everyday practice remain in constant relationship 

and flux. In other words, Veracruz coffee systems do not fit neatly into discrete 

categories of “natural” versus “social.”  

In the articles that follow I examine how smallholders’ spatial practices—in the 

wake of coffee sector restructuring—produced new novel socio-ecological complexities 

(e.g. crop conversion and community-level leadership positions for young women). 

Furthermore, I link these transformations to the government’s attempt to reterritorialize in 

neoliberalism’s most recent phase of re-regulation. I argue that official understandings, 

strategies, and even state actors themselves, are transformed as they grapple with the 

changes that unfolded during the last two decades. In other words, I’m not only interested 

in what happens to the coffee landscape, but also what the landscape makes happen 

(Wylie 2007). Yet, my work also draws heavily from land-change science literature to 

understand how specific international and national events—dismantling of the 

International Coffee Agreement and Inmecafe, for instance—affect smallholders’ 

decisions and practices. Likewise, I use remote sensing, a common method employed by 

land-change scientists, to examine the implications of new land management practices for 

shade-grown coffee agro-ecosystems. 
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While land-change scientists have long been concerned with humans’ impact on 

ecosystem structure and function, practitioners have recently begun to examine how 

constellations of drivers (“globalization” and demographic processes, for example) affect 

“local” land-use decisions and practices (e.g. Chowdhury and Turner 2006; Lambin and 

Geist 2006; Morton et al. 2006). Combining household surveys and time series analysis 

in remote sensing (which detects “from-to” change by classifying spectral data from 

multi-date satellite images) has become a common methodological approach for 

understanding the scale, direction, and driving forces of land-use/cover change. In this 

dissertation I classify Landsat images from 1996 and 2003, a period which corresponds 

with the most devastating years of the international coffee “crisis” (Bacon et al. 2008). 

Quite unexpectedly, I found that 82% percent of central Veracruz’s coffee agro-

ecosystems were maintained during this turbulent time. These findings prompted me to 

think about how land-change science—as a field which seeks to identify and explain 

change—might also think about the complexities of continuity.  

This dissertation combines concepts, theories, methodologies from both land-

change science and political ecology to understand: 1) how smallholders experienced and 

responded to specific policy shifts; 2) the implications of their actions for land-cover; and 

3) how such changes transformed official understandings and strategies in “coffee space.” 

In other words, I assemble a political and place-based approach for understanding 

landscape dynamics. The results shared in the following pages could not have been 

achieved without combining elements from both political ecology and land-change 

science traditions. 
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State and spatial theory 

Michel Foucault once noted that Western intellectual traditions had long treated space as, 

“the dead, the fixed, the undialectical, the immobile” (Foucault 1980: 70). Space was 

often thought of as an empty container that needed “filling up,” or as something that was 

molded to fit the needs of hegemonic processes (e.g. capitalism and imperialism). Such 

perspective conceals the cultural and political underpinnings of how spaces are constantly 

(re)produced, contested, and transformed through myriad forms of practice and 

knowledge. Indeed, the messiness and irony that constitute everyday life and human 

history often hinge on contentious ways of organizing, practicing, and conceiving of 

space. And while space may become a tool of capitalist hegemony—through neoliberal 

development projects, cartographic endeavors, and new bureaucratic forms—“it [also] 

escapes in part from those who would make use of it” (Lefebvre 1991: 26).  

In recent years, scholars have used spatial theory to further comprehensions of 

state-society relationships (e.g. Marston 2004; Secor 2007; Sheridan 2007; Banister 

2010). Timothy Mitchell (2002), for instance, documents how that which escaped the 

Egyptian state in its attempts to control and order space (mosquitoes, for instance) 

possessed transformative power, changing the course of history. State-led hydrologic 

projects, Mitchell argues, greatly altered the flow and chemistry of the Nile, 

unintentionally benefiting the gambiae mosquito and, by extension, the malaria it carried. 

Malaria outbreaks—this unintentional leakage of capitalist development—greatly 

transformed everyday life and political trajectories as, “the mosquito was put to work by 

critics of the ruling order to alter the terms of national debate” (Mitchell 2002: 40). 
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Raymond Craib (2004) also uses historiography to demonstrate how the Mexican state’s 

fantasies of fixing space—through mapping and militarization efforts—were thwarted by 

the messy, everyday that preexisted imperial visions. Smallholders’ agrarian practices 

and understandings, for example, complicated and reshaped government cartographic and 

survey projects. Such empirically robust studies help break down common categories 

used to understand government’s relationship to its subjects—core-periphery, powerful-

weak, official-unofficial. Indeed, these dichotomies assume the presence of boundaries to 

social interaction where none may exist at all (Banister 2007: 461). My work is greatly 

influenced by such thinking. I too argue that state strategies of calculation and 

development cannot fully frame the real life difference they hope to control and master. 

And in the process, new, unforeseen political spaces are often created.  

But how do individuals—farmers, rural housewives, community leaders, even 

state officials themselves—experience the state and all of its material productions and 

practices? Geographers and other social scientists have recently grappled with such 

questions, producing culturally nuanced understandings of government. Such accounts 

emphasize the miniscule, mundane ways the state is experienced, produced and 

reproduced through unexceptional activities like standing in line, paying bribes, and 

filling out forms (Smith 2009; Secor 2007; Nuijten 2004). In other words, people 

experience “the state” as they experience “the market” or “the media,” not as a 

generalized abstraction but as “a series of manifestations” with real materialities and 

human faces: government housing, city parks, police officers, teachers, and agricultural 
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extension agents (Craib 2004: 10). This dissertation also draws from such lines of 

inquiry.  

In short, I understand “the state” as the work of government institutions (historic 

and contemporary) and everyday experiences and perceptions. The ability to effectively 

govern and manage the coffee landscape, for instance, hinges upon people’s own 

perceptions and engagement of official ideas and tactics. How people interpret, contest 

and/or practice officialdom, in other words, is as important as formal governance. 

Through these interactions, moreover, the state itself is transformed. As Foucault reminds 

us, people are “always in the position of simultaneously undergoing and exercising this 

power…..individuals are the vehicles of power, not simply its points of application” 

(Foucault 1980: 98).  

Banister (2007) argues that although scholars of rural Mexico have employed 

such “capillary” and culture-based approaches to power, many have paradoxically 

reinforced  binaries such as center-region, dominant-weak, etc. This dissertation attempts 

to avoid such categorical traps and starts by rejecting a predetermined hierarchical scale 

of power and politics. In central Veracruz, the relationship between the state and small-

scale coffee producers has shifted greatly in the last two decades. The government 

recently deployed new “techniques and tactics” of power—cartographic techniques, 

statistics, narrow definitions of farmer “productivity”—in its struggle to centralize federal 

authority in Veracruz’s “coffee space” (Foucualt 2003: 30). Yet, many of these “official” 

tactics have been thwarted and/or transformed by real life complexities, changing the 

actions of state actors and the direction of policy. The everyday, in other words, blurs 
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both state control and categorical distinctions. By linking together smallholder practices, 

landscape change, and state formation, this dissertation reveals how place, like the 

subject, “is the site of becoming, the opening for politics” (Gibson-Graham 2006).  

 
Contributions of the dissertation: 

This work contributes to geography and social science in three primary ways: 

 
1. It analyzes tensions between smallholders’ everyday practices and government 

attempts to centralize and control, arguing that in the process rural space and 

politics are produced.  

 
2. It deconstructs the categories and assesses the claims by which state intervention 

in the countryside is authorized. 

 
3. It combines satellite imagery analysis with ethnography to produce a material and 

human-social account of landscape change (or lack of change). In doing so, it 

offers an explanation for the relative lack of landscape transformation (or, at least, 

its slow pace) in a region undergoing fast-paced socio-economic change. 

 
4. It shows that smallholders, rather than “victims” of neoliberal reforms, can shape 

so-called “globalizing” processes. This work illustrates how commodity markets, 

culture, politics, and official policy are reworked through people’s everyday 

practices and social relationships.  

 
Explanation of the dissertation format: 
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This dissertation consists of three articles that will soon be submitted for publication. In 

addition to synopses of these three manuscripts, I end here with a summary of three 

future pieces I intend to develop out of this project. All articles are based on data 

collected during the fieldwork period for my dissertation, which took place between 

October 2007-November 2008 in Veracruz, Mexico. 

The article, “From Polygons to Politics: Commodity Re-regulation and State 

Transformation in Veracruz’s Coffee Lands” (Appendix A) will be submitted to Political 

Geography. This article combines land-use and ethnographic data to illustrate tensions 

between the “official” spatial representation of coffee production and everyday land-use 

dynamics. The paper uses spatial theory and empirics to demonstrate how small-scale 

farmers—who in the extant literature are time and again situated on the “losing end” of 

global socio-economic change—have played a definitive role in transforming state 

policies through their decisions and practices in the most recent re-regulatory phase of 

neoliberalism. 

“Maintaining the Coffee Canopy: Understanding change and continuity in central 

Veracruz” (Appendix B) will be submitted to Annals of the Association of American 

Geographers. This paper presents the question: How might scholars interested in land 

dynamics understand continuity in regions rocked by socio-economic change? Using 

remote sensing I document how coffee, as a land-cover class, remained largely intact 

during a period that corresponds with the most severe years of the “coffee crisis.”  I 

combine these results with qualitative data from two case study communities to illustrate 
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the ways farmers and their family members have remained in place, reproducing coffee 

space in times of economic destabilization.  

 The final article included here (Appendix C), entitled “Ejido Privatization, 

Environment and Gender in Eastern Mexico,” will be submitted to World Development. 

This article documents how community members developed strategies to reclaim 

traditional social institutions following a controversial land tenure reform. In doing so, 

moreover, this paper illustrates how new gender dynamics and environmental discourses 

were generated.  

 

In addition to the papers included here, I intend to develop the following for publication 

in the next two years: 

a. For Development and Change: In one case study community, households 

shifted from cultivating coffee and subsistence crops, primarily, to production of 

several cash crops. While agricultural diversification spread risks associated with 

climatic or market variability over several sectors, it possesses major implications 

for household labor allocation, culture, and local economies. For instance, 

children and women now allocate more time and labor to agricultural activities 

than they did several years ago. Increased time in the fields has taken away from 

the reproduction of cultural activities, such as parties associated with religious 

holidays. Likewise, as a response to the loss of some subsistence crops with 

conversion to monoculture cash crops, families have started specializing (e.g. I 

grow squash, you grow chili árbol) and trading amongst households as an 
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alternative economy. This paper will capture the culture-based implications of 

crop diversification often ignored in the land-use change literature.  

 
b. For Geoforum : Many of Veracruz’s existing coffee-related government 

policies and programs are at odds with one another. The forestry agency, for 

example, subsidizes farmers to maintain the coffee canopy while the federal 

agricultural agency pays smallholders to deforest coffee and plant new crops. It is, 

in the words of one state actor, “institutional chaos.” This paper will examine the 

tensions and contradictions among different state strategies to manage the coffee 

landscape and the people who farm and inhabit it. 

 

c. Magical realism pulsed through one of the communities I worked in. I was told 

fantastical stories of a two-headed rattlesnake that inhabited the fincas and of 

colonial gold buried in a ravine. Then there was a curious storm in 1983 that 

knocked dead livestock belonging to the town bully, and then deposited blue 

crabs from the coast in the school yard. Ranch dogs absorbed the characteristics 

of animals they killed in the fields: “He snarled and stank after his soul became 

part badger.” These stories were often laced with local history, environmental 

knowledge, and moral anecdotes. I constantly prodded people for more tales and, 

when they had run out, retellings. Collaborating with people from the community, 

I would like to get these stories recorded and published in Spanish (in a less 

academic venue of course).  
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PRESENT STUDY 

 The methods, results, and conclusions of this study are presented in the paper 

appended to this dissertation. The following is a summary of the methodology as 

deployed in the field, and the study’s most important findings.  

 
Study site 

Coffee was first introduced to Mexico via Veracruz in 1790. Today, the state is the 

second largest coffee-producing state in Mexico (in terms of the number of producers and 

volume produced). Nearly 85,000 farmers cultivate the crop in Veracruz, 82.4% of whom 

farm on less than five hectares of land (Avendaño-Barradas 2008). Within Veracruz, the 

historic central coffee region— made up of the coffee-growing zones of Coatepec, 

Córdoba, Huatusco, Misantla, Tiapacoyan, and Zongolico—produces 96% percent of all 

coffee grown in the state. Located in the ecotonal zone between temperate and tropical 

climates, 95% percent of central Veracruz’s coffee farms are shade-grown polyculture 

systems (INIFAP 1999). Studies have demonstrated that Veracruz’s shaded systems 

provide several environmental benefits, including water catchment, nutrient cycling, 

fertile soil production, and carbon sequestration (Moguel and Toledo 1999; Williams-

Linera 2007; Manson et al. 2008). Likewise, many plantations possess levels of 

biodiversity similar to natural forests in the region, and serve as habitat corridors for 

migratory bird populations (Greenberg et al. 1997; Manson et al. 2008).  

For several decades, smallholders—with the support of an international regulatory 

framework and interventionist state—were able to make a decent living from coffee agro-
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ecosystems. The commodity’s 1989 deregulation, coupled with the withdrawal of 

government subsidies and extension services, left farmers facing sharp price declines and 

tough decisions about their land and livelihoods. A case study approach, based on 

differing networks of organization, is useful in that it allows for the ethnographic detail 

that is crucial for understanding the often extreme complexity of socio-environmental 

transformation (Moran 1995; Turner et al. 1995).  Two case studies were thus carefully 

selected for careful, in-depth investigation. The two communities were decided upon 

after several months in the field because each is representative of larger trends in regional 

transformation. The continuous coffee canopy, on land belonging to the ejido La Grullita, 

has remained intact as farmers combined coffee production, land sales and off-farm labor 

to weather economic stress. Meanwhile, farmers in Emiliano Zapata maintained partial 

coffee cover while converting portions of their parcels to new crops, such as sugarcane.4 

The two communities are similar in terms of: size; historical dominance of coffee as the 

primary land-use; the management of coffee in shade-grown systems; historic 

participation in Inmecafé programs; and socio-economic indicators. The two 

communities differ, however, in terms of their proximity to urban areas and elevation: 

one is located at 800 meters above sea level, the other at 1140 meters. While I conducted 

the bulk of my fieldwork within these two communities and with state agencies, I also 

paid regular visits to several other rural communities, households, coffee processing 

centers, and producer organizations.  This breadth of inquiry offered a deep 

understanding in to the region’s socio-environmental dynamics.  

                                                 
4 The names of communities, as well as all people, have been changed. 
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Methods and Data Collected 

The research for this dissertation was collected during thirteen months of field work 

between October 2007-November 2008. I employed a collage of methods which allowed 

me to query the research questions from a various angles (Table 1). While the methods, 

data, and results of this study are elaborated on in the appended articles, a brief synopsis 

of the methods are described below.  

 
Interviews 

Seventy interviews were conducted during the fieldwork period with various subjects 

(Table 2). While the two largest groups of interviewees were small-scale farmers and 

state officials, I also talked to environmental activists, academics, agro-industry officials 

and others. I utilized a semi-structured interview format that allows for “a diversity of 

meaning, opinion, and experiences” (Dunn 2005: 80). In other words, interview questions 

were not designed to elicit simple “yes” or “no” answers, but investigate people’s 

complex opinions and experiences. With farmers and their families, I wanted to get at 

how they—as smallholders with limited resources—experienced coffee sector policy 

shifts and how (if at all) they responded to such changes. I was also interested in how 

farmers positioned themselves in relation to the state, and their level of participation in, 

and opinions of, government programs.  

I also conducted twenty-one interviews with state officials in federal, state, and 

regional government agencies. Interview questions with state actors were designed to 

understand how agencies—and the individuals situated in them—conceive of and 

 



33 
 

approach the coffee landscape. I was also interested in how development projects and 

policies were carried out—and with what successes, complications, and failures, 

according to the people responsible for their implementation. All interviews were 

transcribed, coded, and analyzed during the fieldwork period. 

 
Participation and observation 

Participant observation—which can be defined as the “immersion” of the researcher in 

the study subject as a way of gathering detailed information—was another important 

method for understanding everyday practices and social interactions. A primary 

advantage of participant observation is it allows the researcher to gather critical insights 

by observing people’s everyday lives, details that might otherwise be missed in a less 

intimate setting. What people did in their fields and how these activities differed over the 

course of a year, how they greeted and gossiped about one another—such seemingly 

mundane details became important sources of information through participant 

observation. I spent hundreds of hours with smallholders, their families and state officials 

in homes, fields, offices, meetings and political rallies. This time resulted in several 

books of field notes. These notes have allowed me analyze the commonalities, 

differences and anomalies in subjects’ practices and discourses. Such data provide insight 

on the more “mundane” aspects of agricultural production, labor, household economies 

and state practices and perspectives. My field notes from participant observation were 

recorded and coded using techniques common in applied anthropology (Quinn Patton 

1986; Bernard 2005). For instance, jottings—quick annotations on the spot—were used 

each day and elaborated on later. Topical codes and mnemonics were then developed to 
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code and organize these notes. 

 
Household surveys 

Thirty-five household surveys were conducted in the two case-study communities 

(seventy surveys total). In both communities, participants were randomly selected from 

official rosters of ejidatarios. I created survey questions based on information collected in 

interviews, allowing me to query issues that emerged from interview data. The survey 

was piloted with seven farmers prior to being carried out at the community-level. I 

incorporated the comments and concerns of these individuals to create the final version of 

the survey. All survey participants were small-scale farmers. Sixty-one survey 

participants were male, nine participants were female. The ages of the participants in the 

household survey ranged from 28-82 years of age. No minors were surveyed. Religious 

affiliation and ethnicity were not of interest and this information was not collected in the 

household survey. The survey consisted of 122 questions, both fixed and open-ended and 

was divided into four sections to query: 1) agricultural production and labor allocation; 2) 

participation in social organizations and state programs; 3) land-use change; and 4) 

participation in local institutions and organizations. Descriptive statistics were used to 

analyze the data and reveal general trends in the two communities.  

 
Analysis of Landsat satellite imagery 

I also used remote sensing in this project to understand the relationship between 

smallholders’ farming practices and land-cover change. Time series analysis—which 

detects “from-to” change by classifying spectral data from multi-date satellite images—is 
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one of the most widely used techniques for querying such transformations. A pair of 

Landsat 5 (TM) and Landsat 7 (ETM+) satellite images were used to derive land cover 

data for 1996 and 2003 (February 8 and February 3, respectively). Ancillary data—

including aerial photos, land-use and topographic maps—were also acquired to support 

this study. Once the satellite data had been orthorectified, See 5.0 Classification and 

Regression Tree (CART) and ERDAS Imagine software were used to classify and verify 

the data.  

 
Major findings 

While the results of this study will be described in greater detail in the appended papers, a 

brief summary of the major findings is included here.  

 
The coffee crisis and rural livelihoods 

Coffee market restructuring did indeed deeply impact the lives of central Veracruz 

smallholders. All survey respondents experienced price declines and market variability 

following coffee’s 1989 international deregulation. Participants also described the 

negative impacts associated with the disappearance of state programs and services around 

the same time. Low coffee prices, withdrawal of government-subsidized credit and 

extension programs, dismantling of Inmecafé’s marketing channels, and market 

variability were the most common frustrations cited by survey respondents. With 

Inmecafé’s dissolution, historic state-run marketing channels for producers also 

disappeared, leaving farmers to negotiate their own markets. Coyotes, or middlemen, 

emerged in the void. Today, all survey respondents sell their coffee directly to these local 
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intermediaries. Coyotes, moreover, are notorious for paying low prices, altering scales, 

and neglecting to provide farmers with the receipts needed to access government 

programs. It was common for farmers to express irritation with the new system of 

coyotaje, the lack of market alternatives, and the government’s failure to impose 

regulations on intermediaries.  

 In this context of economic upheaval, it is not surprising that rural men and 

women began to make important decisions about their economic activities, labor, 

production relationships, and land. In La Grullita, many households subdivided land and 

sold small parcels to generate income. All survey respondents in La Grullita observed an 

increase in land sales in recent years. Despite these land sales, little land-use change has 

taken place and the coffee canopy on La Grullita’s land remains largely intact. Farmers in 

the community Emiliano Zapata, by contrast, converted portions of their coffee land to 

new crops following socio-economic shocks in the sector. In Emiliano Zapata, land once 

largely dedicated to coffee may today produce coffee, sugarcane, limes, and/or 

subsistence crops. In addition to bolstering household income, crop diversification also 

helps increase farmers’ resilience to climatic and/or market variability impacting one 

particular cultivar.  

 
Land-cover change 

I was able to capture some of these land-use changes through analysis of satellite 

imagery. A pair of Landsat 5 (TM) and Landsat 7 (ETM+) images were used to derive 

land-cover data for 1996 and 2003. While I expected to see large-scale land-cover change 

during the seven year period (a period associated with the most severe downturns in the 
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price of coffee), the results reveal 81.78% of the coffee canopy cover remained intact. 

Land-cover change, moreover, occurred predominantly near the altitudinal boundaries of 

the coffee-growing belt and around urban areas. Almost 13% of shade coffee was 

converted to pasture/agriculture by 2003, and 5.4% changed to urban areas. Deforestation 

of coffee for new land uses occurred in small patches, reflecting the spatiality of 

smallholder production in the region.  

 
State-society  

As the state recently reappeared on the scene to reorganize coffee farmers and 

production, it faces new challenges vis-à-vis its relationship to rural producers. 

Traditionally an ensemble of corporate networks, political patronage, and 

top-down programs, the government must now grapple with the new forms of social 

organization and environmental practices that emerged in its temporary absence. My 

results demonstrate the ways in which the state, acting as principal environmental 

manager, has responded to the land-use changes and spatial tactics farmers autonomously 

developed in the last fifteen years. Following the state’s failed attempts to territorialize 

and control coffee producers, my results indicate official strategies are beginning to move 

in a more participatory direction in the newest phase of coffee reregulation. 
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TABLE 1: METHODS 
 

 

 

Question               Method, Analysis and Data        Sample and Survey___. 
 

