Jesus Leon Santos mexico (1966- )

Farming is always difficult in a mountainous arie |
the "Mixteca" region in Southern Mexico, home te tf
Mixta Indians. Soil erosion is a major problem thdt is
one of the poorest areas in Mexico.

In the 1970s many Mixtecan farmers tried the né
varieties of corn seed that the government haddired
to increase the production of corn in Mexico. Otlex
short run, it was a success. Corn production aszd
enough in Mexico to avoid serious food shortagart(Bf
the Green Revolutidr)

However poor farmers like the Mixtecans could
afford to purchase seed every year, nor the e
fertilizers the new varieties required. Those whed
the new varieties also found that after a while sbé ::
seemed to be wearing out, producing less in spitbeo ::
fertilizers.

Then the price of corn went down in Mexico, a

corn farmers' income from selling their corn desezhso Jestis Leén Santos

much that it wasn’t even enough to pay for the ads From:
growing it. Thousands left the area because thsy S eI
2008 /northamerica

couldn't make a living there. In fact, Leon's eug
siblings left.

Leon didn't follow them. He stayed because hea
dream. It was restore the Mixteca region, and fekefinst
started forming this dream when he was a teenager.

He decided not to embrace industrial agricuftumet
to take another path: to improve the land and tdicoe ::
using and improve on traditional agricultural metso It &
has taken many years of effort, but today the folyn
barren hillsides are green and young Mixtecans
deciding to stay and work the land rather thanogother
places to find work.

! Green Revolution is explained later in this aeticl

2 “Industrial agriculture” is the name given (by ssowho don't think it is a good thing) to modermiing
methods which require large investments by the éarimbuying seeds, fertilizers, and providing lots
water for crops. These kinds of costs requiredargume production so they also require machiasig/
large amounts of land. Almost always this farmingthod also relies on the use of pesticides and
herbicides.



The Farmers Organize Themselves

In 1980 Leon together with other Mixtecan farmarsrided CEDICAM (Center for
Integral Small Farmer Development in Mexico). Tinegt with people of each
community to come up with ways to improve theirpgahat didn’t require spending
money. Gradually a movement began to return twigm varieties of corn traditionally
grown in Mexico. However, whereas people tradaibnhad selected the largest ears of
corn to save, they began to focus on how manytbarglant was producing and other
characteristics of interest, such as tolerancettiqular soils or limited amounts of
water. Leon says, "People have now understooddbalk varieties are much better."”

Since soil erosion was a major problem for

"The Green Revolution everyone, they established a small nursery antkdtar
displaced our local organizing people to plant trees which would hoie t
resources, said Leon, soil. The number of people involved grew, and they
referring to modern organized several other community-run nurseries.
agricultural practices with Currently (2008) Leon and CEDICAM are
hybrid crops and chemical ; \yorking with more than 1,500 small-farm farmers (12
fertilizers. "Our _ Hectares or less) in 12 communities. They have
dependence on the outside; planted more about 2 million trees in the last &arg
that led to our ruin.” and reforested more than 1000 acres. People are

--JesUs Ledn Santos planting up to 200,000 native trees a year. Téestr

Malkin, 2008 not only hold the soil, but also allow water tdefil
into the ground instead of running off as it useda.

Their leaves contribute badly-needed organic métténe soil which is essential to its
fertility. Now people can find firewood close bgther than walking long distances for it,
and spring water flows in the area's streams heaa&tlyg increased.

Ditches they did all this from

Using stones from the fields, the Mixtecans have scratch. Money is not the
rebuilt terraces from the ruins left by their arioes, and crucial factor here. It's thei
have built many new ones. They plant on the tesac ability to work bottom-up,
which also slows erosion. creating farmer-to-farmer

networks and promoting
low-tech solutions that tap
local knowledge."

--Miguel Altieri
--Campbell, 2008

To further slow down rain runoff, the Mixtecans bav
built or rebuilt around 2000 kilometers of ditctibat
follow the contours of the land. Now, water which
previously ran off and was lost is held until tlod san
absorb it. It filters down and recharges aquifbrs)ging
dry streams to life.

Sustainable Agriculture

The Mixtecans' experience with modern industriainiag was that it is not
sustainable. When they tried it, they found thairtsoils became depleted, and they
disliked having to buy new seed every year. Theg &und that the new hybrid varieties
being “pushed” by the government required more witen they had available.



Leon taught the Mixtecans about sustainable algumies Sustainable farming starts
with planting seeds saved from a previous croppoaght. The soil is nurtured by
applying (free, because they make it themselvespost which contributes organic
matter that improves soil structure and water tedanas well as providing the same
growth promoting elements that chemical fertilizeos Leon first worked with a small
group of farmers, and after the neighbors saw hawihhmore could be grown in this
way, they also began using sustainable methods.

Instead of huge fields of a single crop, they plsitheir ancestors did for hundreds
of years (sustainable), in the "milpa” style: ¢a@quash, beans- and other vegetables - on
the same plot of land. Harvests improved in mamymunities — in some, as much as
50%.

The Mexican government has over the past two decgdalually discontinued most
support for small-scale farmers. They argue thay fare "inefficient.” They point to the
fact that about two-thirds of Mexico's corn farmars small-scale farmers, and they
harvest less than 25% of the country's total poaduction. However, the government's
analysis of "efficiency" is based only on corn protion. Mixtecans are producing far
more than corn in their fields, which is completgjgored; and the social benefits are not
included either.

In the past, Mixtecan people were
discarding their old customs because they Malthus’ Population
didn't want to seem ignorant. Now they are Predictions
proud of their small farms and realize what &
great contribution they have to make to the
Mexican economy. Their diets have been
greatly improved and people are not leaving
their home and families to look for work in e
the city because they can now make a living
on their land.

Goldman Environmental

Prize

In 2008, Jesus Leon won a Goldman
Environmental Prize for outstanding
environmental achievement. The prize
website has a video on his work and his
speech on accepting