 

Objective 1: To examine livelihood and land-use changes following economic restructuring: 
 

 

How did smallholder 
households experience and 
deal with policy shifts?  
What farming practices 
and/or livelihood strategies 
did they employ? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Semi-structured interviews: 
questions designed to 
investigate farmers’ 
experiences with markets, the 
environment, the state, 
changing social relationships, 
and other issues broached  
Survey: fixed and open-
ended questions concerning 
factors related to agricultural 
production, land-use change, 
and local institutions  
Participant observation: 
participant observation in 
fields and homes to 
understand daily practices 
and spatial interaction.   
Data: Documentation of 
livelihood strategies—farm 
and off-farm—in response to 
with state through Inmecafé 
and current participation (or 
not) in state programs 

Survey sample and 
strategy: 35 household 
surveys in each community 
(70 total); participants were 
randomly selected from ejido 
roster 
 
Semi-structured interviews 
sample: 35; I began 
interviews with community 
leaders and recruited 
additional participants 
through the snowball 
technique   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Objective 2: To assess the impact of new farming practices strategies on coffee land-
use/cover 

 

 

Have smallholders’ decisions 
resulted in land-cover 
change? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Remote sensing: Time-series 
analysis of multispectral data 
from Landsat images from 
1996 and 2003  
Survey: Fixed and open-
ended questions concerning 
factors related to land-use 
change.  
Data: Remote sensing: 
Classification of spectral data 
into land-cover classes. 
Survey: Information on crop 
conversions, land-use change, 
and outcomes 

Survey sample and strategy 
(described above) 
Remote sensing sample and 
strategy: Within the study 
site, an unsupervised 
classification was run in 
ERDAS Imagine. Polygons 
representing the major land-
cover classes were sampled 
and converted to raster for 
classification in See 5.0 
CART software
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Objective 3: To document the state’s changing approach to managing the landscape 
 

 

To what degree have farmers’ 
practices shaped the state’s 
mode of planning in coffee? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Semi-structured interviews: 
questions designed to 
investigate: state agencies 
and actors’ understanding of 
and approach to managing 
“coffee space”; how policies 
and development programs 
are carried out (or not); state 
frustrations  
Participant observation: 
participant observation at 
political rallies, workshops, 
events, and offices 
Data: Understandings of how 
different agencies—and 
individuals—within those 
institutions understand and 
approach the landscape; how 
state agencies have had to 
shift directions in response to 
farmers’ new land-use 
practices and/or social 
relationships  

Semi-structured interviews 
sample and strategy: 21; 
state officials were recruited 
through the snowball 
technique.  
 
Participant observation 
sample and strategy: not 
applicable
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TABLE 2: INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS BY ID 
 
 

ID Gender Age Affiliation 
1 Male 53 Farmer 
2 Male 42 Farmer 
3 Male 78 Farmer 
4 Female 46 Farmer 
5 Male 71 Farmer 
6 Male 42 Farmer 
7 Male 29 Farmer 
8 Female 36 Farmer 
9 Female 39 Farmer 
10 Female 61 Farmer 
11 Male 62 Farmer 
12 Male 44 Farmer 
13 Male 57 Farmer 
14 Male 34 Farmer 
15 Male 31 Farmer 
16 Male 47 Farmer 
17 Male 49 Farmer 
18 Male 52 Farmer 
19 Male 61 Farmer 
20 Male 35 Farmer 
21 Male 49 Farmer 
22 Female 38 Farmer 
23 Male 28 Farmer 
24 Male 43 Farmer 
25 Male 47 Farmer 
26 Male 56 Farmer 
27 Male 33 Farmer 
28 Male 78 Farmer 
29 Male 62 Farmer 
30 Male 65 Farmer 
31 Female 42 Housewife 
32 Female 55 Housewife 
33 Female 62 Housewife 
34 Female 71 Housewife 
35 Female 57 Housewife 
36 Female 32 Scientific researcher/academic 
37 Male 44 Scientific researcher/academic 
38 Male 46 Scientific researcher/academic 
39 Male 57 Scientific researcher/academic 
40 Male 44 Federal agency official 
41 Male 29 Federal agency official 
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42 Male 50 Federal agency official 
43 Male 36 Federal agency official 
44 Male 56 Federal agency official 
45 Male 51 Federal agency official 
46 Male 48 Federal agency official 
47 Female 60 Federal agency official 
48 Male 37 Federal agency official 
49 Male 57 Federal agency official 
50 Male 46 Federal agency official 
51 Male 39 Federal agency official 
52 Female 44 Federal agency official 
53 Male 55 Federal agency official 
54 Male 56 Federal agency official 
55 Male 45 Federal agency official 
56 Male 36 Federal agency official 
57 Male 43 State agency official 
58 Male 52 State agency official 
59 Male 46 State agency official 
60 Male 43 State agency official 

61 Male 39 State agency official 
62 Male 42 Agro-industry official 
63 Male 57 Agro-industry official 
64 Male 51 Agro-industry official 
65 Male 44 Agro-industry official 
66 Male 38 Farmer organization official 
67 Male 62 Farmer organization official 
68 Male 50 Farmer organization official 

69 Female 39 City Planner 
70 Male 41 Activist 
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TABLE 3: LAND-COVER SURFACE AREA AND PERCENT CHANGE (1996-
2003) 

 
 
Total surface area by class  1996    2003 
(sq km) 
 
Shade coffee    144.11    117.85  
Pasture/agriculture   59.2605   72.7263 
Urban areas     12.5424   20.9682 
 
 
     Surface area    Percent non-change 
Shade coffee unchanged  117.85    81.78 
 
 
     Surface area   Percent change 
Shade coffee to urban   7.84    5.4% 
 
 
Shade coffee to pasture/agriculture  18.3     12.7% 
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FIGURE 1: STUDY SITE IN NATURAL COLOR (LANDSAT ETM+ Feb 3, 2003) 
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FIGURE 2: LAND-COVER CHANGE BETWEEN 1996-2003 
 
 
 
 
 



45 
 

REFERENCES 
 

 
Agrawal, A. 2005. Environmentality. Durham and London: Duke University Press.  
 
Avendaño-Barradas, M.A. 2008. “La Cafeticultura en Veracruz: Antecedenets, Situación  

Actual Y Perspectivas.” Unpublished report by Consejo Estatal de Productores de 
Café de Veracruz, 4 June 2008.  

 
Bacon, C., Méndez, E., Gliessman, S., Goodman, D. and Fox, J (eds.) 2008. Confronting  

the Coffee Crisis: Fair Trade, Sustainable Livelihoods and Ecosystems in Mexico 
and Central America. Boston: MIT Press.  

 
Banister, J. 2007. Stating space in modern Mexico. Political Geography, 26:455- 

473.  
 
Banister, J. 2010. Rio Revuelto: Irrigation and the Politics of Chaos in Sonora’s Mayo  

Valley. Dissertation Abstract International (UMI No. AAT 3402049). Retrieved 
June 30, 2010 from Dissertations and Theses database. 

 
Bernard, R. H. 2005. Research Methods in Anthropology. Lanham, MD: Altamira Press. 
 
Blaikie, P. and Brookfield, H. 1987. Land Degradation and Society. London:  

Methuen. 
 
Bonta, M. and J. Protevi. 2004. Deleuze and Geophilosophy: A Glossary and Guide.  

Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.  
 
Braun, B. 2002. The Intermperate Rainforest: Nature, Culture, and Power on Canada’s  

West Coast. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.  
 
Castree, N. 2006. Commentary. Environment and Planning A, 38: 1-6.  
 
Castree, N. 2007. Neoliberalising nature: the logics of deregulation and reregulation.  
 Environment and Planning A, 40(1): 131-152. 
 
Chowdhury, R.R. and B.L. Turner. 2006. Reconciling Agency and Structure in Empirical  

Analysis: Smallholder Land Use in the Southern Yucatán, Mexico. Annals of the 
Association of American Geographers, 96(2): 302-322.  

 
Craib, R. 2004. Cartographic Mexico: A History of State Fixations and Fugitive  

Landscapes. Durham: Duke University Press.  
 
de Janvry, A., de Anda, G., and E. Sadoulet. 1997. Mexico’s Second Agrarian  



46 
 

Reform: Household and Community Response, 1990-1994. Center for US-
Mexican Studies, San Diego-La Jolla, California: University of California Press 

 
Deleuze, G. and F. Guattari. 1987. A Thousand Plateaus. Minneapolis: University of  

Minnesota Press. 
 
Dunn, K. 2005. Interviewing. In Qualitative Research Methods in Human Geography 

(second edition), ed. I. Hay, 75-105. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Escobar, A. 1996. Construction nature: Elements for a post-structuralist political ecology.  

Futures 28(4): 325-343.  
 
Foucault, M. 1980. Power/Knowledge. New York: Pantheon Books.  
 
Foucault, M. 2003. Society Must be Defended.  Lectures at the College de France, 1975- 

76.  New York: Picador. 
 
Fox, J. 1992. The Politics of Food in Mexico: State Power and Social Mobilization.  

Ithaca, NewYork: Cornell University Press. 
 
Gibson-Graham, J.K. 2006. A Postcapitalist Politics. University of Minnesota Press. 
 
Greenberg, R., Bichier, P. and J. Sterling. 1997. Bird Populations in Rustic and Planted  

Shade Coffee Plantation of Eastern Chiapas, Mexico. Biotropica 29(4): 501-514.   
 
Haraway, D. 2003. A Companion Species Manifesto. Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press. 
 
Harvey, D. 2003. The New Imperialism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  
 
Hausermann, H. and H. Eakin. 2008. Producing “Viable” Landscapes and Livelihoods in  

Central Veracruz, Mexico: Institutional and Producer Responses to the Coffee 
Commodity Crisis, Journal of Latin American Geography 7(1): 109-131.  

 
INIFAP (Instituto Nacional de Investigaciones Forestales, Agrícolas y Pecuarias).  1999.  

Diagnóstico cafetalero de la zona centro del estado de Veracruz: un enfoque 
regional. Xalapa, Veracruz.  

 
Kay, C. 1997. Globalization, Peasant Agriculture and Reconversion. Bulletin of Latin  

American Research 16(1): 11-24 
 
Kay, C. 1999. Rural development: from agrarian reform to neoliberalism and beyond, in  

Latin America Transformed: Globalization and Modernity, R. N. Gwynne & C. 
Kay (eds.), pp. 232-249. London: Oxford University Press. 

 

 



47 
 

Krippner, G. 1997. The Politics of Privatization in Rural Mexico. Politics and Society  
25(1): 4-34.  

 
Lambin, E. and H. Geist (eds.) 2006. Land-use and Land-cover change: Local Processes  

to Global Impacts. New York: Springer.  
 
Latour, B. 1993. We Have Never Been Modern. Cambridge: Harvard University  

Press.  
 
Lefebvre, H. 1991. The Production of Space. Blackwell Publishing.  
 
Liverman, D. and S. Vilas. 2006. Neoliberalism and the Environment in Latin America.  

Annual Review of Environment and Resources, Vol. 31, November 2006. 
 
Manson, R., Contreras Hernández, A. and F. López-Barrera. 2008. Estudios de la  

biodiversidad en cafetales. In Agroecosistemas Cafetaleros de Veracruz ed. 
Manson, R., Hernández-Ortiz, V., Gallina, S. and K. Melhtreter. Xalapa, 
Veracruz: Instituto de Ecología.  

 
Marston, S. 2004. Space, Culture, State: Uneven Developments in Political  

Geography. Political Geography 23(1): 1-16.  
 
Martínez-Torres, E. 2004. Survival strategies in neoliberal markets: peasant organizations  

and organic coffee in Chiapas. In Mexico in Transition ed. G. Otero. Black Point, 
Nova Scotia: Zed Books.  

 
McCarthy, J. 2004. Privatizing conditions of production: trade agreements and  

environmental governance. Geoforum 35 (3): 327-341. 
 
Mitchell, T. 2002. The Rule of Experts. Berkeley: University of California Press. 
 
Moguel, P. and Toledo, V. 1999. Biodiversity Conservation in Traditional Coffee  

Systems of Mexico. Conservation Biology 13(1): 11-21. 
 
Moran, E.F. 1995. Introduction: norms for ethnographic reporting. In The Comparative  

Analysis of Human Societies ed. E.F. Moran, p. 1-20. Boulder, Co: Lynne Reinner 
Publishers.  

 
Morton, D., DeFries, R., Shimabukuro, Y., Anderson, L., Arai, E., del Bon Espirito- 

Santo, F., Freitas, R. and J. Morisette. 2006. Cropland expansion changes 
deforestation dynamics in the southern Brazilian Amazon, Proceedings from the 
National Academy of Science 103(39): 14637-14641.  

 
Mutersbaugh, T. 2003. Ethical Trade and Certified Organic Coffee: The implications of  

 



48 
 

agricultural product certification for Mexican producer households and villages. 
Transnational law and Contemporary Problems 12(1): 89-107. 

 
Mutersbaugh, T. 2005. Just-in-space: Certified rural products, labor of quality, and  

regulatory spaces. Journal of Rural Studies 21 (4): 389-402. 
 
Nuijten, M. 2004. Between Fear and Fantasy: Governmentality and the Working of  

Power in Mexico. Critique of Anthropology 24: 209.  
 
Otero, G. (ed.). 2004. Mexico in Transition. London: Zed Books.  
 
Peck, J. and A. Tickell. Neoliberalizing Space. Antipode 34(3): 380 – 404  
 
Ponte, S. 2002. The ‘Latte Revolution’? Regulation, Markets and Consumption in the 

Global Coffee Chain. World Development 30(7): 1099-1122. 
 
Quinn Patton, M. 1986. How to Use Qualitative Methods in Evaluation. Sage  

Publications.  
 
Robbins, P. 2001. “Tracking Invasive Land Covers in India, or Why Our Landscapes  

Have Never Been Modern.” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 
91(4): 637-659. 

 
Robbins, P. 2004. Political Ecology. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.  
 
Robbins, P. 2007. Lawn People. Philadelphia: Temple University Press.  
 
Robbins, P. and B. Marks. 2009. Assemblage Geographies. In The SAGE Handbook of  

Social Geographies ed. Smith, S., Marston, S. and J.P. Jones. London: Sage 
Publications Inc.  

 
Rocheleau, D., Thomas-Slayter, B., and E. Wangari (eds). 1996. Feminist Political  

Ecology: Global Issues and Local Experiences. New York: Routledge.  
 
Secor, A. 2007. Between longing and despair: state, space and subjectivity in 

Turkey. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 25(1):33-52. 
 
Sheridan, T. 2007. Landscapes of Fraud. Tucson: University of Arizona Press.  
 
Smith, S. 2009. A geopolitics of fear and anxiety: Religion, territory, and fertility in  

Jammu and Kashmir. Dissertation Abstract International (UMI No. AAT 
3354964). Retrieved February 3, 2010 from Dissertations and Theses database. 

 
Snyder, R. 2001. Politics After Neoliberalism: Reregulation in Mexico. New York:  

 



49 
 

 

Cambridge University Press.  
 
Turner, B.L and P. Robbins. 2008. Land-change Science and Political Ecology:  

Similarities, Differences, and Implications for Sustainability Science, Annual 
Review of Environment and Resources 33:295-316.  

 
Turner, B.L., Skole, D., Sanderson, S., Fischer, G., Fresco, L., and R. Leemans. 1995.  

Land-use and land-cover change: Science/research plan. Stockholm: International 
Council of Scientific Unions.  

 
Watts, M. 1983. Silent Violence: Food, Famine and Peasantry in Northern Nigeria.  

Berkeley: University of California Press. 
 
Wylie, J. 2007. Landscape. London: Routledge 
 
Wilder, M. 2010. Political and economic apertures and the shifting state-citizen  

relationship: reforming Mexico’s national water policy, In Water Policy 
Entrepreneurs ed. D. Huitema and S. Meijerink. Northhampton, MA: Edward 
Elgar.  

 
Williams-Linera, G. 2007. El Bosque de Niebla del Centro de Veracruz. Xalapa,  

Veracruz, Mexico: Instituto de Ecología. 



50 
 

Appendix A 
 
 

“From Polygons to Politics: Commodity Re-regulation and State Transformation in 
Veracruz’s Coffee Lands,” to be submitted to Political Geography 

 
 

 “….beneath the fabricating and universal writings of technology, opaque and stubborn 
places remain.”  
Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, 1984: 201  
 
 
“The experts themselves tried to frame and define the world that they hoped to measure 
and survey. But in the very act of framing, they were continuously exposed to the 
difficulties of drawing limits, of successfully transferring political conflicts to the narrow 
sites of calculation they had mastered.” 

 Timothy Mitchell, Rule of Experts, 2002: 119  
 
 
Government técnicos unfolded chairs in a makeshift waiting area; others sat at 

computers, spreadsheets open, poised to enter data. We were gathered in rural Veracruz, 

Mexico, for the first morning of the 2008 update of the padrón cafetalero (coffee census, 

hereafter referred to as padrón). The padrón is a GIS database containing landholding 

and production information for most of the state’s 85,000 (mostly) small-scale producers. 

This official spatial representation of coffee production, moreover, is the platform from 

which government subsidies are distributed to farmers. Crowds of producers were 

expected to arrive at this designated “ventanilla”—one of several in the state—to register 

new landholdings, address errors, and confirm familial land transfers. Inveder1—the state 

agency charged with managing the coffee landscape since 2008—had spent months 

advertising the update on radio, television and in rural communities, hoping to ensure that 

farmers were aware of the new strategy. Participation in the program, they argued, was in 

                                                 
1 Instituto Veracruzano Desarrollo Rural (Veracruz Institute of Rural Development). 
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farmers’ best interest, at least if they hoped to continue receiving government resources. 

State officials seem to agree: farmer turnout would be high. But on the first day of the 

update—as we waited for the masses to arrive—only seven people showed up. And state-

wide, only 1,600 of the 85,000 registered coffee farmers updated information during the 

project’s two-week duration (Pers Comm…November 1, 2008). Government officials 

were stunned, if not somewhat insulted. Didn’t people want to participate in a program 

that could provide them with subsidies and other benefits? Where were all the coffee 

farmers, and what was Inveder to do now? 

During the 1990s, coffee growers’ livelihoods were rocked by coffee sector policy 

shifts. Deregulation of the international market led to historic price declines for farmers, 

most of whom farm in the global south with limited land and resources. Veracruz 

cafetaleros, moreover, were doubly impacted by the early-1990s withdrawal of 

historically prolific government subsidies and interventions. Indeed, the long-standing 

systems of political patronage—hinging on the co-evolution of the PRI-state apparatus, 

smallholders, agricultural capital, and coffee systems—had come to an end. 2 3 Yet, as 

scholars have proved time and again, smallholders craftily negotiated ways to stay on the 

land, maintaining rural livelihoods, in times of severe economic stress (e.g. Bebbington 

2000). For instance, Veracruz coffee farmers developed transformative agro-

environmental activities, including crop conversions, land sales and/or the abandonment 

                                                 
2 Partido Revolucionario Institucional (Institutional Revolutionary Party), Mexico’s ruling political party 
for more than seventy years.  
3 This isn’t to say that political patronage doesn’t still exist in central Veracruz. One could even argue that 
political patronage has become more pluralistic since Mexico’s democratic transition, with several political 
parties and affiliated agrarian organizations duking it out for votes and resources in rural areas. Yet, the 
historic statecraft strategies of the PRI party were weakened and reshuffled, and in this void coffee farmers 
were left largely on their own in managing livelihoods and landscapes.   
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of fincas (Hausermann and Eakin 2008).4 Practices such as these, I argue here, have 

recently complicated the state’s attempts to centralize and control rural coffee production. 

State officials now find themselves in a reactive position to the socio-ecological 

complexities smallholders mediated, and ill-equipped to catch up with the tactics farmers 

developed to simply get by. I argue that the state’s recent strategies—hinging on techno-

science and narrow neoliberal understandings of production—generated unintended 

political sites where smallholders, once acquiescent participants in state-led development, 

now game the system, pushing government policies and tactics in new directions.   

These tensions have become most acute since 2002, when state burst back on the 

scene to reorganize Veracruz coffee farmers and production. Such new forms of 

intervention are characteristic of what has been described as a retreat from the “roll-back” 

deregulation characteristic of 1980s neoliberalism, towards “roll-out” neoliberal policies 

of the 1990s and today (Peck and Tickell 2002).5 Armed with narrow neoliberal concepts 

defining rural productivity and efficiency and new geospatial technologies (GIS, for 

instance), state agencies uploaded PRI-era coffee production data into a GIS database to 

elaborate the padrón in 2002. This new official spatial representation even attempted to 

map individual parcels of Veracruz’s approximate 85,000 small-scale producers. Yet this 

new official tool was plagued with errors and inconsistencies, largely due to the decisions 

and practices farmers negotiated in the period of reduced government interest and 

intervention. For instance, land once dedicated to shade-grown coffee now produced 

                                                 
4 Finca is the Spanish term often used by farmers to refer to their shade-grown coffee systems.  
5 While the “roll-back” period focused on dismantling social programs or state institutions seen as draining 
federal resources, the “roll-out” stage is characterized by active state-(re)building and the establishment of 
new regulations to promote economic growth. 
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other crops, such as sugarcane or limes. By 2008, officials had become aware of such 

issues and questioned the padrón’s accuracy and thus the efficiency of subsidization 

programs. The update was created to deal with these problems.  

But farmer turnout at the padrón update was low, producing a major quandary for 

Inveder. While farmers creatively diversified their farms and incomes, they continued 

(and continue) to collect subsidies for past production attributes now locked into the 

official GIS database, and, by extension government subsidization programs. And as I 

demonstrate in the pages that follow, some farmers, well aware of Inveder’s attempts to 

remedy this disconnect with the 2008 update, intentionally avoided participation in it. 

This evasion marks a major shift in smallholders’ relationship to the state, a critical turn 

with deep implications for apprehending and managing the coffee landscape. 

Government officials now find themselves reacting to more than orchestrating farmers’ 

new tactics, and the social relationships and land-use practices built around them. In 

doing so, new official strategies are deployed, policies developed, and the actions and 

understandings of “the state” are transformed. In other words, everyday experiences and 

perceptions of the state matter as much as formal governance. The ability to effectively 

govern and manage the coffee landscape, for instance, hinges upon people’s own 

perceptions, practices, and engagement of official ideals and tactics.  

I argue the coffee landscape and the state’s representation of it, the padrón,—so-

called “spaces of rule”—are far more than simply the contexts for social relationships. 

Rather, they are themselves “constantly refashioned or altered by the subjects whose 

everyday practices constitute their production, [they take shape] where state and society 
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converge” (Marston 2004). Sites of rule—fields, official surveys, state-led development 

projects— the objects of official decision-making and practice, aren’t just places were 

social relationships develop, but are themselves constantly being remade and altered 

(Banister 2007). Seen as such, the origins of power become much more difficult to 

define: even non-human nature (plants and parasites, for instance) and local farming 

practices can enroll other actors, and transform larger socio-ecological systems (Robbins 

2007). While scholars of rural Mexico have employed such “capillary” and culture-based 

approaches to power, many have paradoxically reinforced binaries such as center-region, 

dominant-weak, state-society, etc (Banister 2007). This paper attempts to avoid such 

categorical traps and starts by rejecting a predetermined hierarchical scale of power and 

politics. Juxtaposing the padrón—as the official spatial representation of coffee 

production—against crop conversion data collected in household surveys and 

ethnographic data, I argue the tension between the coffee landscape and the government’s 

representation of it has created sites potentially generative of political transformation. 

 This unraveling is useful on a variety of levels, from analysis to practice.  It offers 

insight into the implications of land-use/cover change for government and policy-

development; contributes to a growing literature focused on breaking down longstanding 

barriers between nature and society in the conceptualization and implementation of 

environmental knowledge; and nurtures a deep assessment of state-society relationships 

in rural Mexico’s post-NAFTA era. The changes in central Veracruz’s coffee landscape 

follow on the heels of a turbulent period for coffee farmers. The commodity’s 

international deregulation in 1989 resulted in unprecedented lows in the prices paid to 
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farmers, forcing families to make decisions about their lands and livelihoods that, just a 

few years earlier, would have been unlikely. I discuss the context for these changes in the 

following sections. But first, I briefly describe the landscape which served as a laboratory 

for state-led coffee development, and which is the object of my study, as well as the 

methods used to collect the data I present here.  

 
Study site and methodology 

Coffee was first introduced to Mexico via Córdoba, Veracruz, in 1790, and has since 

been one of the region’s most important commodities. Nearly 85,000 farmers cultivate 

coffee in the state, eighty-two percent of whom farm on less than five hectares 

(Avendaño-Barradas 2008). The historic central coffee region produces ninety-six 

percent of all the coffee grown in the state, almost entirely in shade-grown polyculture 

systems.6 In addition to coffee, these systems provide other subsistence and commercial 

benefits to families (Table 1). Studies demonstrate Veracruz fincas possess several 

environmental benefits, including: water catchment, nutrient cycling, soil enhancement, 

and carbon sequestration (Aguilar-Ortiz 1982; Moguel & Toledo 1999; Williams-Linera 

2007; Manson et al. 2008). Likewise, many plantations possess levels of biodiversity 

similar to natural forests in the region, and serve as habitat corridors for migratory bird 

populations (Greenberg et al. 1997; Manson et al. 2008). For instance, García-Franco and 

Toledo-Aceves (2008) recently found polyculture coffee systems possess levels of orchid 

and bromelia species diversity similar to nearby forest patches. Shade-grown coffee 

                                                 
6 The central Veracruz coffee region is made up of the coffee-growing zones of Coatepec, Córdoba, 
Huatusco, Misantla, Tiapacoyan, and Zongolico. 
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systems are “natural” in terms of their ecological functions, but they are also “social” in 

the sense that they produce a globally traded commodity, support livelihoods, and possess 

cultural and historical significance. They are produced by and productive of particular 

social and power relations, which in the past have revolved around this cute little bean 

that is largely consumed ex situ.   

 This paper is the result of thirteen months of fieldwork carried out between 

October 2007 and November 2008. This work built on previous research conducted in 

Veracruz in 2003 and 2004. Through it all, I’ve collaborated with several regional 

institutions focused on coffee lands and the environment. This included developing ties 

with staff at various government agencies who provided invaluable access to reports, 

contacts, workshops, meetings, and ethnographic data.  

Semi-structured interviews were an important methodological component of my 

fieldwork. I conducted seventy interviews with various subjects, including: small-scale 

farmers and their family members; state officials (current and retired); environmental 

activists; academics; agro-industry experts; and NGO officials. All interviews were 

transcribed and coded during the fieldwork period.  Participant observation—which can 

be defined as the immersion of the researcher in the study subject as a way of gathering 

detailed information—was another important method for this study. A primary advantage 

of participant observation is it allows the researcher to gather critical insights by 

observing people’s everyday lives, details that might otherwise be missed in a less 

intimate setting. I spent hundreds of hours with smallholders, their families and state 

officials in homes, fields, offices, meetings and political rallies.  Such in-depth 
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observation, and corresponding field notes, can provide insight on the more “mundane” 

aspects of agricultural production, labor, household economies and state practices and 

perspectives.  

In addition to the interview data, this paper also draws heavily from household 

surveys conducted in 2008. I carried out thirty-five surveys in the communities of 

Emiliano Zapata and La Grullita (70 surveys total).7 Respondents were randomly 

selected from official rosters of ejidatarios. The survey was divided along the lines of 

four queries: 1) agricultural production and labor allocation; 2) participation in state 

programs; 3) land-use change; and 4) local social institutions and organization. Survey 

results indicated that the community of Emiliano Zapata underwent considerable land-use 

change following coffee market restructuring. Farmers’ individual data from the 

household survey are compared with data from the official census to understand the 

tensions between the state’s representation of coffee and the ways farmers approach, 

view and reproduce coffee space in their everyday engagements with it.  

 
The global economy of coffee and politics of production in Mexico 

In 1989, the long-standing International Coffee Agreement (ICA), both a set of 

regulations and a venue for negotiating quotas and prices between member countries, was 

dismantled. Without this institutional framework for the commodity’s international 

regulation, countries ramped up production and exportation, eventually flooding the 

market and leading to a dramatic decline in prices paid to growers for unprocessed beans. 

The ensuing “coffee crisis” of the 1990s was largely the burden of the industry’s poor: 

                                                 
7 Community names have been changed.  
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farmers exploiting their land and labor for commodity production.8 One need not struggle 

to imagine the impact these historic price declines had on households whose members 

farm small plots of land. For Mexican producers, moreover, restructuring of the national 

economy resulted in profound cuts in agricultural spending and the “withdrawal” of 

historically interventionist state agencies. In addition to compounding the economic 

stress already experienced by smallholders, these policy shifts ruptured the intimate and 

politically productive relationships between coffee small-scale producers and the state.  

 Smallholders had long been tied to the Mexican government through the latter’s 

historical and heavily programmatic intervention in coffee production. Statist 

development policies were the norm in Mexico during the PRI’s reign, when party and 

government arguably became indistinguishable (Camp 1999). Between the 1950s and 

early 1990s, the government’s primary goal was to both encourage capitalist development 

and strengthen the state by devising ways to promote and integrate corporate sectors into 

the PRI political apparatus. This had the effect of creating a state which, according to 

Jonathan Fox, (1992: 6) became “one of the most powerful and interventionist in Latin 

America.” In the commercial agriculture sector (e.g. coffee, sugar, tropical fruits), state 

enterprises operated at every stage of the production chain, providing credit, technical 

advice, inputs, and guaranteeing purchase at harvest (de Janvry et al. 1997).  

In the early 1970s—in an effort to strengthen political control in the countryside 

and increase profits generated from foreign trade—Mexico’s federal government began 

                                                 
8 In contrast to the economic shocks experienced by farmers, coffee processors, marketing firms, specialty 
chains and other industry sectors made enormous profits since following the 1989 deregulation of the 
commodity. Sara Lee, Nestle, etc.  
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to intervene heavily in, and encourage expansion of, the coffee sector (Snyder 2001: 34). 

Producers came to rely upon the Mexican Coffee Institute (Inmecafé), a parastatal agency 

that ran domestic quota systems based on state-level production (Secretaría de Economía 

2005). The Inmecafé machinery created a raft of extension programs and offered credit to 

producers throughout the 1970s and 1980s; coffee production expanded throughout the 

country during the agency’s tenure.9 According to a former Inmecafé official, the 

institute’s primary functions were to: 1) support coffee production with modern 

technology and extension services; 2) promote industrialization of the processing sector; 

and 3) establish international channels for the commercialization of Mexican coffee 

(Pers. comm.., July 28, 2009). Inmecafé indeed operated within a heavily technocratic, 

modernist ideological framework, promoting industrial farming practices while at the 

same time shoring up political support for both the official party and federal 

government.10  

Sometimes these technological fixes were the result of coffee management gone 

awry. For example, at one point there was a huge scare with la roya, a mycoparasitic 

fungi. Inmecafé encouraged farmers to thin the shade canopy to reduce humidity, on 

which the fungi thrived. Diminished shade, however, stressed the coffee plants, so 

Inmecafé then prescribed agro-chemicals. Soon Veracruz producers were using large 

quantities of chemicals in their fincas, most of which was subsidized by the government 

                                                 
9 Between 1970 and 1983—a time period that corresponds with Inmecafé’s reign—the number of small-
scale coffee producers (<10 hectares) in Mexico increased by nearly 30% (Nolasco 1985: 42). The same 
period saw a 57% increase in the total amount of land dedicated to coffee, from 328,573 ha in 1970 to 
581,025 ha in 1981 (Nolasco 1985:32).  
10 Mechanized agriculture in shade grown coffee systems is impossible, most of the industrialized farming 
practices promoted by Inmecafé were in the form of green revolution technologies (new plant varieties, 
fertilizers, etc).  
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at high costs. When the government withdrew the subsidies, farmers were left to deal 

with high-cost, technified production practices. Indeed, Mexico’s coffee systems became 

important sites where capital, technology, state-society, and ecology converged.  

Headquartered in Veracruz, and networked horizontally with various sub-national 

offices, I argue that Inmecafé became more entrenched in Veracruz than in other coffee-

producing states. The state contained several Inmecafé owned beneficios (coffee 

processing plants), some of which were the biggest in Latin America at the time. Central 

Veracruz’s diverse array of fields and small-plots essentially became the agency’s 

laboratories, where farmers and extension agents together experimented with new seed 

varieties, fast-growing shade species, agrochemicals and other capital-intensive, “green 

revolution” technologies. As a former extension agent explained, “We would get a new 

variety [of coffee plant] and test it in Veracruz first, before it went to Puebla or Oaxaca. I 

spent everyday with the farmers, experimenting with new plants and chemicals.” Most 

Mexican producers—and particularly Veracruzanos—were linked to this Inmecafé 

network; its influence and reach cannot be overemphasized. Through this complex 

entanglement of statist policies, industrialized agriculture, and field-based programs and 

people, Inmecafé developed an intimate, co-productive relationship with coffee 

smallholders. Indeed, in certain respects the two became nearly coeval.   

Arun Agrawal (2005) argues that the state maintains complex relationships to its 

subjects when it comes to the formation of environmental knowledge and programs for 

environmental management; power, environmental expertise, identity and practice often 

become intimately intertwined. In Veracruz, state actors and farmers experimented and 
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learned together in fincas, producing new frameworks and social natures in the process—

in many ways merging the epistemology of government approaches with the ontology of 

cultivation. As one former Inmecafé agent remarked, “I knew the names of all the 

farmers…We worked together in the fields, planted matas [coffee plants] together…I 

learned a lot from them [the farmers].” All the while the PRI party continued to borrow, 

print, and spend monies to prop up these networks of rural production and political 

patronage. By the end of 1987, the federal government had accumulated 107.6 billion US 

dollars worth of foreign debt, 77% of the country’s GDP at the time (Hernández-Estrada 

et al. 1989). Foreign lending institutions began to mandate austerity measures, including 

government cutbacks in social spending. Inmecafé’s days were numbered.   

The debt crises of the 1970s and 1980s forced the federal government to reduce 

its involvement and expenditure in the highly subsidized agricultural sector (Ochoa 

1994). In coffee, this meant the dismantling of Inmecafé. Price-stabilization mechanisms 

and government-controlled marketing channels for small-scale producers quickly 

vanished. State run beneficios were privatized or abandoned, leaving farmers to negotiate 

markets on their own. Intermediaries, or coyotes, were quick to fill the void. Coyotes 

arrived in some central Veracruz communities as early as 1990, setting up scales in 

villages where they paid low prices for green coffee as farmers returned from their fincas. 

Farmers, most of whom lacked vehicles or resources to seek higher prices for their 

product, chose to sell to coyotes. Of the seventy households I surveyed in 2008, all sold 

unprocessed coffee locally to coyotes.   

Relationships between smallholders and state officials quickly dissolved as 
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Inmecafé’s extension programs were shut down. Some Veracruz officials were 

transferred to northern states to work in other cash crops (alfalfa, wheat, for instance); 

early retirement was encouraged for others. As an ex-Inmecafé agent describes, “the 

government should have maintained some technical and experimental aspects of 

Inmecafé to support the farmers, but politically it couldn’t be done. Everything related to 

Inmecafé just disappeared. I was sent to work with wheat in Durango…and the farmers 

were left scratching at one another with their nails.” Indeed, the dissolution of Inmecafé 

was quick and complete, leaving many Veracruz producers experiencing a strong sense 

of abandonment. The withdrawal of government price supports, marketing channels and 

extension—combined with coffee’s international deregulation—propelled many families 

into dire economic straits.11 One farmer captures the household economic crisis 

experienced by many, “After two harvests our savings had disappeared and I was 

worrying about how to feed my family.” It was in this context that people started making 

important choices regarding their livelihoods and land. The following section explores 

such land-use decisions and changes in the traditional coffee producing community of 

Emiliano Zapata.  

 

Land-use change in Emiliano Zapata 

The town of Emiliano Zapata’s urban center is located at 840 meters above sea level, 

flanked on the north and east by a deep ravine of uncultivated monte, where “only the 

bravest ranch-dogs” venture. To the west, the community’s lands slope to 600 meters, the 

                                                 
11 Krippner’s (1997) fieldwork revealed that the removal of these state protections resulted in a 70% loss in 
farm income. 

 



63 
 

lowest altitudinal boundary for Veracruz’s coffee-growing belt. An ejido of 

approximately 395 inhabitants, the community sits at the end of a dirt road approximately 

30 kilometers from the state capital, Xalapa (INEGI 2005).12 Until the market’s collapse, 

coffee was the principle income-generating crop cultivated by ejidatarios: “Here it was 

all coffee…people grew maize and a little cane for the animals, but for our income we 

relied on coffee...then the prices fell…some people left for the United States, others 

decided to plant cane.” Since the early 1990s, however, farmers and families have had to 

make critical, life-altering decisions about the land they work and household economies 

they support, transforming both in the process.  

Farmers in Emiliano Zapata quickly transitioned to commercial sugarcane 

cultivation following the coffee market’s collapse beginning in the mid-1990s (Table 2). 

While most maintained some coffee cover, sugar became an important source of income 

for families. A regional sugar mill drove the grass’s expansion, contracting smallholders 

to convert portions of their landholdings and absorbing costs associated with the 

transition (clearing of land, seed, agrochemicals, etc). The mill also guaranteed farmers’ 

                                                 

12 Following the Mexican Revolution of 1910 the federal government created a communal resource-
holding institution, the ejido, to redress long-standing land-tenure inequality. While the ejido was granted 
legal status in Article 27 of the 1917 Mexican Constitution, the most active period of redistribution 
occurred between the 1930s and the late 1970s when half of Mexico’s entire area—both federalized and 
private land and resources—was transferred to the ejido sector (Perramond 2008). As a result, rural 
smallholders gained access to resources they had previously been excluded from, and new norms, 
institutions and resource management practices. As many scholars of have demonstrated, ejidos became 
sites of political, economic and environmental change, redistributing power and transforming social 
relationships (e.g. De Walt 1979; Sanderson 1986; Sheridan 1988). Of Mexico’s 31 states, redistribution 
was greatest in Veracruz, where 3,337 ejidos and smallholder agrarian communities were counted in the 
1988 census (Núnez Madrazo 2005). 
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future yields at a fixed price, paying 80% before the harvest in an arrangement called 

“pre-liquidation.” In many ways, the regional sugar mill came to fill the institutional void 

left by Inmecafé’s disappearance. Still, smallholders overwhelmingly, by necessity, 

embraced the benefits it offered.  

While not promoted through official government channels, the conversion to cane 

has been a deeply political—and politicized— process. Sugar is one of Mexico’s 

historically most powerful industries, and, like coffee, long tied into the PRI party. Cane 

in Veracruz—where the PRI still dominates state politics—continues to be utilized as a 

political tool, even since Mexico’s democratic transition. As one 78-year-old farmer 

described: 

 
The sugar industry generates many votes. There are the cañeros (growers), cortadores 
(seasonal laborers), truck drivers, the people who work in the mill… if you give them 
work and keep them happy, they will vote for you…as soon coffee wasn’t worth 
anything, the sugar mill appeared like vultures stalking a dying cow.  

 
 
The mill doesn’t deny at least some of the deleterious effects of the expansion. According 

to a top mill official, the penetration of cane and capital into coffee lands indeed 

possesses ecological ramifications, as one might expect when coffee-forest is replaced 

with a grass monoculture. Yet, he hastened to add, it allows rural smallholders to 

continue farming the land. As he put it, “Sure we lose a few butterflies with conversion to 

cane, but we don’t lose the men to the United States…families can keep working the 

land, as they have for generations.”  From this perspective, biodiversity is an unfortunate 

but necessary sacrifice to ensure the social reproduction of rural agriculture in the region. 

Yet, paradoxically, it seems the mill was not in an economic position to expand, as it had 
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recently demonstrated signs of financial strain, prompting farmers to question the crop’s 

long-term economic viability.  

In recent years Mexico’s sugar industry experienced market shocks similar to 

those that rocked the coffee industry. It has, for example, buckled under the pressures of 

increased fructose imports from the U.S., and the illegal dumping of sugar on the 

domestic market by some mill owners and export companies. In 1998 the U.S. exported 

177,900 tons of corn sweetener to Mexico. A decade later in 2008—the year the 

commodity became traded freely under NAFTA—Mexico imported nearly 600,000 tons 

of American corn sweetener (USDA 2008). Foreign fructose is quickly replacing 

Mexican sugar in domestic food and beverage production, contributing to a surplus of 

refined sugar on the national market. The words of one farmer reflect the extensive 

knowledge smallholders possess about the policies and trade agreements impacting their 

everyday lives:   

 
The mill says they won’t pay the pre-liquidation because of the drought, they say they 
want to wait and see how the yields are…but it’s not about the drought, they don’t have 
the money. The price of sugar is so low because of NAFTA and fructose importations… 
there’s simply too much sugar on the market. 
 
 
Similarly, the geographic expansion of cane—into communities like Emiliano 

Zapata—added significantly to the commodity surplus. The mill is likely suffering from a 

combination of all these factors as reflected in respondents’ varied explanations of these 

reductions (Figure 1). Yet, most survey participants agreed that the regional mill is 

indeed showing signs of economic strain, citing recent reductions in agrochemical 

subsidies, medical benefits, extension services, and pre-liquidation payments. Six farmers 
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claimed the mill even tried to pay them in refined sugar for the 2007 harvest. One joked, 

“If the mill can’t get rid of the sugar, what am I going to do with it?” Farmers 

transitioned to cane to assuage the impacts of coffee market restructuring and state 

withdrawal, yet recent reductions in subsidies and payments from the mill have again put 

farmers on the offensive, prompting them to develop income-generating strategies, 

which, in turn, are dramatically transforming the coffee landscape. In terms of land-use, 

the newest and most common practice is addition of lime trees to Emiliano Zapata’s 

agricultural landscape. 

Many households have begun cultivating limes in the last several years, clearing 

coffee and/or cane to plant trees. While lime production is pushed in state-led 

development projects in the region, in Emiliano Zapata the conversion has been an 

autonomous transition. One farmer visited his cousin in southern Veracruz eight years 

ago, returning with several citrus saplings (lime, mango and orange). The lime trees did 

well, producing large, juicy fruit quickly, and with low agrochemical inputs compared to 

cane, and less labor than coffee. Over time, other farmers began experimenting with the 

crop. Unlike coffee and cane, which have distinct harvests, limes can be picked and sold 

year-round. Farmers also organized around transportation to markets: those with trucks 

take turns driving harvests to a nearby packing plant, while all involved households 

contribute money to cover gas and other costs. When prices paid by the packing plant 

have dropped, farmers have used the same transport system to move their product to 

Xalapa, where they sell directly to family members and their neighbors. While some 

farmers voiced concerns about possible overproduction in the region and resulting price 
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declines, many farmers feel confident that limes will continue to supplement household 

income, particularly since farmers have been so successful negotiating their own markets. 

One woman joked, “Haven’t you seen how many limes we [Mexicans] consume? 

Because of our culture, I don’t worry about the lime market.”  

In Emiliano Zapata, farmers’ decisions and practices since coffee market 

restructuring have led to agricultural diversification at the farm-level (Figure 2). 

Households now move resources between a variety of land-uses, in accord with their 

perceptions of markets, policy shifts and local environmental conditions. The comments 

of one producer aptly capture the new dynamic: “I took the little fertilizer [the mill] gave 

me and used it for the limes this year. If [the mill] isn’t going to pay in full, I should be 

able to use the chemicals as I please.” Households, moreover, have made these land-use 

decisions largely in the absence of community-level government intervention or official 

agricultural programs. Thus, in negotiating these socio-ecological mélanges smallholders 

often sever ties with old and stifling political patronage networks, and dependency on 

subsidies, thereby creating a more local resource cushion for socio-environmental 

change.  

In recent years, however, the government reappeared to regulate coffee 

landscapes, devising new policies and projects designed to “streamline” production 

around models of high-yield production. Yet, policy makers and state officials—both in 

Mexico City and Veracruz—assumed the state could easily reinsert itself into rural 

landscapes and effectively lead reorganization efforts. Operating with neoliberal 

ideologies and strategies, officials did not account for the land-use changes, social 
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relationships and autonomous strategies smallholders developed in the period of state 

withdrawal. Failure to account for such complexity and diversity, moreover, has thrown a 

wrench in government attempts to quantify and control coffee farmers in the post-

NAFTA era. As a result, state actors must respond and reevaluate, marking a major shift 

in state-society relationships in central Veracruz’s coffee space.  

 
State attempts at legibility and control  

On December 7, 2000 Mexico’s congress ratified the Ley de Desarrollo Rural Sustenable 

(Rural Sustainable Development Law). A raft of policies designed to deal with 

everything from family planning to desertification, the Fox Administration claimed the 

reforms would “elevate the quality of life” for rural Mexicans (Secertaría General 2001: 

1). Although less explicit, the reforms also aimed to strengthen Mexico’s economy and 

promote capitalist investment in the countryside. According to an informant in Mexico’s 

federal agricultural agency, by 2000 the federal government, “was in a good position to 

help strengthen rural sectors…so many of them, including coffee, became unproductive 

and disorganized during the 1980s and 90s.” Mexico’s economy was recovering and the 

government now looked to rural producers to help increase economic and agricultural 

productivity in the “roll-out” phase of neoliberalism. 

A primary objective of the law was the reorganization of key agricultural 

sectors—e.g. coffee, sugar, wheat, and maize—around export-oriented commodity chain 

models (called sistema-productos). The government would serve as intermediary, linking 

rural farmers directly to other industry sectors (e.g. processors, agrochemical companies, 

exporters). Streamlining rural production, according to the Fox Administration, would 
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increase efficiency and profitability, while supposedly enhancing the social welfare of 

rural smallholders (Secertaría General 2001). At the national level, a committee for each 

commodity was established to oversee the creation and implementation of federal policy 

and programs. In coffee, the Comité Nacional Sistema-Producto Café (CNSPC) is made 

up of government officials, representatives of producer organizations, and farmers from 

Mexico’s coffee-producing states (SAGARPA 2005). In addition to facilitating federal 

policy, the national committee also serves as a venue for data consolidation, market 

analysis, policy assessment, etc. In contrast to the 1980s and 90s “roll-back” 

neoliberalism—when institutions like Inmecafé were dismantled to reduce government 

spending and involvement in social sectors—the Rural Sustainable Development Law 

marked a shift to “roll out” neoliberal approaches to agricultural management. These 

policy shifts reflect a massive effort on the part of the state—including creation of new 

bureaucracies and institutions like the CNSPC—to reorganize rural folk around the 

government’s neoliberal vision of agricultural efficiency and development.  

As part of this overhaul, individual states were charged with developing more 

accurate assessments of rural production and organizing farmers into the state-wide 

councils. The padrón became the state’s method for quantification and representation of 

the coffee landscape.13 In Veracruz, a GIS version of the coffee padrón was initiated in 

2001. As a first step, officials entered existing information on producers into a GIS 

database, creating polygons to represent the geographic location and size of farmers’ 

                                                 
13  Each state’s padrón cafetalero (coffee census) is sent to the CNSPC in Mexico City where it is merged 
with data collected in other states to create a meta-representation, the padrón cafetalero nacional (national 
coffee census). 
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individual parcels (Figure 3).14 The GIS-based registry—a technological spatial 

representation of the landscape—was to serve as the platform from which programs and 

projects, in accordance with the Rural Sustainable Development Law, would evolve 

(Table 3). According to state officials, beans and farmers could only be streamlined and 

made efficient if there was an accurate understanding of the quantity, quality and 

spatiality of each state’s production.  

The padrón exemplifies government strategies designed to simplify, reduce, and 

“make legible” the existing socio-ecological diversity of agricultural landscapes (Scott 

1998). Putting faith in technology, officials hoped to accurately quantify and represent 

the Veracruz landscape through surveying and GIS. Yet, as historiographers have shown, 

state fantasies of fixing space—using tactics ranging from mapping to militarization—are 

often thwarted by the messy, everyday that preexisted official visions (e.g. Mitchell 2002; 

Craib 2004). Craib, for instance, argues smallholders’ agrarian practices and conceptions 

of history and geography, relentlessly foiled the Mexican state’s cartographic attempts to 

“assume control over space” (2004: 2). Such practices can ultimately spell doom for 

state-led social engineering schemes and be generative of unintended political sites.  

In Veracruz, the padrón has indeed complicated government practice and policy. 

Officials did not account for the environmental practices and sites of political and 

                                                 
14 Communities and individual farmers had to enroll in the 2001 padrón, providing legal documents 
certifying ownership of the parcels. Consejo Veracruzano de Café (Covercafé)—the parastatal which 
emerged after Inmecafé’s dissolution and served as the intermediary between the government and 
farmers—collected farmers’ information. Then (supposedly) Covercafé sent legions of técnicos into the 
countryside to measure farmers’ individual parcels with handheld GPS units. Some farmers recall 
Covercafé officials coming to measure their parcels at the time. Others, however, remember simply 
pointing out to their coffee landholdings to officials on a map, which then, presumably, were mapped using 
GIS. Covercafé’s methods of measurement varied, and many claimed the monies channeled to the agency 
for carrying out the padrón were simply embezzled.  
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agricultural autonomy farmers created in the period of state withdrawal. People migrated, 

planted new crops and/or developed their own producer organizations; yet, the padrón did 

not reflect such changes. In the most recent phase of state involvement in coffee 

management, moreover, the mismatch between the state’s representation of the landscape 

and how smallholders understand and use it, has become a site of highly charged political 

activity, which state actors must now grapple with and respond to. In attempts to measure 

and frame the landscape, in other words, state officials were exposed to the “difficulties 

of drawing limits” which, in turn, has successfully transferred political possibility to the 

narrow sites of calculation they hoped to control and master (Mitchell 2002: 119). These 

tensions, furthermore, have transformed the state and its trajectory, leading to new 

government strategies. The latest policy directions seem to be moving in a more 

participatory direction.  

 
I obtained the 2002 GIS coffee census and was able to extract from it information 

for the Emiliano Zapata farmers who participated in my 2008 household survey. I was 

most interested in comparing the amount of land farmers claimed was dedicated to coffee 

cultivation to that registered in the padrón. There were disparities between the two 

surveys for 66% of the farmers. In each of these instances, the official census suggests 

farmers have more land dedicated to coffee production than they actually do (Table 4). 

Also illustrated in Table 4, most of these farmers receive state subsidies according to 

information registered in the official padrón. In other words, two-thirds of the farmers 

surveyed receive coffee subsidies for land which now supports other crops. Officials have 
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become aware of such tensions and must devise new strategies to capture and account for 

these transformations.  

Inveder, the state agency that recently inherited the arduous tasks of rectifying the 

padrón and implementing coffee sector policies, is aware of the census’s discrepancies. 15  

According to one Inveder official, “We know there are problems with the padrón… 

People claimed their family member’s land…or they had coffee but now it’s a different 

crop…but they still receive the subsidy for coffee. We are developing strategies to deal 

with this.... we are developing new technologies and policies.” Indeed, recently 

government strategies in managing coffee have moved in a more participatory direction, 

where farmers, activists and academics are included in discussion about how to organize 

the sector. Thus, in the government’s attempt to territorialize and make “legible” coffee 

production, it inadvertently gave farmers a tool for manipulating and transforming the 

trajectory of government policy and action.   

The first strategy designed by Inveder to correct the gap between the official 

representation of coffee space, and the landscape as producer see and practice it, brings 

us back to this article’s opening scene: 2008 update of the coffee census. Inveder 

aggressively advertised the event, asking producers to visit temporary rural offices to 

update information. Once farmers had updated information in the system, officials would 

verify the information by sending extension agents to walk parcel boundaries with new 

                                                 
15 In 1995, following Inmecafe’s dissolution, the state of Veracruz created and managed Consejo 
Veracruzano de Café (Covercafé) which served as the intermediary between the federal government and 
local producers. Covercafé carried out the original coffee census in 2002 and served to implement national 
coffee policy developed by Sagarpa. On March 8, 2008, the governor of Veracruz—blaming Covercafé 
with lack of transparency and inefficiency— dismantled the agency. Inveder is now the agency charged 
with managing the coffee landscape and implementing policies.   
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handheld GIS units. As Table 4 illustrates, while most of the Emiliano Zapata farmers 

were aware of the update, not one attended to change information. As a result, Inveder 

officials could not visit and “verify” Emiliano Zapata parcels. And in the two-week 

duration of the state-wide update, only 1,600 of the nearly 85,000 registered coffee 

producers updated information, mostly to register new coffee landholdings or correct 

misspellings. When I questioned one farmer who is registered as having four hectares of 

coffee—most of which was planted in sugarcane by 2008—as to why he didn’t update his 

information, he admitted, “If I tell them how much coffee I have planted they will reduce 

the subsidy…and while it’s not a lot [of money], it helps.” Knowing they will continue to 

receive benefits based on information locked into the pardón (as mandated by federal 

policy), producers resist state attempts to quantify, rectify and control.  

Inveder officials indeed find themselves in a difficult situation. The agency is 

charged with carrying out the demands (both technological and in terms of policy 

implementation) of the federal government’s Rural Sustainable Development Law. Such 

policies and programs, moreover, are often based on narrow definitions of economic 

development and agricultural production that ignore the actually existing socio-ecological 

complexity of the countryside. State actors thus struggle to quantify and territorialize 

while simultaneously trying to reorganize farmers into state-wide councils and, thus, 

state-led development. Even Inveder’s top technocrats admit that neoliberal discourses 

and policies don’t play out as planned on Veracruz’s heterogeneous terrain: 

 
Productive commodity chain models could yield results…but planning and coordination actions 
need to be organized by regions, zones, and activities…coffee is grown under many different 
social and environmental contexts in Veracruz and [the current policies] don’t account for this.  
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Or, simply put by another state actor, “We [the government] need to develop policies 

based on ideas that understand el corazón del campo (the heart of the countryside).  

 In November 2008, just before heading back to the U.S., I climbed aboard a 

Xalapa-bound truck with several skeptical-but-curious Emiliano Zapata farmers bound 

for the first state-wide coffee conference in several years. Close to two hundred farmers, 

community leaders, academics, and state officials came together to discuss the status of 

the Veracruz coffee sector. 16 That such a small fraction of the state’s 86,000 coffee 

producers attended the meeting, however, underscores the great challenge the 

government faces in trying to develop a cohesive and representative state-wide producer 

organization. Nonetheless, there were many voices at the meeting. Ecologists discussed 

the biodiversity impacts of conversion of coffee orchards to other uses. Other researchers 

saw the excellent quality of the region’s coffee as a viable marketing strategy, and 

described a burgeoning certification program that would test and market high quality 

beans for export. Farmers openly criticized government projects, demanding programs 

that more accurately reflect farmers’ needs and greater transparency in the distribution of 

resources. As one farmer put it, “state policies have been poorly defined for producers, 

for those who work the land. We need economic development that corresponds with the 

reality of the social and physical attributes of coffee production: poverty, difficult terrain, 

a commodity chain that doesn’t favor the people that produce the product.” Officials 

listened, occasionally demonstrating physical (e.g. nodding) and vocal signs of 

                                                 
16 Representatives from Sagarpa, Sedarpa and Inveder were at the meeting.  
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agreement. Yet, overall they remained largely silent during the meeting, listening to the 

assessments and frustrations of those who spoke up. Later, back in Emiliano Zapata, I 

asked farmers their impression of the meeting. Most said they found it “interesting”, and 

would be willing to attend future meetings.17 When I asked one farmer whether he 

thought the government would develop policies that were more sensitive to producer’s 

needs and desires he said with a smile, “Well, if not, that’s ok…I have my coffee, cane, 

lime trees…and my coffee subsidy.”  

 
Conclusion 

Neoliberal economic reforms sent shock waves through central Veracruz’s biodiverse 

coffee-producing region. In the context of price declines and withdrawal of a historically 

interventionist state, farmers in Emiliano Zapata began cultivating new crops, 

diversifying incomes while transforming the agricultural landscape. Whereas fifteen 

years ago shade-grown coffee dominated the community’s agricultural lands, many 

farmers deforested portions of their coffee orchards to make way for sugarcane and lime 

trees. Farmers, moreover, autonomously negotiated these new markets and land-uses in 

the absence of government programs.  

In recent years, the state has reemerged to reregulate farmers and commodities 

under the Rural Sustainable Development Law of 2001. Government tactics—at least at 

the federal level—are designed to centralize and streamline coffee production. Yet, in 

Veracruz, state actors can no longer operate solely through the systems of political 

patronage common in the PRI’s regulatory past. Recent government attempts to quantify 

                                                 
17 Farmers were particularly interested in having their coffee tested for quality.   
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and organize farmers through techno-science (e.g. GIS) and narrow neoliberal definitions 

of production were thwarted by the practices, understandings and land-uses farmers 

developed in the absence of government support in coffee. Officials must now respond to 

such tensions, changing the direction of state strategy and action. Such dynamics mark a 

shift in Veracruz’s coffee sector politics, demonstrating how land-use, official policy, 

commodity markets and culture are reworked through people’s everyday practices and 

social relationships.   
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Figure 1. Data from household survey from Emiliano Zapata (n=35). 
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1 ha coffee                                        .5 ha maize  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  2 ha cane                   .5 ha lime trees 

 
 
Figure 2. A tour of one farmer’s landholding (4 ha total). Fifteen years ago this farmer only 
produced coffee and maize. 



79 
 

 

 
Figure 3. A sample of the GIS padrón from Emiliano Zapata. When you click on a polygon in the database, 
it pulls up the personal information (including name, total landholding, and parcel size) for the farmer to 
which that parcel belongs.  
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Subsistence products     “Nich
     

e” market     Timber    Animals        Cash crops 

 

Banana**      Marijuana     Izpepe    Ant eater       Coffee 
Banana leaf**      Palma camedor    Red cedar    Armadillo 
Beans       Orchids      Pine    
Chili 
Macadamia** 
Maize 
Passion fruit 
Medicinal plants 
Passion fruit  
Squash  
 
**Products may also be sold locally.  
 

 
Table 1. Goods provided by polyculture coffee systems; results from household survey (n=70).  
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Average total landholding     3.25 ha 
 
Converted coffee to cane in last 15 years    92.5% 
 
Average area converted to cane     1 ha 
 
Reason for conversion     Low coffee prices – 80%  
     Benefits from sugar mill – 20% 
 

 
Table 2. Conversion to cane according to survey respondents in Emiliano Zapata (n=35).
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Name of program  Type of support   Agency  Presence in  
padrón 
necessary for 
subsidy 

 

 

Production support   Subsidy per hectare of  SAGARPA  Yes 
Fomento productivo  land dedicated to coffee  
    (600-1300 pesos/ha/year) 
 
Price coverage   Designed to give farmers   SAGARPA   Yes 
Cobertura de precios  access to futures options  
     based on crop hedging.  
     Farmers are required to  
     purchase option contracts  
     close to the prevailing futures  
     price.  
     
Stabilization fund  Fund into which producers SAGARPA  Yes 
Fondo de estabilización  pay when coffee prices are 
    high; farmers may then  

borrow from fund when  
international price drops  

 
Coffee renovation   Maximum of 300 new coffee SAGARPA  Yes 
Renovación de cafetales  plants/producer; 12 pesos per 

plant, producer and Sagarpa  
split cost 

 
 
Environmental services  Payments for maintaining CONAFOR  Yes 
Servicios ambientales  or increasing shade canopy  SEMARNAT 
 

 
Table 3. Federal programs for coffee farmers developed under Mexico’s Rural Sustainable 
Development Law. Programs must be implemented at the state level by government agencies.  
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Farmer Area in coffee  Area in coffee  Receives      Participated 
(official census)  (hh survey)   subsidy for      in 2008  
      coffee       update 

 

 

A   4  1.5   yes   no 
B   4  .5   yes   no 
C   2  1   no   no 
D   4  2   yes   no 
E   1.5  1.5   yes   no 
F   2.5  2.5   yes   no 
G   3.5  1   no   no 
H   1  0   yes   no 
I    2  1   yes   no 
J   5  1.5   yes   no 
K   2  2   yes   no 
L   1  1   no   no 
M   3  2   yes   no 
N   3.5  2.5   yes   no 
O   1.5  1.5   yes   no 
P    1.5  .5   no   no 
Q   2  2   yes   no 
R   3  2.5   no   no 
S   1  1   yes   no 
T   3  2.5   yes   no 
U   2  2   yes   no 
V   4  2   yes   no 
W    3  1   no   no 
X   1  .5   no   no 
Y   2  2   yes   no 
Z   4  3   yes   no 
AA   2  2   yes   no 
BB   1.5  .5   no   no 
CC   2  1   yes   no 
DD   1  0   no   no 
EE   3.5  2   no   no 
FF   2  2   yes   no 
GG   1  .5   yes   no 
HH   2.5  2.5   yes   no 
II   3  1   no   no 
 

 
Table 4. Data from the official padrón compared to data collected in household survey in 
Emiliano Zapata (n=35).  
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APPENDIX B 
 
 

“Maintaining the Coffee Canopy: Understanding change and continuity in Central 
Veracruz,” to be submitted to Annals of the Association of American Geographers 

 
 
In the process of conducting fieldwork, during the summers of 2003 and 2004, I 

was struck by the number of people discussing the issue of land-cover change in central 

Veracruz, Mexico. Farmers escorted me to small parcels they had recently cleared to 

make way for sugarcane and spoke of the economic benefits of conversion to different 

crops. At the same time, ecologists lamented the future loss of biodiversity as, in their 

view, such transformations would inevitably become widespread. Urban developers, 

meanwhile, busied themselves by speculating on a boom in the demand for “high-end” 

homes carved into the region’s shaded coffee orchards. The result was a cacophony of 

different, often polarized, voices and understandings of space, and how to best manage a 

landscape once largely dedicated to coffee. These conversations served as the catalyst for 

this study, prompting me to analyze Landsat satellite images from 1996 and 2003, a time 

of crisis and instability in global coffee markets, and a period with wide-ranging 

implications for the region.  

Researchers have amply documented landscape transformations in Latin America 

resulting from neoliberal reforms (Klepeis and Vance 2003; Liverman and Vilas 2006; 

Rudel 2007). Bury (2005), for instance, shows how the Peruvian government’s rewriting 

of land tenure and environmental policies lured aggressive transnational investment into 

the country’s mining sector. The influx of foreign capital, Bury argues, significantly 

inflated land values and changed land-cover in highland mining communities during the 



88 
 

1990s. Smallholders in central Veracruz’s coffee region were similarly impacted by 

neoliberal policy shifts. Yet, paradoxically, and quite unexpectedly, time series analyses 

of the region fail to reveal the level of change I expected to see. While some small parcels 

were deforested to make way for new land-uses—sugar and urban development, for 

instance—82% of the coffee canopy cover remained intact between 1996 and 2003. 

Smallholders, in other words, were largely maintaining historic agro-ecological spaces in 

the wake of otherwise destabilizing neoliberal reforms. This finding inspired me to think 

about how land-change science research—which tends to focus on the scale, direction, 

driving forces, and biophysical outcomes of land-cover transformation—might conceive 

of the complexities of continuity and change. How have people managed to stay in place, 

on the land, while coping with the demands of a new economic order? What combination 

of mechanisms, for example, explain the continuities in land-cover (in this case shade-

grown coffee) in the context of dramatic economic change? Put differently, what 

combination of factors account for the lack of change on the landscape?  

Coffee was first introduced to Mexico via Veracruz in 1790. For the last 220 

years the plant has transformed the region, drawing together diverse ecologies, 

economies, politics, peoples, and cultures. Initially grown on large estates by the 

landholding elite, coffee cultivation became an important livelihood activity for 

smallholder households following the Mexican Revolution (Rebolledo Clement 1951). 

By the time NAFTA went into effect, in 1994, Veracruz coffee was cultivated almost 

entirely on ejidos, by small-scale ejidatarios operating with limited land and resources 
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(Núñez Madrazo 2005). 1 While Mexico’s longstanding experiment with land 

redistribution came to an end in 1992—with constitutional reforms allowing for ejido 

privatization—the geography of smallholder production persists. Nearly 85,000 farmers 

cultivate coffee in Veracruz, 82.4% of whom farm on less than five hectares of land 

(Avendaño-Barradas 2008).2 These small-scale producers have been a transformative 

force in the production of the state’s biodiverse “coffee space.”  

Located in the ecotonal zone between temperate and tropical climates, 95% 

percent of Veracruz’s coffee farms are shade-grown polyculture systems (INIFAP 1999). 

So-called “rustic” systems predominate in places, where “in the jungle, practically 

undisturbed, [people have] planted coffee. In some places producers have gradually 

substituted more appropriate shade trees for wild trees…but in other sites the primitive 

shade canopy has been maintained” (Rebolledo Clement 1951: 12).4  Studies have 

demonstrated that Veracruz’s shaded systems provide several environmental benefits, 

including water catchment, nutrient cycling, soil fertility, and carbon sequestration 

(Moguel and Toledo 1999; Manson et al. 2008). Likewise, ecologists have extensively 

                                                 
1 Following the Mexican Revolution of 1910 the federal government created a communal resource-holding 
institution, the ejido, to redress long-standing land-tenure inequality. Ejidatarios are ejido members. 
Technically, ejidatarios neither owned nor held title to land; rather, they had usufruct rights to the land and 
waters redistributed by the Mexican government. While the ejido was granted legal status in Article 27 of 
the 1917 Mexican Constitution, the most active period of redistribution occurred between the 1930s and the 
late 1970s when half of Mexico’s entire area—both federalized and private land and resources—was 
transferred to the ejido sector (Perramond 2008). As a result, rural smallholders gained access to resources 
they had previously been excluded from. Scholars have shown time and again how ejidos became 
heterogeneous sites of political, economic and environmental change (e.g. DeWalt 1975; Greenberg 1981; 
Sheridan 1988; Nuijten 2004; Haenn 2006; Wilder 2008) Of Mexico’s 31 states, redistribution in the ejidal 
sector was greatest in Veracruz, where 3,337 ejidos and agrarian communities were counted in the 1988 
census (Núnez Madrazo 2005). 
2 Of Veracruz’s 84,725 coffee producers, 52% farm on less than 1 ha, and 30.4% possess between 1-4 ha of 
land (Avendaño-Barradas 2008). 
4 For example, different varieties of the fast-growing nitrogen-fixing inga genus were introduced to fincas 
as shade trees during the green revolution. 
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demonstrated  possess levels of biodiversity similar to that found in less altered forests in 

the region, and serve as habitat corridors for migratory bird populations (Greenberg et al. 

1997; Manson et al. 2008). For several decades, smallholders working within these 

landscapes—with the support of an international regulatory framework and an 

interventionist state—were able to make a decent living from coffee agro-ecosystems. 

Nonetheless, the commodity’s deregulation, in 1989, coupled with the withdrawal of 

government subsidies and extension services, left farmers facing sharp price declines and 

difficult decisions about their land and livelihoods.   

 
Coffee market restructuring  

For several decades, coffee’s international regulatory framework provided relatively 

stable market conditions for the twenty-five million people cultivating the commodity, 

mostly smallholders in the global south (Ponte 2002). In the late 1980s, however, a series 

of reforms—designed to increase competition and efficiency in coffee’s international 

trade—were implemented. The most destabilizing of these reforms was the 1989 

dismantling of the International Coffee Agreement (ICA), which had served as the venue 

for establishing quotas and prices between countries since 1962 (Bacon et al. 2008; Ponte 

2002). Without the ICA, countries began producing and exporting large amounts of green 

coffee, flooding the international market and depressing the prices paid to farmers 

(Figure 1).  

Also in the late 1980s, foreign debt and the lingering effects of the 1982 oil crisis 

prompted Mexico’s federal government to slash expenditures in its heavily subsidized 
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agricultural sectors.5 In coffee, the state-run Instituto Mexicano del Café (Mexican 

Coffee Institute or Inmecafé) was abolished, quickly dissolving extension services, credit, 

and price stabilization mechanisms available to farmers. Mexican smallholders were thus 

caught in the double bind of price declines and the withdrawal of erstwhile prolific 

government resources. Fieldwork from the 1990s demonstrates that coffee smallholders 

in Mexico lost up to 70% of farm income in the wake of these reforms (Krippner 1997; 

Snyder 1999). As one smallholder put it, “[p]rices fell and Inmecafé disappeared 

overnight. After two harvests our savings had [also] disappeared, and I was worrying 

about how to feed my family.” Scholars have documented the livelihood and land-use 

strategies employed by Mexican coffee smallholders in the context of such household-

level economic crises (Bacon et al. 2008; Hausermann and Eakin 2008; Martínez-Torres 

2004).  However, no one has examined the outcomes these practices portend (or don’t) 

for land-cover.  

 
Land-use/cover change and coffee in remote sensing 

Land-change scientists and other scholars have long been concerned with how 

constellations of drivers (globalization and demographic processes, for example) affect 

local land-use decisions and practices, and their implications for ecosystem structure and 

function (Turner and Robbins 2008; Turner et al. 2008). Time series analysis of remotely 

                                                 
5 The peso devaluation—followed by the 1985 earthquake, 1986 oil shock and 1987 stock market crash—
resulted in declines of capital income levels akin to those of the Great Depression. With mounting foreign 
debt and a broken national economy, President Miguel de la Madrid (1982-1988) and his successor Carlos 
Salinas de Gortari (1988-1994), took severe measures (including rewriting articles of the Mexican 
Constitution) towards liberalizing the economy and implementing structural adjustment policies. Such 
controversial reforms included: privatization of the country’s communally held lands (ejidos), decentralized 
water markets, and discontinuation of government extension and credit services in agriculture (see, for 
instance, Wilder 2010; Barry 1995). 
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sensed imagery—which detects “from-to” change by classifying spectral data from multi-

date satellite images—is one of the most widely used techniques for querying land-

use/cover change (LUCC). More recently, practitioners have begun to combine such 

analyses with qualitative and quantitative data (e.g. Gutman et al. 2004; Chowdhury and 

Turner 2006). While some of these studies have reified long-standing beliefs about the 

factors mediating environmental change, others have been important for dispelling 

assumptions and pointing to the complex heterogeneity of socio-ecological 

transformation. For instance, many scholars have used mixed methods in support of—

albeit sometimes merely implicitly—the environmental Kuznets curve theory.  The 

Kuznets theory postulates that state-led development and increased household income 

should, at least in the short term, result in decreased net deforestation (e.g Bhattarai and 

Hammig 2001; Ehrhardt-Martinez et al. 2002).6 Alvarez and Naughton-Treves (2003), 

however, combined multi-date satellite imagery data with household interviews to show 

that the highest rates of clearing in the Peruvian Amazon occurred during a period of 

rural credit availability. In other words, deforestation corresponded with a boost in 

household income due to rural development policies. Likewise, Morton et al. (2006) 

linked together field surveys, deforestation maps, and multi-date satellite to refute the 

assumption that intensified soybean production was leading to new areas of deforestation 

in Brazil. Instead, the researchers observed that soybean plantations were aggressively 

expanding into areas previously cleared for cattle ranching. In this study I employ a 
                                                 
6 The main hypothesis behind the environmental Kuznets curve is that the relationship between income 
(household and per capita) and the use of natural resources has an inverted U-shape. In other words, initial 
increases in income lead reduced consumption and exploitation of natural resources. Beyond some “turning 
point,” however, the use of the natural resources and/or the emission of waste and GHGs begin to increase 
with income as countries and regions become more “industrialized.” 
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similar analysis, classifying Landsat images from 1996 and 2003, a period which 

corresponds with the most devastating years of the international coffee “crisis” (Bacon et 

al. 2008). This data is checked against findings from field interviews and surveys as 

clearly remote sensing alone is ill-equipped to capture the subtly of socio-ecological 

transformation. I thus employ mixed methods to help challenge the very assumption of 

change itself.  

Coffee agro-ecosystems have been understudied in remote sensing due in part to 

the difficulty of separating, spectrally, shade-grown coffee from natural forest (Cordero-

Sancho and Sader 2007). In their time series analysis of land-cover change in Costa Rica, 

Helmer et al. (2000) lumped together coffee with other agricultural classes. Studying the 

Columbian highlands, Langford and Bell (1997) classified shade-grown coffee, but with 

a low overall accuracy of 37.5-58.7%. Cordero-Sancho and Sader (2007) recently 

addressed the spectral elusiveness of shaded systems in Costa Rica’s Central Valley by 

testing different spectral band combinations and ancillary data (e.g. Costa Rican coffee 

census, aerial photos, and precipitation data). These researchers found that supervised 

classifications using more spectral bands (EMT+ 34567) produced higher accuracy when 

compared to analyses using only the red, near-infrared, or mid-infrared bands. Across 

their study area, however—a region of approximately 11,000 km sq—spectral separations 

of shade coffee from low-density forest and crop/pastureland were only “moderately 

successful” (Cordero-Sancho and Sader 2007: 1590).7 

                                                 
7 Cordero-Sancho and Sader’s (2007) accuracy for shade grown coffee in the supervised classification 
ranged between 40-63.3% depending on the spectral bands used and whether or not an environmental 
stratification model was applied. 
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As I was interested in land-cover change in a historic coffee-growing region, 

spectrally identifying shade coffee was critically important. I was able to achieve high 

accuracy of coffee as a land-cover class by: 1) selecting a study site where shade-grown 

coffee has been a dominant land-cover class since the colonial period; 2) using a surface 

area smaller than most LUCC studies, allowing me to develop an intimate knowledge of 

the entire study site; 3) locating multi-date ancillary data to help verify the accuracy of 

land-cover classes; 4) collecting over three hundred training samples which could be used 

to test the accuracy of different classes; 5) using multiple spectral bands in data analysis; 

and 6) utilizing Classification and Regression Tree (CART) software.  

CART—using the SEE 5.0 software application—is an automated hierarchal 

decision-tree classifier. The program uses “inductive learning” based on training data to 

define a general description of each class and build a knowledge base (Quinlan 1993). 

The SEE 5.0 application then creates a decision tree, sorting input data in a “divide and 

conquer” strategy that determines the best combinations of spectral and ancillary 

information to distinguish between classes and sort remaining pixels (Jensen 2004: 418). 

CART has proved to be a successful classification technique if only spectral information 

can be input and also produced excellent results in distinguishing between agricultural 

land-cover classes with high accuracy. (Belward and De Hoyos 1987; Lawrence and 

Wright 2001; Jensen 2004; Hartfield 2010).   

 

In central Veracruz’s coffee region, moreover, land-use mapping efforts have 

been mostly limited to aerial photo-interpretation at the municipal level (Luna 1997; 
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Acosta 2002), farm-level analysis of habitat fragmentation using high-resolution Ikonos 

imagery (Manson et al. 2008; Muñoz-Villers and López-Barrera 2008), and large-scale 

analysis of change among thirteen different land-cover classes in the upper La Antigua 

watershed (Muñoz-Villers and Lopez-Blanco 2008). While these studies yield insights 

into large-scale land-cover changes and the ecological ramifications of habitat 

fragmentation, they fail to adequately explain why and/or how such dynamics have 

occurred. Likewise, none of these studies address how land-cover is maintained. This 

paper helps address these gaps by combining data extracted from a time series analysis of 

Landsat satellite images with qualitative data collected in interviews and household 

surveys. The result is a more nuanced understanding of how different factors and 

processes combined to help maintain Mexico’s oldest and biologically diverse shade-

grown coffee region during a period of economic and institutional upheaval.  

 
Study Area 

A government official once revealed to me, jokingly, “I don’t know what’s more 

complicated: the politics or geography of Veracruz?” A long, thin state running 658 km 

along its eastern border, Veracruz is flanked to the east by the Gulf of Mexico and 

quickly climbs from the tropical coastal plain to some of Mexico’s tallest peaks. I 

selected a portion of the state’s central region for this study because it is among the oldest 

and most biologically diverse coffee-producing regions in Mexico. Central Veracruz—a 

region made up of the coffee producing zones of Coatepec, Córdoba, Huatusco, Misantla, 

Tiapacoyan, and Zongolico—accounts for 96% percent of the state’s total production 
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(Inifap 1999).8 Within central Veracruz, the municipalities of Xico and Coatepec are of 

particular historical importance, for this is where the beans were first planted in Mexico 

(Rebolledo Clement 1951; Contreras and Hernández-Martínez 2008). Both municipios 

are dominated by smallholder production.  

My objective was to assess the conversion of shade-grown coffee to other land-

cover classes. I thus selected the coffee-growing belt—between 600-1500 meters above 

sea level—of these two neighboring municipalities for the focus of this study. The 

research area covers 216 sq km, a smaller surface area than most remote sensing studies. 

By homing in on a smaller geographic area, however, I was able to ground truth 

extensively and develop and intimate knowledge of the site’s topography and land-cover.  

The western border of the study area stretches across the eastern flanks of Cofre 

de Perote, a shield volcano towering over the urban areas of Xico and Coatepec. This 

boundary marks the upper elevation of the coffee belt, at 1500 meters above sea level. 

The study site slopes eastward to coffee’s lowest altitudinal limit at 600 meters. Humic 

andosols of volcanic origin dominate the area, although alluvial deposits are also 

common in the lower elevations where material has been carried downslope (López-

Morgado et al. 2007). A temperate, humid climate prevails in the region, with an average 

annual precipitation of 1715 mm and an annual average temperature of twenty-one 

degrees Celsius (López-Morgado 2007). Three main seasons can be discerned: (1) a 

warm, wet summer season (June-September/October); (2) a cool, dry season (November-

March), and (3) a warm, dry season (April-May) (Geissert et al. 1994).  

                                                 
8 Within Mexico, Veracruz ranks second in Mexico in the number of coffee farmers and volume produced, 
and third in the amount of land dedicated its cultivation (Moguel and Toledo 1999; Madrazo Nunez 2005). 
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Remote Sensing: materials, methods and results 

A pair of Landsat 5 (TM) and Landsat 7 (ETM+) satellite images were used to derive 

land cover data for 1996 and 2003. The images were acquired on proximate dates—

February 8 (1996) and February 3 (2003)—thereby reducing differences between the two 

years due to seasonal variation. I also acquired four topographic maps, dating from 2000 

(1:50 000 scale from INEGI), and published geomorphology and land-use maps from 

1994 for the municipalities of Coatepec and Xico (Geissert et al. 1994).9 These sources 

provided ancillary data. I digitized the maps so they could be used to verify land-cover 

classes in the 1996 image. Due to differing pixel sizes of the datasets (one image had a 

pixel size of twenty-five meters, the other thirty meters), the image data with smaller 

pixel size was resampled to thirty meters using a nearest neighbor algorithm. The images’ 

spatial fidelity was assessed by stacking the two images and locating visible landmarks; 

they were then run through the COST model to convert digital values into reflectance and 

remove atmospheric variation between the two acquisition dates (Chavez 1996).10  

Both images were then clipped to the study area using a polygon vector created 

with the municipal boundaries for Xico and Coatepec, and the altitudinal limits for coffee 

cultivation (600-1500 meters above sea level) (Figure 2).11 Based on the statistical 

characteristics of the different bands in the images, I created a false-color composite of 

                                                 
9 Instituto Nacional de Estadística Geografía e Informática (INEGI), Mexico’s cartographic agency. 
10 This assessment confirmed that the spatial recification of the images produced a root mean square error 
of less than one pixel. 
11 Shape files with municipio boundaries and altitudinal gradient were acquired from INEGI. 
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TM bands 4-3-2 (RGB) for the study region in both the 1996 and 2003 images (Figures 3 

& 4).  

Using ERDAS Imagine software, we first ran an unsupervised classification using 

ISODATA. 12 We ran the unsupervised classification with thirty classes, fifteen iterations 

and convergence threshold of .95. We then merged the results of the unsupervised 

classification—based on my knowledge of the region—into the six land-cover classes of 

interest for this study: coffee, sugarcane, fallow cane, urban, pasture, and shadow. Mason 

et al. 2008 corroborate that these are the major land-cover classes in the region. 

Polygons—to be used as samples—were created in ArcMap around pixels representing 

each of the six classes. We sampled more pixels for the larger classes, (e.g. coffee) than 

the smaller classes (e.g. urban). Once several had been created for each class, they were 

converted to raster format (using the “polygon to raster” tool) so they could be used in 

See 5.0 Classification and Regression Tree software.13  

Once all pixels were classified through the decision-tree process, classified 

images for both 1996 and 2003 were created and training samples were refined to 

improve the accuracy of the final product. New polygons were developed and old 

polygons, which might cause confusion between classes, deleted. New trees were then 

created with See 5.0, and new classification images produced for analysis. After a few 

                                                 
12 I could not have completed the satellite data analysis without the expertise of Kyle Hartfield at the 
University of Arizona. Due to his important contributions I switch from the first person singular to the 
collective pronoun “we” first person plural in this section.  
13 To use the program both data sets were converted from floating point to unsigned 16 bit data by 
multiplying the pixel values of each of image by 10,000. This conversion from one data type to another did 
not degrade the data in any fashion. 
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iterations for both 1996 and 2003, we settled upon a final classification for each year.14 

We were then ready to test the accuracy of shade-grown coffee as a land-cover class. 

The accuracy of the coffee class in each image was assessed using areas of known 

growth. For the 1996 classification 100 random points were created using Hawth’s tools 

within the coffee polygons digitized from the1996 land-use/cover map. The accuracy 

assessment tool available in ERDAS Imagine was run and confirmed a 91% overall 

accuracy. For the accuracy assessment of the 2003 classification, we used 107 field 

location points collected from the study area in 2003 and 2008. Since it would be 

impossible for shade-grown coffee systems to develop in five years, we could confirm 

that shade-grown coffee present in 2008 was also present in 2003. This allowed us to 

utilize the points from 2008 in accuracy testing of the 2003 classification, which achieved 

92% overall accuracy. With over 90% accuracy for the shade coffee class in each 

classification, we could confidently perform a change analysis to determine the amount 

of coffee converted to other land-cover classes between 1996 and 2003.  

Using the ERDAS Imagine matrix tool, we created a change matrix and image. 

As the objective of this study was to examine how the areas of shade-grown coffee had 

changed over time, only three classes were used: shade coffee, urban, and 

agriculture/pasture. We created land-use maps for both the 1996 and 2003 images 

(Figures 5 & 6), and developed a map illustrating land-cover changes between the two 

images (Figure 7). Over the seven-year period considered in this study, 81.78% of the 

shade coffee class remained unchanged; 12.7% of shade coffee was converted to 

                                                 
14 Once the final classifications were established a 3-by-3 pixel majority filter was run on each of the 
images to decrease classification noise. 
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pasture/agriculture and 5.4% changed to urban areas (Table 1). Between 1996 and 2003 

conversion of coffee to other land-covers has occurred predominantly near the altitudinal 

boundaries of the coffee-growing belt, and around roads and urban areas. Deforestation 

on small plots of coffee make way for new land-uses also reflects the spatiality of 

smallholder production in the region. Figure 7 reveals small patches of conversion where 

smallholders, who already operate with limited land, converted portions of their holdings 

to new uses. These practices—particularly in the upper and lower limits of the study 

area—have led to a patchwork-like landscape as small-scale farmers diversified crops 

and livelihoods. Yet, shade-grown coffee remains, overwhelmingly, as the dominant 

land-cover.  

 The degree to which coffee cover stayed on the landscape was indeed an 

unexpected result. Given the profound socio-economic changes affecting the region and 

smallholders’ livelihoods, I expected much larger-scale land-cover conversions during 

this seven-year period. Many farmers, it seemed, had devised strategies for staying on the 

land, thereby maintaining coffee agro-ecosystems. The following sections use data 

collected in household surveys and interviews from two case study communities to 

understand such dynamics.  

 
Qualitative methods and results  

I combined results from the satellite imagery analysis with qualitative data 

collected during thirteen months of dissertation fieldwork, carried out between October 

2007 and November 2008. The research builds on previous fieldwork conducted in 

Veracruz in 2003 and 2004. Two case-study communities were selected to illustrate how 
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smallholders maintained coffee agro-ecosystems—albeit to different degrees—in the 

wake of economic restructuring. A case study approach was useful here, in that it allowed 

for the in-depth, ethnographic detail crucial for understanding the often extreme 

complexity of socio-environmental transformation (Moran 1995; Turner et al. 1995). The 

two communities were carefully selected after several months in the field because each is 

representative of larger trends in regional transformation. The continuous coffee canopy, 

on land belonging to the ejido La Grullita, has remained intact as farmers combined 

coffee production, land sales and off-farm labor to weather economic stress. Meanwhile, 

farmers in Emiliano Zapata maintained partial coffee cover while converting portions of 

their parcels to new crops, such as sugarcane.15 The two communities are similar in terms 

of: size; historical dominance of coffee; management of coffee in shade-grown systems; 

historic participation in Inmecafé programs; and socio-economic indicators. The two 

communities differ, however, in terms of their proximity to urban areas and elevation: 

one is located at 800 meters above sea level, the other at 1140 meters. While I conducted 

the bulk of my fieldwork within these two communities, and with state agencies, I also 

paid regular visits to several other rural communities, households, coffee processing 

centers, and producer organizations. This breadth of inquiry offered a deeper 

understanding in to the region’s socio-environmental dynamics.  

In all, I conducted seventy interviews with various informants, male and female, 

including: small-scale farmers and their family members; community leaders; state 

officials (current and retired); environmental activists; academics; agro-industry experts; 

                                                 
15 The names of communities have been changed. 
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urban planners; and NGO officials. Interview questions were not designed to elicit simple 

“yes” or “no” answers, but rather to grasp the depth of opinion, assumptions, and 

experiences. All interviews were transcribed and coded during the fieldwork period. 

Participant observation—which can be defined as the “immersion” of the 

researcher in the study subject as a way of gathering detailed information—was another 

important method for this study. This research strategy allowed me to gather some of the 

more mundane, everyday aspects of the community: what people did in the fields at 

different times of the year, how they greeted one another in town, etc. I spent hundreds of 

hours with farmers, their families, community leaders, and state officials in homes, fields, 

offices, and at meetings, and political rallies. The end result was several notebooks chock 

full of information. These notes have become valuable sources of information, allowing 

me to analyze the commonalities, differences and anomalies in subjects’ practices and 

discourses.  

I also draw on household surveys conducted in October and November of 2008. I 

carried out thirty-five surveys in the communities of La Grullita and Emiliano Zapata 

(seventy surveys total). The survey was divided along the lines of four queries: 1) 

agricultural production and labor allocation; 2) participation in social organizations and 

state programs; 3) land-use change; and 4) local political institutions.16 In both 

communities, respondents were randomly selected from an official roster of ejidatarios. 

Descriptive analysis of the survey allowed me to observe patterns, variations, and 

anomalies in people’s experiences, farming practices, and perceptions.  

                                                 
16 The term “institution” is used here to describe forms of governance, including local rules, regulations and 
practices influencing social organization and resource management. 
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La Grullita 

Located at 1,140 meters above sea level with a population of approximately 1,529 

inhabitants, the village of La Grullita sits on the eastern flank of Cofre de Perote, a 

massive, dormant shield volcano west of the state capital of Xalapa. The village is 

situated close to a major two-lane road and is easily accessed from the towns of Xico and 

Coatepec. The community’s lands slope north and eastward from the urban center to 

elevations of 1400 meters. Two streams cut through the fincas, flowing past the town en 

route to meet the Rio Huehueyapan as it carves its way to the Gulf of Mexico.  

Many La Grullita farmers described their livelihoods as having been uprooted 

following coffee sector reforms. As one forty-four-year-old farmer remembered: 

“I inherited a parcel in 1987. I registered with Inmecafé and had two good harvests. But 
then everything changed.…Inmecafé disappeared, prices began to fall and I struggled to 
feed my family.”  
 

Because the community is located in the upper portions of coffee’s altitudinal belt, fewer 

agricultural alternatives are available to farmers compared to those downslope. This is 

not an argument in favor of simple environmental determinism; rather, it is a material 

constraint of the terrain that La Grullita farmers must grapple with: crops that require flat 

topography (e.g. cane), and/or are vulnerable to frosts which occur at these heights (e.g. 

citrus crops) do not thrive. Major cash crop alternatives for farmers are thus limited. In 

addition to coffee cultivation, therefore, households began to negotiate off-farm activities 

to diversify incomes.17  

                                                 
17 Some farmers diversified household incomes by introducing new cultivars—for example, marijuana and 
ornamental palms—into coffee systems. These strategies, however, were not representative at the 
community-level. 
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All survey respondents noted increased land sales in the last decade. Initially such 

transactions largely occurred within the community—for instance, between neighbors or 

family members. More recently, however, participants observed—for the first time in the 

ejido’s history—large numbers of land sales to gente de fuera (outsiders).18 In my 

conversations with community members, the term “outsider” was often used to refer to 

people from as close by as Coatepec, or as far away as France. As of late 2008, twelve 

outsiders—from Germany, France, England, Canada, Mexico City, Xalapa, Coatepec, 

and Xico—resided in the ejido for at least part of the year.19 While only two survey 

respondents admitted to such sales themselves, all made reference to this newest phase in 

community land-use transformation.  

The direct insertion of foreign capital and bodies into the ejido’s socio-ecological 

fabric was not something community members had experienced before.  Many expressed 

anxieties about land sales to outsiders (please see Appendix C). While respondents 

understood why neighbors and family members had sold land, they voiced concerns 

about the erosion of local traditions. As one woman put it, “They [the outsiders] don’t 

contribute fees to the ejido, or work on communal projects…if they want to live here they 

should participate like everyone else.” I spoke with many of these outsiders who, with the 

exception of two men who married La Grullita natives, were attracted to the community 

for its close proximity to nearby urban areas, cheap land, and “natural beauty.” 

                                                 
18 When I approached community leaders in the early stages of my fieldwork in 2007, it took several 
conversations to convince them my interest in the community was not to purchase land, but to study and 
understand such exchanges. 
19 Nine of the twelve “outsiders” own land elsewhere, and only reside in La Grullita seasonally. 
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A class-based tension around understandings of the environment seems to be 

emerging as newcomers bought land to experience “nature” in rural Mexico.  Of those 

who had purchased agricultural plots, none had plans to convert their newly acquired land 

to other uses. On the contrary, as they spoke of their coffee fincas, a romanticized 

agricultural imaginary emerged, a discourse seemingly ignorant of the socio-ecological 

difficulties facing La Grullita farmers. As one Mexico City native put it, “It is so serene 

here…I hear only birds, not sirens.” Or in the words of Henri,  a young Canadian who 

purchased an agricultural parcel in 2004 described, “I built my cabaña and planted my 

garden…I can hike in the mountains and listen to rivers flow. It’s like paradise.” The 

irony of such idealized understandings of nature are not lost on some.  One ejidatario 

joked of the chilango from Mexico City: “He might wear a sombrero, but the machete in 

his hand has never met a mata [coffee plant].”  

 Regardless of whom they sell to, however, most ejidatarios retain most of their 

land, selling or leasing small parcels in times of severe economic stress. In other words, 

large-scale dispossession of ejidatarios is not taking place. On the contrary, farmers have 

retained the majority of their land, in some cases selling the most marginal plots to city 

folk like Henri who, quite frankly, don’t know any better since their livelihoods and 

knowledge don’t derive from the land, in that place. Some scholars have demonstrated 

land sales and rentals can lead to the abandonment coffee production as capital is 

invested in other sectors (Hausermann and Eakin 2008; Enviado 2005). This, however, 

was not the case in La Grullita. Surveyed households continue to cultivate coffee, 

reinserting profits gained from land transactions in production (e.g. new coffee plants 
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and/or stock animals). Romantic conceptions of coffee country, “outside” capital, and 

land sales are combining to help subsidize and reproduce coffee production and, by 

extension, the forest canopy. Not one farmer I interviewed or surveyed in La Grullita had 

converted coffee to new land-uses in the last fifteen years. From farmers’ fincas, as from 

the Landsat platform orbiting the earth, coffee systems continue to dominate land-cover, 

even through times of economic upheaval.  

 
Emiliano Zapata 

Things were different for people in the lower elevations of the study. The remote sensing 

analysis revealed more prolific land-cover changes here as small patches were converted 

from coffee to new uses as farmers negotiated economic restructuring on a different 

socio-ecological terrain. In Emiliano Zapata, farmers’ practiced agricultural 

diversification following socio-economic change; these activities both transformed and 

maintained traditional coffee space.  Emiliano Zapata’s zona urbana sits at 840 meters 

above sea level, a location from which fields slope southeast to elevations of 600 meters. 

An ejido of approximately 395 inhabitants, the community lies at the end of a dirt road 

approximately 30 kilometers from the state capital, Xalapa (INEGI 2005). Until the 

market’s collapse, coffee was the principal income-generating crop cultivated by 

ejidatarios: “Here it was all coffee…people grew maize and a little cane for the animals, 

but for our income we relied on coffee.” Since the early 1990s, however, farmers and 

families have had to make critical, life-altering decisions about the land they work and 

household economies they support, transforming both in the process.  
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Farmers in Emiliano Zapata quickly transitioned to commercial sugarcane 

cultivation following the coffee market’s collapse. Many respondents had converted 

portions of their fincas to cane beginning in the mid-1990s (Figure 8). While most 

maintained some coffee cover, sugar became an important source of income for families. 

A regional sugar mill drove the expansion of the grass, contracting and absorbing costs 

associated with the transition (clearing of land, seed, agrochemicals, etc). The mill also 

guaranteed farmers’ future harvests at a fixed price. Smallholders overwhelmingly, and 

by necessity, embraced benefits offered by the mill.  

As one might expect, there are several ecological consequences of converting 

coffee systems to cane, a grass monoculture. Sugarcane is among the most polluting 

agricultural industries in Mexico. Soil erosion and nutrient depletion are common, 

prompting heavy use of agrochemicals. Coffee plantations, and the rich soils they 

produce, provided attractive antecedents from the mill’s perspective. One mill official 

bluntly observed, “This region is perfect for sugarcane…the mill is accessed easily and 

the soils left by coffee produce good yields for the first few years.” For the first few 

years. Many survey respondents claimed recent agro-ecological problems associated with 

its cultivation; including: water contamination, health problems associated with 

agrochemical use (skin and respiratory issues), soil erosion, and loss of species diversity. 

In addition to expanding into coffee space for the environmental perks the lands 

provide, many speculate the mill’s motives were also deeply political. Sugar is one of 

Mexico’s most powerful industries, and, like coffee, its has direct ties into the PRI party. 

In Veracruz—where the PRI still dominates state politics—cane continues to be utilized 
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as a political tool, even since Mexico’s “democratic transition.” One seventy-eight-year-

old farmer described the appearance of the sugar mill officials in the wake of the coffee 

crisis as “vultures stalking a dying cow….[t]hey wanted our votes and came quickly.” In 

many ways, the sugar mill filled the institutional void left by Inmecafé’s disappearance, 

providing farmers with welcomed subsidies and benefits. Yet, such relationships have, at 

least in the case of Emiliano Zapata, proved to be unsustainable.  

In recent years, the sugar industry has buckled under the pressures of increased 

fructose imports from the U.S. and the subsequent dumping of sugar on the domestic 

market by some mill owners and export companies. Similarly, the geographic expansion 

of cane—into communities like Emiliano Zapata—has added significantly to the 

production of commodity surplus. Survey respondents overwhelming agreed that the mill, 

whose benefits they once enthusiastically embraced, is indeed showing signs of economic 

strain. Farmers citied recent reductions in agrochemical subsidies, medical benefits, 

extension services, and the prices paid for raw sugarcane. Households decided to 

transition to cane to assuage the impacts of coffee market restructuring and state 

withdrawal, yet recent reductions in subsidies and payments from the mill have again put 

farmers on the offensive, prompting them to develop income-generating strategies. In 

terms of land-use, the newest and most common practice is addition of lime trees to 

Emiliano Zapata’s agricultural landscape. 

Many households have started cultivating limes in the last several years, clearing 

cane and coffee fields to plant trees (Figure 9). Transition to this new cultivar was not 

promoted through agro-industrial or government channels. Lime production spread 
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organically in the community since one farmer visited a cousin in southern Veracruz 

eight years ago, returning with several citrus saplings (lime, mango and orange). The lime 

trees did well, producing large, juicy fruits quickly, and with low agrochemical inputs 

compared to cane, and less labor than coffee. Over time, other farmers began 

experimenting with the fruit as well. Unlike coffee and cane, which have distinct harvest 

periods, limes can be picked and sold year-round.  

Farmers have also organized around transportation to markets: those with trucks 

take turns driving harvests to a nearby packing plant, while all involved households 

contribute money to cover gas and other costs. When prices paid by the packing plant 

have dropped, farmers have used the same transport system to move their product to 

Xalapa, where they sell directly to family members and their neighbors. While some 

farmers voiced concerns about the possibility of future overproduction in the region and 

resulting price declines, most farmers felt confident that limes will continue to 

supplement household income, particularly since farmers have been so successful 

negotiating their own markets.  

While market variability helped shape the new agricultural landscape of Emiliano 

Zapata, crop diversification, somewhat paradoxically, seems to have bolstered farmers’ 

resilience to market or climatic shocks in one particular sector. As one farmer put it, 

“Twenty years ago it was all coffee and if there were heavy rains they knocked the 

flowers off the coffee plants and you lost the whole harvest…but these days if the same 

rains come, we can rely count on the cane and limes, which like the rain.” The same is 
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true for commodity markets; when farmers experience price declines or institutional 

reforms in on sector, they have other land-uses to fall back on.  

Through all these transformations in Emiliano Zapata—from the mill’s courtship 

to clearing land and experimenting with lime cultivation—it is remarkable the extent to 

which coffee has stayed on the landscape. Survey respondents, whom on average possess 

4.5 hectares, maintained an average of 1.2 hectares in coffee cultivation. This is captured 

in the satellite imagery assessment presented in this paper where—for the seven-year 

period analyzed—coffee cover remains in small patches at these lower elevations. When 

I asked farmers why they continue producing coffee, their responses reflect the complex 

reasons people might maintain a particular, historically dominant land-cover (Table 2).  

 
Conclusions  

The satellite imagery analysis reflects the geography of smallholder production in the 

region. Most deforestation of coffee has occurred in small fragments, as smallholders, 

such as those in Emiliano Zapata, cleared land for new agricultural commodities. Yet, 

such markets have not been necessarily viable or desirable options for other communities 

and households. In La Grullita, located in the upper elevations of the coffee-growing belt, 

farmers have looked to sell land as a way to subsidize continued coffee production.  

As Bonta and Protevi (2004:181) remind us, “Heterogeneity is ‘built in’ prior to 

human alteration of landscapes. Thanks to the differentiating powers of ‘nature,’ the earth 

has been stratified into surfaces, sediments, chemicals, minerals, vegetation, and so forth 

in such a way that not all spaces can be territorialized everywhere.” In other words, the 

physical environment—with its complex and unpredictable combination of processes, 
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flows and objects (microclimates, microbes, minerals, etc.) creates “natural” 

opportunities and constraints for human activity. But the uneven physical geography of 

central Veracruz’s coffee lands is but one of many factors contributing to the apparent 

resistance of the region’s coffee canopy to transformation.  

In both communities, I observed a kind of “spatial fix” to market forces, as capital 

and credit—invested by “outsiders,” the sugar mill, even agro-chemical industries—have 

flowed into a region, and become destabilized and “devalued” by, first, coffee, and then 

sugar, as well as larger commodity crises. While capital flows have undeniably helped 

“transform the physical landscape as investors look to enhance the progressive 

accumulation of capital,” they have also been marshaled to maintain and reproduce the 

landscape (Harvey 2001: 247). Capitalist production relations, moreover, have not been 

the only force at play. As I have shown here, different sites of production and 

reproduction reflect subtle interplays and conglomerations of actors (including non-

human), capital flows, culture, history, politics, and understandings of nature.  

Admittedly, my initial reaction to the results of the remote sensing analysis—

which did not reveal large-scale change—was that of disappointment. How on earth 

could I explain the relative lack of change? Validation of the null hypothesis, I came to 

realize, was a rather astounding discovery: people were staying on the land and 

maintaining traditional livelihoods despite the intense swirl of socio-economic 

transformation they were faced with. By extension, they were helping reproduce the 

ecological functions and biological diversity of coffee agro-ecosystems. Perhaps—as 

scholars interested in land “change” science—our platitudinous assumptions about 
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change, and obsession with explaining it, directs focus away from what is often also 

happening on the landscape: non-change, continuity, and reproduction.  
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Figure 1. Price increases in 1994-95 were associated with frosts in Brazil which 
destroyed much of the country’s coffee and caused a spike in prices paid to farmers 
worldwide. Data source: International Coffee Organization; www.ico.org.  

http://www.ico.org/
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Figure 2. Study site in natural color from 2003 Landsat image. 
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Figure 3. False-color composite TM bands 4-3-2 (RGB) of study site from 1996 Landsat 
image. 
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Figure 4. False-color composite TM bands 4-3-2 (RGB) of study site from 2003 Landsat 
image. 
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Figure 5. Land-use map developed from classified 1996 Landsat image.  
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Figure 6. Land-use map developed from classified 2003 Landsat image.  
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Figure 7. Land-cover change between 1996 and 2003.  
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Figure 8. Cane field in Emiliano Zapata, with Cofre de Perote in background.  
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Figure 9. Lime trees planted in an area recently-cleared coffee finca, Emiliano Zapata.  
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Total surface area by class  1996    2003 
(sq km) 
 
Shade coffee    144.11    117.85  
Pasture/agriculture   59.2605   72.7263 
Urban areas     12.5424   20.9682 
 
 
     Surface area (sq km)  Percent non-change 
Shade coffee unchanged  117.85    81.78% 
 
 
     Surface area   Percent change 
Shade coffee to urban   7.84    5.4% 
 
 
Shade coffee to pasture/agriculture  18.3     12.7% 
 
 
Table 1. Surface area and percent change by land-cover class between 1996 and 2003.  
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Reasons for maintaining coffee production and systems (no. of responses) 
 
It is good to be diversified in terms of crops  (15) 
Coffee systems provide other products 
in addition to coffee     (6) 
It is tradition to grow coffee    (5) 
Coffee prices have started to increase   (4) 
Coffee systems benefit the environment  (4) 
It is too much work to clear the fincas  (1) 
 
Table 2. Farmers’ responses as to why they’ve maintained coffee systems (ranked); n=35 
Emiliano Zapata.  
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 Landless peasants’ demands for “tierra y libertad” 1 during the Mexican 

Revolution (1910-1920) helped create one of the world’s longest running state-led 

experiments with land reform. Between 1917 and 1992, the Mexican government 

expropriated large landholdings throughout the nation, redistributing resources to small-

scale farmers in the form of ejido communities.2 The creation of this novel land tenure 

form typically involved granting parcels of land to groups of landless people. The land 

was often divided into individual agricultural plots as well as into areas of communal use 

and exploitation.3 By the early 1990s—when controversial constitutional amendments 

brought an end to land reform—approximately 28,000 ejidos and comunidades existed 

within Mexico, occupying more than half of the country’s arable land surface.4 Millions 

of small-scale agriculturalists had become incorporated into the ejido sector. Through this 

                                                 
1 “Land and liberty” 
2 Article 27 of the 1917 Mexican Constitution defined three principal forms of land tenure: pequeña 
propiedad (small private property, constrained by maximum permitted landholding); ejidos; and 
comunidades (agrarian communities). Post-revolutionary agrarian laws also offered indigenous populations 
the possibility to reclaim rights to land via the establishment of new agrarian communities. To reclaim 
lands, however, indigenous groups had to present “official titles” to back up their historic rights. This was 
of course extremely difficult and is one of the reasons ejido establishment became a much more common 
procedure than the creation of indigenous agrarian communities (Zaragoza and Macías 1980; Ibarra 1989; 
Nuijten 2003).  
3 Communally held lands generally formed a major part of the ejido (Reyes et al 1974; Haenn 2004). It’s 
also important to note that women, under ejido and agrarian law, could only receive land as widows or the 
sole provider for the family; ejidatarios, even today, are largely men (Nuijten 2003). 
4 Of Mexico’s 31 states, redistribution was greatest in Veracruz, where 3,337 ejidos and agrarian 
communities were counted in the 1988 census (Núñez-Madrazo 2005). 

 



130 
 

historic process, ejidos became an important spatial form from which new territorialities, 

subjectivities and social relationships unfolded.  

Ejido members (hereafter ejidatarios)—small-scale farmers, pastoralists and 

fisherfolk—never legally possessed fee-simple titles to land. Instead, postrevolutionary 

agrarian law granted them usufruct: that is, the right to use the federal lands and waters 

that were part of the land reforms.5 Across Mexico, however, diverse institutional 

arrangements (including local rules and regulations) governing natural resource 

management developed within ejidos (e.g. Sanderson 1981; Hewitt 1988; Sheridan 

1988).6 Using a case study from Central Veracruz, this paper examines the changing 

nature of local institutional arrangements following ejidatarios’ entrance into the federal 

ejido privatization program. I argue the privatization process destabilized local forms of 

governance and resulted in new social relationships and land-use practices. Some of these 

transformations—land sales to “outsiders,” for instance—are producing anxieties among 

some community members who feel such practices are eroding local traditions. In 

response to these changes, new strategies attempting to resuscitate historic forms of 

governance have been launched. In doing so, new alliances are struck and ecological-

social relationships mobilized in ways for which my previous (pre-fieldwork) 

explorations of the extant literature failed to prepare me.  

As part of a larger project to liberalize the Mexican economy, the 1992 

amendments to Mexican Constitution (in particular to Article 27) allowed for the 

“opening up” of ejidos to privatization. Land previously held in usufruct could now, at 

                                                 
5 The legal right to use property belonging to someone else, in this case Mexico’s federal government.   
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least in theory, be transformed into private property, and thus leased or sold to both 

national and foreign firms, and to individuals. At the time, President Carlos Salinas de 

Gortari (1988-1994) and his supporters argued the changes would result in government 

“withdrawal” from the agrarian sector, and empower peasants to make their own 

decisions as “legitimate owners of the land” (Craib 2004: 256).7 Critics, by contrast, 

charged that the sale of land would result in further dispossession of the peasantry, 

resource consolidation and monopolies. Privatization, they claimed, would thus 

jeopardize ejidatario access to natural resources, and by extensions, their livelihood 

security and cultural identity.8 

Nearly two decades have passed since constitutional reforms allowed for ejido 

privatization. By 2006, 97% percent of Mexico’s ejidos had begun the privatization 

process (Perramond 2008). Yet, recent scholarship suggests that—despite widespread 

steps toward privatization—Article 27 amendments have had little effect in creating the 

“effective land markets” that proponents lauded and critics so feared. So far there has 

been little increase in private investment in the ejido sector. Nor has research shown 

increased ejidatario access to private credit (Cornelius and Myhre 1998). In cases from 

Guanajuato and Sonora, privatization did little but legalize long-standing practices such 

                                                 
7 According to Craib (2004: 257), the “withdrawal” of the state from the agrarian sector was impossible 
considering the “new modes of state penetration” Article 27 reforms created. For instance, policy shifts 
resulted in the creation of three entirely new federal agencies (Agrarian Attorney General’s office, the 
National Agrarian Registry, and Agrarian Tribunals) which were linked to, and assisted by, several existing 
agencies (National Institute of Statistics, Geography, and Information Management, the Ministry of 
Agrarian Reform, the Ministry of Agriculture and Hydraulic Resources, and the Ministry of Social 
Development). Lynn Stephen (1994) observed the irony behind this rhetorical notion of empowerment 
considering, “very few peasant organizations participated in the design of the certification program, nor 
were they consulted about its implementation.” 
8 Criticism—even outright rebellion—to the reforms was prolific. The Article 27 reforms lay at the heart of 
the Zapatista rebellion in 1994.  
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as leasing of communal farm plots (Perramond 2008). Nuijten (2003) found that in 

Michoacán’s Tierra Caliente region, privatization efforts failed because Article 27 

reforms too narrowly focused on property rights, while ignoring historical usos y 

costumbres governing land-use.9 Haenn (2005) suggests ejidatarios in Campeche 

interpreted PROCEDE laws to fit their needs—for instance, declaring the ejido “closed” 

to in-migration of untitled pobladores. Yet, we know little about the relationships 

between ejido privatization efforts, institutional processes, gender, and land-use. How 

have steps toward privatization transformed local social institutions and decision-making 

processes? And what do these changes portend for land-use practices? This paper 

addresses these questions drawing from research in Veracruz coffee country. I found that 

while entrance into the privatization process did indeed unhinge past forms of local 

governance (including rules governing land sales), actors have recently mobilized to 

reclaim at least some of these traditional institutions and practices. In doing so, moreover, 

political spaces for women have developed as community members forge new alliances 

and mobilize new understandings of the environment in previously unforeseen ways.   

 
Methods  

This paper is the result of thirteen months of fieldwork carried out between October 2007 

and November 2008.10 As part of the research project, La Grullita was one of two case 

study communities selected for careful investigation of smallholders’ socio-ecological 

                                                 
9 Usos y cosumbres, or practices and customs, are the traditional activities involved in political, social, and 
environmental organization and practice. Nuijten (2003) demonstrates how state agencies and bureaucratic 
processes created to deal with ejido privatization could not account for ejidatarios’ customary land-use 
practices. Traditional activities such as familial subdivision of parcels, she argues, ultimately thwarted 
privatization efforts. 
10 The research builds on previous fieldwork conducted in Veracruz in 2003 and 2004. 
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practices following coffee market restructuring. Yet, it quickly became clear to me that 

cultural changes following the ejido’s entrance into the federal privatization program 

were the hot topics being debated and gossiped about in the community. Seventeen semi-

structured interviews with community members—leaders, male and female ejidatarios, 

housewives, and new migrants—allowed me to query these issues further. Interview 

questions were not designed to elicit simple “yes” or “no” answers, but investigate 

people’s complex opinions, assumptions, and experiences. All interviews were 

transcribed and coded during the fieldwork period.  

Participant observation—the immersion of the researcher in the study subject as a 

way of gathering detailed information—was another important method for this study. 

This research strategy allowed me to gather some of the more mundane, everyday aspects 

of the community: how people greeted or gossiped about one another, what they did in 

the fields, and so on. I spent hundreds of hours with La Grullita smallholders, their 

families, local leaders, teachers, and newcomers to the community. This time resulted in 

several notebooks full of valuable information. This data allowed me to analyze the 

commonalities, differences and anomalies in subjects’ practices and discourses.  

This paper also draws from data collected in household surveys in October 2008. I 

carried out thirty-five surveys in Ejido La Grullita, surveying almost one-quarter of the 

community’s registered ejidatarios. Respondents were randomly selected from an official 

roster of ejidatarios. The survey was divided into four sections to query: 1) agricultural 

production and labor allocation; 2) participation in social organizations and state 

programs; 3) land-use change; and 4) local political institutions. Descriptive analysis of 
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the data allowed me to observe patterns, variations, and anomalies in people’s 

experiences and perceptions of recent institutional and cultural changes within the 

community.  

 
Institutions, Ejido Organization and Article 27 Reforms 

“Institution” is a complicated concept with different meanings and interpretations, both 

among academic disciplines and in everyday life. For the purpose of this paper, I largely 

use the concept as Eleanor Ostrom does: to describe the rules and regulations governing 

natural resource use (Ostrom 1990). According to Ostrom, different property regimes 

produce unique strategies for managing natural resources.11 Following this line of 

thought, government redistribution of land and resources to form ejidos would result in 

new rules, regulations, and power dynamics mediating natural resource use. Richard 

Scott expands on Ostrom’s property-based understanding of institutional arrangements to 

include cultural norms and cognitive elements, arguing rules allow decision-makers to 

define “what counts as what.” In other words, the existence of rules creates normative 

conditions for behaviors and actions. Individuals, moreover, become conscious of these 

rules and norms through their participation in them and make decisions accordingly; this 

cognitive element often provides a validating role for institutions (Scott 1995). In other 

words, there would be no institutions without the people who inhabit, create, and 

re(produce) them. For example, when the ejido discussed in this paper was formed, the 

community developed a list of rules regarding land transactions. One rule was that no 

                                                 
11 Following Ostrom, “property” is the term used to describe a legally and socially endorsed concentration 
of power over natural things and resources.   
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ejido members sell or lease land to foreigners (non-Mexican nationals). This rule created 

normative conditions and, for several decades, no land sales were made to foreign 

individuals.12 Thus, ejidatarios’ behavior often conformed to this particular rule, and in 

doing so validated the existence of the rule itself—and simultaneously of the very ability 

of rules to regulate behavior.13  

Institutions, in other words, are used here to describe the rules developed and used 

by individuals or groups to determine: 1) how decisions get made; 2) who and what are 

included in decision-making processes (for instance, types of information and/or ways of 

understanding); and 3) enforcement mechanisms (including consequences) for “breaking 

the rules” (Ostrom 1984). Scholars of institutions have demonstrated the complex ways 

in which political economy, culture, and non-human actors combine to create systems for 

managing natural resources, as well as variance among institutional arrangements (e.g. 

Robbins 1998; Jentoft 2004). Despite the ability of people to normalize certain 

institutional forms, they are often dynamic and divisive, and change over time. 

Institutions, in other words, are rarely if ever coherent forms unaffected by struggle.  

Instead, they are riven with social conflict, pulled apart by vested interests and the 

different positions of their actors and agents, and driven by the politics of uneven 

                                                 
12 History, of course, is also an important factor in explaining institutional forms. Over time, rules or 
patterns of practice may become inscribed in the working routines of an institution, something many 
members rarely question but rather perceive as “our way of doing things.” (Jentoft 2004; Berkes et al. 
2001).  
13 I will provide another example, borrowing from Jentoft’s (2004: 140) soccer anecdote. When the ball 
goes into the net in a game, players and spectators interpret this as a goal. The institution of the game—
with its rules, history, common practices, etc—allows people to understand a goal has been scored. When 
the referee blows the whistle, moreover, she/he confirms our interpretation as being ‘accurate’ or ‘valid’. 
That is to say, the ‘goal’ has been validated in accordance with what the institution of soccer defines as 
correct.  
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resource distribution. DeWalt (1975) was among the first to question the “romance of 

community” in scholars’ portrayals of ejidos. They were often assumed to be bastions of 

peasant egalitarianism and solidarity.14 Scholars have since demonstrated the degree to 

which intra-community dynamics and institutional arrangements can produce unequal 

access to decision-making processes, natural resources, and wealth (Greenberg 1981; 

Sheridan 1988; Boyer 2003; Haenn 2005).  

Ejidos, as sets of institutional arrangements, therefore, should be analyzed as open 

systems, influenced by shifting myriad processes and practices, including: non-human 

nature, technology, ideas, internal struggles, cultural practices, and/or policy shifts. Even 

institutions that seem so locally rooted as the ejido are not only “lodged in larger political 

economic processes;” they are productive of those processes (Robbins 1998: 413). In 

Mexico, where approximately half the country’s land surface was once managed by 

ejidatarios, such institutions possess important political and transformative power. This 

paper illustrates the changing nature of local institutional arrangements following 

ejidatarios’ entrance into the federal privatization program. While traditional land 

dynamics and political processes were initially uprooted, I illustrate the tactics people 

developed to resuscitate historic forms of governance.  

Ejidos typically have a general assembly comprised of all ejidatarios.15 The 

regularly convened asamblea, or assembly, is the ejido’s principal decision-making body 

                                                 
14 In Against the Romance of Community, Miranda Joseph (2002) merges ethnographic and discursive 
analyses to explore how capitalism and modernity generate, and depend upon, discourses of coherent 
“communities” to legitimate social hierarchies. While identity is often named as a common bond between 
community members, Joseph argues that patterns of consumption and production fundamentally condition 
communal subjectivity.  
15 In 1990, according to the federal census, most ejidos had between 20-100 members (INEGI 1990).  
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and serves as a venue for establishing rules, elections, voicing grievances, etc. Within the 

assembly, locally elected leaders serve three-year terms. These positions are divided into 

the Comisariado Ejidal (Executive Committee) and Consejo de Vigilancia (Vigilance 

Committee).16 It’s the job of the Executive Committee to carry out the decisions made by 

the general assembly. The Vigilance Committee enforces the ejido’s internal rules and 

regulations and assures that the actions of the Executive Committee are in accordance 

with bylaws and agrarian norms. Since most ejidatarios are male, executive positions 

within the assembly (which to qualify for one must be a registered ejidatario), are often 

held by men. The Veracruz ejido discussed in the following pages, however, is an 

exception to this general trend. Steps toward privatization, I argue, have destabilized 

local political institutions (and the reproduction of masculine identity), as many male 

ejidatarios have simply stopped participating in the assemblies. This opened up 

leadership positions for female ejidatarias who—for the first time in the community’s 

history—now hold half of the local leadership positions. The constitutional reforms of the 

early 1990s catalyzed these intra-ejido dynamics.  

Ejidos were created ostensibly to support peasant families. Post-revolutionary 

agrarian laws were designed to create and protect ejido land from concentration and 

commoditization. Ejidatarios—possessing only use rights—could not legally lease or sell 

                                                 
16 The functions and structure of ejido leadership and governance were laid out in Articles 32-36 of 
Mexico’s 1915 Agrarian Laws. The Executive Committee typically consists of a president, secretary, and 
treasurer; and the Vigilance Committee a president and two secretaries. There is of course variance among 
ejidos in the structure of such governing bodies. For example, I have visited ejidos where the Executive 
Committee contains additional secretaries (secretary of credit, social action, and communal works, for 
instance). Likewise, despite the agrarian laws’ built-in enforcing mechanism (the Vigilance Committee), 
leaders may of course act in their own self interest.  
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land. If individuals infringed on these rules, the assembly could “transfer the use rights” 

to someone else.17 For nearly eight decades following the Revolution, the main legal 

characteristics of the ejido regime remained unchanged (Nuijten 2003). In the early 

1990s, however—partly in accordance with principles laid out in the North American 

Free Trade Agreement—the Salinas administration radically transformed the ejido sector 

(McCarthy 2004). The policy shifts, proponents claimed, would make Mexican 

agriculture “more productive” through the introduction of market forces. The most 

profound changes came in the areas of: 1) agrarian reform, ending the establishment or 

enlargement of ejidos; 2) privatization, by which ejidatarios could now contract, sell or 

rent land; and 3) public/private partnerships, allowing for negotiations between 

ejidatarios and investors (including foreigners). The reforms marked a monumental 

moment in postrevolutionary history; as Craib puts it, one of the “sacred cows of 

revolutionary iconography” had been slaughtered (2004: 256).  

Federal legislation created the PROCEDE program to facilitate the privatization 

process.18 Through PROCEDE, ejidos can opt to transform “usufruct fields” into 

“parcels.” It calls a bewildering array of bureaucratic trámites (procedures), involving 

cartography, notaries and other official forms of certification. If the general assembly 

votes to enter into PROCEDE, ejidatarios may obtain land titles to urban plots (solares), 

farm plots (parcelas), and a pre-agreed upon percentage of the ejidal commons (Nuijten 

                                                 
17 In practice, however, ejidatarios often departed from agrarian law by renting, contracting, abandoning 
land, etc (e.g. Sanderson 1981).  
18 Programa de Certificación de Derechos Ejidales y Titulación de Solares (Program for Certification of 
Rights to Ejido Lands), hereafter PROCEDE.  
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2003).19 By initiating the program, ejidatarios must agree to allow INEGI,  Mexico’s 

cartographic agency, to measure and map urban and agricultural plots. 20  Once parcels 

have been mapped, ejidatarios receive a certificate verifying the new parcel boundaries. 

Yet even after this laborious (and often contentious) official mapping endeavor, 

individual parcels are not considered “private property.” Before land is officially 

privatized—thereby legalizing land sales, rentals, etc—the general assembly must vote on 

whether or not to proceed with privatization and, ultimately, disband the ejido. If 20% or 

more ejidatarios vote to discontinue the privatization process and maintain ejido regime, 

however, the entire community’s progress in PROCEDE is stalled.21 In other words, land 

cannot become private property until the majority of ejidatarios agree to go through the 

final stages of PROCEDE, achieving dominio pleno (fee-simple ownership). Until 

dominio pleno is reached and the ejido disbanded, moreover, ejidatarios are technically 

subject to the old local rules and regulations.  

In central Veracruz, ejido La Grullita voted to enter PROCEDE in 1997. INEGI 

técnicos soon arrived to map the ejido boundaries, subsequently providing farmers with 

certificates.22  Yet—and this is an important point—as La Grullita ejidatarios have yet to 

pass through the final stages of PROCEDE, they are still technically accountable to ejido 

laws. The ejido, in other words, becomes an interstitial space, at least juridically.  In the 

                                                 
19 Ejidatarios could choose any or all of these titling programs. For example, some ejidos have pursued 
ownership of individual parcels while retaining communal control of resources such as forests and grazing 
lands (Perramond 2008).  
20 Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía, (National Institute of Statistics and Geography).  
21 My results coincide with Perramond (2008) who found ejidatarios were ‘ambivalent’ in pursuing full tide 
ownership following mapping of individual parcels. And even when the assembly votes overwhelmingly to 
move forward, the entire process of privatization often takes several years.  
22 All names of communities and people have been changed.  
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interim, with parcels mapped and certificates dispersed, many individuals have diverged 

from traditional rules and land-use practices. Such practices—including land sales to 

foreigners—have ruptured long-standing institutional arrangements within the ejido, 

while the new official order has yet to be born.  

Some ejidatarios view the changes as corrosive of and to local political structures 

and livelihood security, and have developed new strategies for recovering traditional 

institutional arrangements. In doing so, older men and young women have become allied 

and are mobilizing understandings of the ecological attributes of their land (water 

catchment, for instance) as a platform from which to rebuild ejido “unity” and lobby the 

state for resources.  

 
Results  

Breaking the rules: land sales and “outsiders” in La Grullita, Veracruz 

La Grullita was declared an ejido in 1936, following a violent period of land 

redistribution in the region. The village is located on the eastern flanks of Cofre de 

Perote, not far from the urban areas of Coatepec and Xico. Today the community has a 

population of approximately 1,529 inhabitants, 156 of whom are registered ejidatarios 

(INEGI 2005). Coffee cultivation is the dominant land-use and livelihood activity there. 

With the exception of the urban area and a few small plots of pasture scattered about, the 

ejido is covered by shade-grown coffee orchards, or fincas, where coffee bushes are 

planted among trees and grown under the shade of a forest canopy (Figure 1). Two 

streams cut through the fincas, flowing past the town en route to meet the Rio 

Huehueyapan as it carves its way to the Gulf of Mexico (Figure 2). When INEGI técnicos 
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arrived in 1997 to map the ejido they remarked at the time how much water the ejido 

possessed, both at the surface and underground. One INEGI surveyor told the ejido 

president at the time, “We have traveled over the entire country and we have never seen 

an ejido with as much water as this one. Be very careful selling the land…and if you sell, 

sell it for a good price.” Understandings of water catchment and flow, as we shall see in 

the pages that follow, have become important grounds for social organization and 

environmental practice at the community level. Indeed, time and again, ecologists have 

shown that the region’s coffee systems provide several environmental benefits including: 

water catchment, nutrient cycling, fertile soil production, and carbon sequestration 

(Greenberg et al. 1997; Moguel and Toledo 1999). Veracruz plantations also possess 

levels of biodiversity similar to natural forests in the region, and serve as habitat corridors 

for migratory bird populations (Manson et al. 2008).  

Since its formation, La Grullita has possessed internal rules and regulations about 

rights, social organization and land use (Table 1). While not legally permitted by ejido 

rules and agrarian law, intra-ejido land sales and rentals did occur prior to 1997. 

Ejidatarios typically followed local protocol for such exchanges, obtaining permission 

from the Executive Committee prior to land sales. As a former ejido president recalled 

from his tenure, “Those were the worst years of the coffee crisis…it was difficult for 

families. Some people wanted to sell a little land to get by.…but everyone came to the 

assembly and discussed their situation…they followed the regulations of the ejido.” 23 

                                                 
23 The global coffee ‘crisis’—marked by historic lows in the prices paid to farmers for unprocessed beans—
followed the international deregulation of the commodity in 1989. At the same time, small-scale producers 
in Mexico were doubly impacted by the withdrawal of historically prolific government resources in the 
coffee sector (e.g. extension services, credit, marketing channels, etc).   
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The ejido’s entrance into PROCEDE, however, transformed local land-use and political 

practices.  

The general assembly voted overwhelmingly to begin the privatization process in 

1997. PROCEDE officials were quick to visit La Grullita to discuss the transition. INEGI 

surveyors—who carried out measurement and mapping procedures—followed. 

According to one community leader, the initial meeting with agrarian officials, over a 

decade ago, was the last assembly attended by all ejidatarios. Indeed, shortly after parcels 

were mapped and ejidatarios received certificates, participation in the assemblies waned. 

Many respondents noted declining ejidatario participation in communal works projects, 

assembly attendance, and elections, including a decrease in their own level of 

involvement (Table 2).   

As male ejidatarios became increasingly apathetic in local politics and decision-

making processes, new sites of political possibilities were created for female ejidatarias. 

In 2008, women—for the first time in the ejido’s history—held three of the six leadership 

positions. All three women are under forty years of age and share their committee 

positions with older men, an alliance that would have been unlikely fifteen years ago 

(Table 3). As one woman recalled, “No men ran for office in the last election…so I 

nominated myself.” The political mobilization of young women was indeed an 

unforeseen consequence of the ejido’s step toward privatization. Recently, moreover, 

local leaders have developed new strategies to renew ejidatarios’ involvement—beefed 

up vigilance, for instance. Such practices are being developed largely in response to what 

some ejidatarios perceive as worrisome post-PROCEDE land-use practices.  
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Some people in La Grullita believe the mapping and certification of parcels 

legally increased individual autonomy regarding land-use and resource decisions. While 

ejidatarios should still obey local regulations, many behave as if their property has 

already been transformed into private property despite the fact that the ejido has yet to 

reach dominio pleno. As one farmer puts it, “I have the certificate to my land. I can sell 

or rent [land] without waiting for the assembly to give me permission.” Occasionally, 

however, land deals go awry and individuals seek out community leaders to settle 

disputes as they did in the past. Now, however, if the assembly wasn’t consulted prior to 

the transaction’s initiation, the quarrelling parties are left to duke it out. As the ejido 

president explains:  

 
They [ejidatarios] sell land without the assembly’s permission.… but perhaps 
later they have a problem and want their land back. Then they come to me for 
help…but if they didn’t come to the assembly to begin with, my hands are clean. 
  -Roberto, 72, ejido president  

 
On one hand, people like the convenience and individual authority that come with being 

self-imagined “private property” owners. On the other hand, they want to continue 

participating in local political processes and institutions as they see fit, and according to 

their needs. 

Most survey respondents estimated between 20-25% of ejidatarios sold portions 

of their land since the community entered PROCEDE. People claimed land transactions 

initially occurred among family and community members. In recent years, however, 
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“gente de afuera,” or outsiders, began to purchase land in La Grullita.24 In my 

conversations with ejidatarios, the term “outsider” was used to refer to people from as 

close by as Coatepec, or as far away as France. All survey respondents noted an increase 

in local land sales to people who were non-natives to La Grullita. As of late 2008, twelve 

“outsiders”—from Germany, France, England, Canada, Mexico City, Xalapa, Coatepec, 

and Xico—resided in the ejido for at least part of the year.25 While only two survey 

respondents admitted to such sales themselves, all noted this newest phase in community 

land transformation. Clearly being “ejidatario” no longer signifies being a young man 

who lives in the ejido and farms certain crops. 

I spoke with many of these newcomers. With the exception of two men who 

married into the community, most were attracted to the community for its close proximity 

to urban areas, cheap land, and “natural beauty.” Of those who had purchased agricultural 

plots, none planned to convert coffee to other land-uses. On the contrary, as they spoke of 

their newly acquired fincas, a romanticized agricultural imaginary emerged, a discourse 

seemingly naïve of the coffee sector stresses producers have been struggling with. As 

Henri,  a young Canadian who purchased an agricultural parcel in 2004 described, “It’s so 

peaceful here...I built my cabaña and planted my garden…I can hike in the mountains 

and listen to rivers flow. It’s like paradise.” 26  

                                                 
24 When I approached community leaders in the early stages of my fieldwork in 2007, it took several 
conversations to convince them my interest in the community was not to purchase land but to study and 
understand such exchanges.  
25 Nine of the twelve “outsiders” own land elsewhere, and only reside in La Grullita seasonally.  
26 To Henri’s credit, he is widely liked and respected by many community residents. He was the only 
“outsider” to ask community leaders permission to purchase the land. He donates his organic vegetables to 
the village’s poorest families and is well known for throwing parties—complete with sheep slaughter—to 
which he invites the entire ejido.   
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Land sales to “outsiders” has caused concern for some community members 

(Table 4). Many respondents claimed such dynamics are contributing to the dissolution of 

local institutions. Others, quite simply, fear their neighbors are unaware of the value of 

their land.27 One respondent captured this anxiety well, “People are selling [land] too 

cheap…land here is worth a lot...the location is good and there is so much water…some 

day Xalapa and Coatepec are going to need that water. The price of this land is only 

going to appreciate.” In recent years community leaders developed new strategies to deal 

with such changes and reignite ejidatario participation in local governance. Through this 

process, collective understandings of the land’s environmental benefits are emerging.  

Land and resources seem to be the focal points for the production of new identities that 

link broader geographies, creating more far-flung spatialities, of production, 

consumption, and discourses; of belonging and caring for place. 

 
Reclaiming social institutions 

 
Twelve years ago the Executive Committee did little enforcing…if someone broke a rule 
they were sometimes fined, but mostly people just gossiped [about him/her]. In the last 
two years we punished and fined 56 ejidatarios…for not coming to assemblies, for selling 
land illegally…I even fined them for not paying the fines. We do it to hold them 
responsible, to remind them [this community] continues as an ejido…but we also do it for 
protection…if someone comes to us later with a complaint, we can say, “Look, that 
wasn’t a legal transaction.” 
 

 -Roberto, 64, ejido president  

 
In recent years community leaders have stepped up “vigilance” as a way of 

coping with weakened social institutions and illegal land sales. News travels fast in La 

                                                 
27 When I left Veracruz in late 2008, land in La Grullita was selling for between 60-70,000 pesos for 100 
square meters.  
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Grullita, and leaders now keep detailed records of land transactions, both assembly-

approved and clandestine. For land sales that have not passed through official ejido 

channels, both the seller and buyer are fined and presented with a signed document 

stating the transaction is not valid per ejido law.28 Ejidatarios can also be fined for not 

attending assemblies or satisfying other responsibilities (e.g. participation in communal 

works projects)—there is a reaction, backslash, and attempt to rein in the processes of 

controlling ejidal territory. In the process, definitions of  the ejido and who it serves are 

called into question.  

Local leaders also hope to inoculate themselves from future conflicts by issuing 

the carefully worded documents. If rogue ejidatarios—e.g. those who sold land illegally, 

or to foreigners, or haven’t held up their end of the social contract—have a problem in 

the future, they’re on their own. In other words, the benefits of being an ejidatario—for 

instance, assistance from leaders in negotiating agrarian bureaucracy or settling a 

dispute—are only for those who abide by the rules.  

In the last three years, the Executive Committee has fined 56 ejidatarios. By 

comparison, ejido records from 1990—just before the Article 27 reforms went into 

effect—show 9 individuals fined in a three-year period. All survey respondents noted 

increased enforcement of ejido rules in recent years. While many ejidatarios simply 

disregard the fines and documents issued by leaders, a few have been motivated to renew 

their participation in local institutional arrangements. As one ejidatario put it, “I took a 

                                                 
28 The fines vary according to infraction, but average about 200 pesos (~20 U.S. dollars).  
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long vacation from the assemblies.…but this is not how it should be. We should be united 

and for that we need dialogue…we need participation.” 

  Community leaders have also tried to unite ejidatarios around shared 

understandings of the environmental benefits of the ejido’s lands. Water—the fincas’ 

ability to soak it up and its potential future scarcity in nearby urban areas—dominates as 

the object around which farmers have developed new environmental discourses. Shortly 

after his three-year term began, the ejido president learned of a “forest conservation” 

project administered by the national forestry commission, CONAFOR.29 Community 

leaders held meetings asking ejidatarios to participate, claiming the project would benefit 

household incomes as well as the environment. As one farmer recalled, “At first it 

sounded like a lot of work for little money, but then we talked about the importance of 

this land for water. There is so much deforestation in the upper elevations, so it’s here in 

the fincas that we should conserve the forest and water.”  

In 2006 the ejido began a forestry project with CONAFOR. The agency provided 

ejidatarios 1,000 pesos/hectare to plant new trees in the fincas.30 Women were 

instrumental in drumming up enthusiasm for the project, and female officials from the 

executive and vigilance committees led the charge in recruiting support of community 

members. As one woman laughed, “I told my husband I’d plant the trees myself…and I 

did, every one. I went every Saturday to our finca…it made me very happy to plant those 

little trees.” In the end, participation in the project was strong, resulting in the planting of 

                                                 
29 Comisión Nacional Forestal (National Forestry Commission).  
30 CONAFOR, however, required its engineers oversee the project and they took a cut of the money 
allocated to the ejidatarios. In the end, farmers received about 900 pesos/hectare for their tree planting 
efforts.  
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thousands of saplings. Timber species were used; cedar and mahogany intercropped with 

coffee in the lower elevations of the fincas, pine, cypress, sweet gum, and oaks in the 

upper limits. Based on their conversations with CONAFOR engineers, ejidatarios thought 

they were entering a long-term relationship with the agency. Forest diversification and 

shade canopy maintenance, they believed, would yield future subsidies from the agency.  

In 2008 the ejido had to submit a new proposal for the next phase of the 

CONAFOR funded project. Ejidatarios were to receive 400 pesos/hectare/year for 

maintaining the coffee shade canopy.31 La Grullita proposed to inscribe 474 hectares, 

most of the ejido’s land, in the project. Shortly before I departed Veracruz, the ejido 

learned CONAFOR rejected its proposal. The news came as a shock to community 

leaders who followed the agency’s protocol to a tee. CONAFOR claimed the ejido had 

two small patches of pasture (both less than 100 meters square) and this was grounds for 

denying La Grullita’s participation.32  

Ejidarios in La Grullita were, needless to say, disappointed and confused by their 

proposal’s rejection. As the president put it, “I took the map, I took the folder with all the 

documents, I took everything they asked me for… and now they tell me the resources 

will never come.” Yet, discourses surrounding the ecological importance of the ejido’s 

land seem to have taken a hold in La Grullita. At the assembly where leaders broke the 

bad news, ejidatarios’ responses largely hinged on understandings of the environment. 

                                                 
31 CONAFOR tracks changes in canopy cover with high resolution IKONOS satellite imagery. 
32 CONAFOR’s practices are indeed shrouded in much mystery. Federal resources are distributed to 
CONAFOR’s regional offices depending on the surface area each office enrolls in forestry projects. 
According to some, this creates intra-agency competition among regional offices (Veracruz does very 
well). This competition creates a bias for small landowners as regional offices target projects toward large 
landowners and big ejidos as a strategy to maximize the surface area enrolled in forestry programs 
(Pers…Comm January 18, 2008). 
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Didn’t CONAFOR know how important La Grullita’s land was for future water supply? 

Without the fincas, what would people in the lower elevations of the watershed do when 

water becomes scarce? Secretaries quickly recorded the claims and arguments launched 

by incised community members. Leaders scheduled an appointment with CONAFOR, 

planning to confront engineers and officials with their case, which hinged largely on the 

ecological importance of La Grullita’s land. The meeting, moreover, had the best 

attendance in over a decade.  

People’s perceptions of the environment, coupled with CONAFOR’s unexpected 

rejection of the proposed forestry project, has become a platform from which La Grullita 

ejidatarios are, at least for now, reuniting. Shortly before I left Veracruz in 2008, the 

ejido added new stipulation to Article 7 of the ejido’s “internal regulations”: ejidatarios 

are now required to “conserve the water that helps maintain the ejido’s ecosystem 

equilibrium.” And La Grullita ejidatarios planned to use these environmental concerns to 

lobby CONAFOR to reconsider their proposal; or, at the very least, provide an adequate 

explanation of its rejection. Shared understandings of the relationship between coffee-

forest and water catchment, moreover, appear to be a more effective tool for rebuilding 

local dialogue and participation than increased vigilance.   

 
Conclusions 

Entrance into PROCEDE indeed destabilized traditional social institutions and land-use 

practices in La Grullita, Veracruz. After receiving “official” certificates to their parcels, 

many ejidatarios began behaving as private property owners, ceasing participation in 

communal decision-making processes and selling land without assembly permission. 
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While these changes created political opportunities for women, they have also eroded 

traditional forms of governance.  

Following Jentoft (2004: 141), old institutions do not necessarily ‘give up’ easily. 

If institutions are required to deal with a “shock”—in this case privatization and the 

subsequent “rule-breaking” behaviors of some ejidatarios—new strategies to defend the 

historical practices maybe be developed. In La Grullita, community leaders organized to 

reclaim local practices and decision-making processes. Enforcement mechanisms were 

created, and projects—mobilizing understandings of the environment—initiated. As both 

land-use and institutions are continuously influenced by shifting myriad processes and 

elements, the future of La Grullita’s socio-ecological systems still hang in the balance. 

The evidence presented in this paper, however, demonstrates how individuals, when their 

lives are rocked by neoliberal reforms, mobilize to reclaim social institutions and 

practices. These findings, moreover, contribute to a growing body of scholarship that 

aims to understand how the controversial Article 27 amendments have actually played 

out in Mexico’s complex ejido geographies, illustrating the complexities of continuum in 

a landscape of change.  
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Figure 1. Urban center of La Grullita, shade-grown coffee fincas in background. 
 

 



152 
 

Figure 2. La Chiquilla, one of the two major streams that cuts through the ejido’s land.   
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Table 1. Selection of local rules and obligations according to the ejido’s official 
document Internal Regulations of the Ejido La Grullita 
 
 

 

 

Ejido organization    • Respect and obey the internal regulations 
• Punctually assist and participate in convened 

assemblies 
• Participate in communal works for the benefit of 

the ejido; for example, improving the roads which 
access the fincas, school improvements, paving of 
new roads, or organizing social events 

• Contribute fees established by the assembly, 
which are the same for all ejido members 

• Personally assist all assemblies, ordinary and 
extraordinary 

• Do not leave assemblies before they have finished 
• Pay fines for failure to comply with ejido 

regulations 
• All ejidatarios must be Mexican 
• Participate with voice and vote in assemblies and 

all elections 
 

 

Land-use and transactions   • Notify the assembly of all land transactions  
• Notify the assembly of illicit and illegal land  
  transactions  
• Land rentals or title transfers must be approved by     
  the assembly 
• Land must not be sold to foreigners or strangers  
• The urban zone is delimited and cannot be 

expanded 
 

 

Consequences and sanctions   • Written reprimand 
Inobservance, incompliance, • Temporary suspension of the right to voice or vote 
or violation of ejido rules will  • Fines 
result in the following sanctions: • Consequences as deemed necessary by the 

assembly 
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n = 35       YES     NO 
 

 

Were important decisions made in the   89%    11% 
ejido assembly fifteen years ago? 
 
Are important decisions made in the    40%    60% 
assembly now? 
 
Did you attend assemblies regularly    91%    8% 
fifteen years ago? 
 
Do you attend regularly now?    66%    34%  
 

 
Table 2. Changing nature of participation in local institutions; household survey.  
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Committee   Office     Gender     Age  
 

  

Executive Committee             President             Male                72   
Secretary      Female     38  
Treasurer             Female     36 

 

 

Vigilance Committee              President             Male                67 
Secretary             Male     58 
Treasurer     Female     39 

 

 
Table 3. Local ejido leaders 2006-2009. 
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           Ranked concerns about land sales to “outsiders” 
 

  

1. Reduced attendance at assemblies 
2. They don’t ask permission from assembly before buying 

land 
3. Outsiders don’t participate or contribute (with fees and 

labor) 
4. Land is being sold too cheap 
5. Communal works projects are suffering 

 
 

 
Table 4. Survey respondents’ concerns regarding land sales to “outsiders”; n=35 
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APPENDIX D: HOUSEHOLD SURVEY 
 
Datos iniciales   

 
Encuesta no.   

Fecha (MES, DIA, 
año) 

 

Comunidad  

Nombre de 
entrevistador 

 

Nombre de 
entrevistado 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I. Demográficas  
 
 
Sexo 

 

 
Edad 

 

 
Estado civil 

 

 
Ocupación  

 

 
¿Vive en la comunidad o en otro lugar? 
No - ¿Donde? 

 

¿Usted es un nativo de esta comunidad o 
vino de otro lugar? 
Otro lugar: ¿Donde? 

 

 
II. Agricultura – Esta sección tiene preguntas sobre el terreno y los cultivos que tiene 
usted.   
 

1. ¿Cuánto de terreno tiene usted total en hectáreas?  _______________ 
 
2.  Cuánta de esta es: 

Ejidal     ________ 
Propiedad privada   ________ 
En arrendamiento    ________ 
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Otro:     ________ 
 

3. ¿De esta, cuántas hectáreas dedican a cultivos?  _____________________ 
 
4. El área que no esta en cultivo a qué lo dedica:  
 
____Descanso    ___Bosque/Monte  _____No sirve para cultivar 

 ____Baldío  Otro_______________ 
 

5. ¿Que tipo de cultivos tiene usted? 
 

Cultivo Hectáreas  Tareas 

Café 
 

  

Caña 
 

  

Limón 
 

  

Maíz   

Pasto/ganado 
 

  

Otro(s):  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
6. Usted abona sus cultivos?   ______Si   ______No 
 
7. Si: 

Cultivo Cantidad de abono por 
hectárea o tarea por año 

Café 
 

 

Caña 
 

 

Limón 
 

 

Maíz  
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8. ¿Usted ha cambiado la cantidad de abono que aplica a sus cultivos en los últimos 
años?   
________Si   ________No 

 
9. Si: Por 

qué?__________________________________________________________ 
 
10. ¿De los cultivos que tiene usted (o los cultivos en la región) cual tiene el mejor 

futuro, y por qué? 
 
_____________________________________________________________________
________________________________________ 

 
11. ¿Cual cultivo tiene el futuro más inseguro, y por 

qué?______________________________________________________________ 
  

12. ¿En su opinión, qué falta que podría ayudar los productores con la producción de 
sus cultivos?  

 
_____________________________________________________________________ 

 
¿Cual cultivo es más vulnerable a los cambios climáticos, y por qué?  

 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
A. Café (Si no tiene café, adelante a la próxima sección) 
 
13. ¿Usted ha cambiado la superficie dedicada al café en los últimos 10 años? 

 _____Si  _____No 
 
14. Si ha cambiado_____Aumentado   _____Disminuido  ¿En 

cuantas hectáreas? _____________________ 
 

15. ¿Que variedades de café tiene en su finca? 
 
 ________ Mundo Novo 
 ________ Bourbon 
 ________ Garnica 
 ________ Catemore 
 ________ Catura 
 ________ Pluma Hidalgo 
 ________ Robusta 
 ________ Típica  
 _________ Criollo 
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 ________ Otro 
 _________  No sabe 
 
 
16. ¿En que forma vende su café?  
 
_____Cereza_____Pergamino______Oro/Lavado_____Tostado/Molido Otro______ 
 
17. ¿A quién vende el café?   _____Coyote _____Al Beneficio _____A un  

comprador certificado        Otro________________ 
 
18. ¿Recibe un comprobante o factura cuando vende su café?    ___ Sí ____No 

 
19. Si recibe una factura:¿Usted usa esa factura para algo (por ejemplo, para solicitar 

apoyos)?  _______Sí    _______No 
 

Si la usa:¿Como la 
usa?______________________________________________________________ 
  

20. ¿Pertenece a alguna organización cafetalera?  ____ Sí ____No 
 
21. Si pertenece a una organización o consejo de café?: Cuál(es) organización(es): 

  
_______Consejo Regional de Café de Coatepec 
_______Consejo Regulador del Café 
_______Consejo Veracruzano del Café (Covercafé) 
_______Consejo Estatal de Productores del Café 
_______Una Triple SSS de café aquí en la comunidad 
_______Coordinadora Nacional de Organizaciones Cafetaleras (CNOC) 
_______ Central de Independiente de Obreros Agrícolas y Campesinos  

(CIOAC) 
_______ Confederación Nacional Campesina (CNC) 
_______ (CCI)  
_______ Coalición de Organizaciones Democráticas Urbanas y  

Campesinas (CODUC) 
_______ (UNORCA) 
_______Otra________________________________ 

 
22. ¿Usted está en el padrón cafetalero?   ________ Sí 

 ________No  _______No sabe 
 
23. ¿Usted sabía que en este año de 2008 se realizaría una actualización del padrón 

cafetalero? _______ Si _______No    
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24. ¿Usted fue en 2008 para renovar o cambiar datos en el padrón cafetalero?    
_______ Si  _______ No 

 
25. Si se fue:¿Por qué se fue? 
  ________Registrar terreno nuevo 
   ________Cambiar datos personales 
  ________Pedir datos 
  ________Dar de baja un predio  
  ________Refutar algo 
 ¿Qué?:____________________________________________________________ 
  ________Medir la superficie  
  ________Otro_____________________________________ 
 
26. ¿Usted recibe alguno apoyo/subsidio del gobierno para el café? 

 ______Si  ______No 
 

Si: (las próximas dos preguntas):  
27. ¿Cuanto recibe?_____________________ 
 
28. ¿De cual programa de gobierno viene este apoyo? __________________ 
 
29. ¿Tiene miembros de su hogar que le ayudan en las fincas?   ____Si _____No  

 
30. Si: ¿Quien? _____Esposa/o  _____Hijo/a  _____Papa/Mama  

_____Sobrino/a  _____Hermano/a  _____Nieto/a  ______Primo/a      
 
31. ¿Cuanto café produjo su finca la cosecha pasada total?____________Quintales 

 ___________Kilos  _________Toneladas  
 
32. ¿El clima ha afectado el café en los últimos años? __Si ___No 

 
33. Si: 

¿Como?___________________________________________________________ 
 

34. ¿Aparte de café, hay otros productos en su finca que puede vender o usar para 
auto-consumo? 

 
     ¿Vender?   ¿Auto-
consumo? 
_____Plátano    ____________  ____________
   
_____Hoja de plátano   ____________  ____________ 
_____Palma    ____________  ____________
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_____Chile    ____________  ____________ 
_____Naranja    ____________  ____________ 
_____Orquídeas   ____________  ____________ 
_____Madera    ____________  ____________ 
_____Guayaba   ____________  ____________ 
_____Macadamia   ____________  ____________ 
_____Fríjol    ____________  ____________ 
_____Zapote    ____________  ____________ 
_____Maíz    ____________  ____________ 
_____Maracuyá   ____________  ____________ 
_____Misperos   ____________  ____________ 
 
____________Otro   ____________  ____________ 
 
____________Otro   ____________  ____________ 
 
 

35. Señale en que meses del año realiza las actividades en su finca para el café y 
quien le ayuda con estas labores: 

Meses en que se realizan Q
ui
en 
ay
ud
a 

Labores 

E F M A M J J A S O N D  
Limpias:  

a) machete              
b) azadón              

c) 
herbicidas 

             

 
Abonar/fert
ilización: 

 

a) químicos              
b) orgánico              

 
Resiembra 

             

 
Hoyada 
 

             

 
Deshije 
 

             

 
Poda 
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Regular 
sombra 
 
 
Corte de 
café 
 

             

 
B. Caña (Si no tiene caña, adelante a la próxima sección) 

 
36. ¿Cuántos años tiene cultivando caña? ____________________ 
 
37. ¿Usted ha cambiado la superficie sembrado de caña en los últimos 10-15 años? 

 _____Si   _____No 
 

38. Si:_____Aumentado  _____Disminuido Por cuantas hectáreas/tareas:_________ 
 

39. ¿A quién vende la caña?     _____Ingenio Mahuixtlan
 Otro_______________________ 

 
40. ¿Tiene un contracto con el Ingenio?   ________Si 

 ________No 
 

41. ¿Usted compra azúcar del Ingenio?   ________Si 
 ________No 

 
42. ¿Pertenece a alguna organización cañera?   ________ Sí 

 ________No 
 

43.  Si: A cual(es) organización(es):   
 _______CNC        
 _______CNPR     _______Unión Local de 
Productores de Caña del Ingenio Mahuixtlán _______Una Triple SSS de caña 
aquí en la comunidad 
 _______Otra________________________________ 

 
 

44. ¿Usted trabaja en las cuadrillas durante la zafra?   _______Si 
  _______No 

 
45. Si: ¿Corta aquí o se va a cortar a otras comunidades? _____Aquí

 _____Otras comunidades _____Los dos 
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46. Tiene miembros de su hogar que le ayudan en los cañales?    _______Si  
  _______No  

 
47. Si: ¿Quien? _____Esposa/o  _____Hijo/a  _____Papa/Mama  

_____Sobrino/a  _____Hermano/a  _____Nieto/a  ______Primo/a      
 

48. ¿Recibe beneficios del Ingenio? ______Si  ______No  
 

49. Si: ¿Como cuales?: ________Crédito  ________Pensión  
 _______Azúcar  ________Liquidación ________Seguro medico 
 ________Abonos  ________ Dispensas    

_______ Otro ____________________ 
 

50. ¿El Ingenio le pagó todo de la pre-liquidación y liquidación en el año pasado? 
 _____Si ____No 

 
51. No:¿Cuanto falta?____________________ 

 
52. Recientemente, ¿el ingenio ha reducido apoyos o beneficios a los cañeros? 

_____Si _____No  
 
      Si (las próximas dos preguntas): 

53. ¿Como 
cuales?____________________________________________________________ 

 
54. En su opinión, ¿por que pasa esas reducciones del 

ingenio?___________________________________________________________ 
 

  
55. ¿Han variado sus rendimientos de caña en los últimos años?   

 ______Si  ______No 
 

      Si (las próximas dos preguntas): 
56. :  ______Incrementado    ______Bajado 
 
57. ¿Por que cree ha sido este 

cambio?___________________________________________________________ 
 

58. ¿Cuantas toneladas cortó en su cañal en la zafra pasada en total? 
_______________________________________ 

 
59. Señale en que meses del año realiza las actividades en su cañal y quien le ayuda 

con estas labores: 
Labores Meses en que se realizan Quien 
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ayuda 
E F M A M J J A S O N D  

Limpias:  
 a) machete              

b) azadón              
c) herbicidas              

 
Abonar/fertilización 

 

             

 
Riego  

             

 
Quema de caña 
 

             

 
Corte de caña 
 

             

 
Requema de tlazole 
 

             

 
Resiembra  
 

             

 
 

 
C. Limón (Si no tiene limón, adelante a la próxima sección) 
 
60. ¿Cuántos años tiene cultivando limón? ______________ 
    
61. ¿Cuales variedades cultiva de limón? 

__________Canario 
__________Persa 
__________Otro 

 
62. ¿Usted ha cambiado la superficie sembrado de limón en los últimos 10 años?

 _____Si  _____No 
 
63. Si: _____Aumentado   _____Disminuido  Por cuantas 

hectáreas/tareas:____________ 
 

64. ¿A quién vende sus limones?    _____Empacador Chavarillo  
 _____Coyote  Otro____________________ 

 
65. ¿Pertenece a alguna organización para el limón?  ________ Sí 

 ________No 
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66. Si: Cual(es) organización(es):   

_______CNC       
 ________CNPR 

_______Una Triple SSS de caña aquí en la comunidad 
 _______Otra________________________________ 
 

67. ¿Tiene miembros de su hogar que le ayudan en las huertas?  ____Si ____No 
 
68. Si:¿Quien?  _____Esposa/o  _____Hijo/a  _____Papa/Mama  

_____Sobrino/a  _____Hermano/a  _____Nieto/a  ______Primo/a       
 
69. ¿Usted fertiliza el limón?   ________Si  ________No 
 
70. ¿Recibe apoyos para el limón? ______Si  ______No  

 
71. Si:¿Cuales y de donde?:  

Tipo de apoyo ¿De donde? 
  

  

 
72. Señale en que meses del año realiza las actividades en su huerta de limón y quien 

le ayuda con estas labores: 
 

Meses en que se realizan Quien 
ayuda 

Labores 

E F M A M J J A S O N D  
Limpias:  

 a) machete              

b) azadón              

c) químicos              

Abonar/fertilización:              

 
Control de 
plagas/aves 

             

 
Recorte de árboles 

             

 
Cosecha 

             

 
 
Riego 

             

 
Resiembra de 
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plantas adicionales  

 
 
 
 
D. Maíz 
 
73. ¿Cuántos años tiene cultivando maíz? ______________ 

 
74. ¿Usted ha cambiado la superficie sembrado de maíz en los últimos 10 años?

 _____Si  _____No 
 

75. Si:_____Aumentado   _____Disminuido  Por cuantas 
hectáreas:____________ 

 
 

76. ¿Vende su maíz?  _________No                   _________Si 
 
77. Si: ¿Donde vende el maíz?______________________________________ 
 
78. ¿Tiene otros cultivos que siembra en su milpa con el maíz (por ejemplo, fríjol o 

calabaza)?  ________Si  ________No 
 

79. Si: ¿Cuales? 
     ¿Vender?   ¿Auto-
consumo? 
_____Fríjol     ____________  ____________
   
_____Chile    ____________  ____________ 
_____Calabaza   ____________  ____________
   
_____Papa    ____________  ____________ 
_____Ejote    ____________  ____________ 
Otro______________   ____________  ____________ 
Otro______________   ____________  ____________ 

 Otro______________   ____________  ____________ 
 
80. Tiene miembros de su hogar quienes que le ayudan con el maíz?  

 _______Si   _______No  
 

81. Si:¿Quien?  ____Esposa/o  _____Hijo/a  _____Papa/Mama  _____Sobrino/a  
_____Hermano/a  _____Nieto/a  ______Primo/a   
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82. Señale en que meses del año realiza las actividades en su milpa y quien le ayuda 
con estas labores: 

Meses en que se realizan Quien 
ayuda 

Labores 

E F M A M J J A S O N D  
Limpias:  

 a) machete              

b) azadón              

c) herbicidas              

Abonar/fertilización:              

Aterrar              

Plaguicida (control 
de plagas) 
 

             

 
Doblar 

             

 
Cosecha 
 
 
 

             

 
 
Capital Social Esta sección se trata de las percepciones de los productores hacía la 
comunidad y la participación de la gente en las actividades locales. Le recordamos 
que la información que nos proporciona será totalmente confidencial y no revelamos 
su identidad en ningún documento o reporte.  

 
83. ¿Pertenece usted a un grupo de trabajo o un comité en la comunidad?

 __________Si   __________No 
 
84. Si: ¿Cual(es)?: 
 
_______ Comité de la Iglesia 
_______ Comité de Caminos 
_______ Comité del Ejido 
_______ Comité de Vigilancia 
_______ Comité de Agua 
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_______ Comité de Escuelas 
_______ Agencia Municipal 
_______ Sociedad de Padres de Familia de la Escuela 
_______ Otro _____________________________________________ 
 
 
85. ¿Usted pertenece a un partido político?   ___Si ____No 
 
86. Si: ¿Cual(es)? 
  _______PRI 
  _______PAN 
  _______PRD 
  _______Otro 
 
87. ¿Esta comunidad es un ejido?    ____Si  _____No 
 
88. No: ¿Que tipo de tenencia es?       

_______________________________________________________ 
 
89. Usted se considera un: 

  Ejidatario ________ 
  Comunero  ________ 
  Posesionario ________ 
  Campesino ________ 
  Otro  ___________________________ 

 
90. ¿Hace 15 años la gente en esta comunidad hacía decisiones importantes en una 

asamblea?  _________Si     _________No 
 
91. ¿Y ahora, la gente hace decisiones importantes en una asamblea?        

  _________Si     _________No 
 

92. ¿Hace diez años la gente asistía a las asambleas?     
  _________Si     _________No 

 
93. ¿Y estos días, la mayoría de la gente asiste a las asambleas?    

  _________Si     _________No  
 
94. ¿Hace diez años, usted asistía a asambleas ejidales regularmente?      

  _________Si     _________No 
 
95. ¿Y ahora asiste a asambleas ejidales regularmente?       

  _________Si   _________No 
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96. ¿Usted votó en la última elección para representantes de la comunidad?    
  _________Si     _________No 

 
97. ¿Usted cree que la gente aquí debe pagar cuotas a la comunidad/ejido?    

  _________Si    _________No 
 

  Si: ¿Por qué?_____________________________________________ 
 

  No: ¿Por qué?____________________________________________ 
 

 
98. ¿Usted cree que uno debe pagar una multa si no asiste a las asambleas, o si rompe 

una regla de la comunidad?  _____Si  ____No 
 
  Si: ¿Por qué?_______________________________________________ 
   
  No: ¿Por qué?_______________________________________________ 

 
99. Hay obras comunales aquí en la comunidad?      

 __________Si        __________No 
  

      SI (las próximas dos preguntas): 
100. ¿La mayoría de la gente participa en esas obras comunales?   

  __________Si   __________No 
 
101. ¿Usted participa en esas obras regularmente?    

  __________Si        __________No 
 

102. ¿Recientemente, usted ha tenido indiferencias con un vecino por sus 
parcelas?   ___________Si    __________No 

 
103. Si: ¿Por qué?_______________________________________________ 

  
104. ¿Recientemente, usted ha tenido indiferencias con un vecino en la zona 

urbana?   __________Si    __________No 
 
105. Si: ¿Porqué?_____________________________________________ 
 
106. ¿La gente aquí tiene el derecho a vender terreno sin el permiso de la 

comunidad o asamblea ejidal?  ______Si  ______No 
 

107. ¿Sabe de personas en la comunidad que han vendido terrenos en los 
últimos diez años?   ______Si   ______No 
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      Si (las próximas tres preguntas): 
108. La mayoría ha vendido: _________Parcelas 

 ________Lotes urbanos  _________Ambos 
 
109. ¿En general, a quienes vendieron? ____________________________ 
 
110. ¿La mayoría ha pedido permiso a la asamblea para vender?   

   ______Si  ______No 
 

111. ¿Usted ha vendido terreno en los últimos 15 años?    
   ______Si   ______No 

      
      Si: (las próximas tres preguntas) 

112. ¿Usted pidió permiso en la comunidad antes que lo vendiera?  
   ______Si  ______No 

 
113. ¿Usted ha pasado por PROCEDE?      

   ______Si  ______No 
 
114. ¿Tiene el título privado a su parcela?      

   ______Si  ______No 
 
III. Migración  

 
115. ¿Usted tiene una profesión a parte de la agricultura?    

  _________Si    _________No 
 
Si: 
116. ¿En qué trabaja y donde? __________________________________ 
 
117. ¿Ha habido mucha migración de aquí?       

  _________Si    _________No 
 
SI: 
118. ¿Cuando empezó eso, más o menos? _______________________ 
 
119. ¿Hay alguien de su hogar que ahora está trabajando en otro lugar de esta 

comunidad (en Xalapa, D.F. o otro país)?     
   __________Si      __________No 
Si: 
120.  

   ¿Quien?             ¿Edad?     ¿Donde trabaja?    ¿Tipo de trabajo?  ¿Porque se fue? 
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121. ¿Tiene familiares que fueron al otro lado (EEUU o Canadá) pero ya han 
regresado?       _______Si  ________No 
 

122. Si: 
¿Quien fue? ¿Cuando se 

fue? 
¿Cuanto tiempo 
estuvo allá? 

¿Donde está ahora? 
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APPENDIX E: IRB APPROVAL 

 
 

 


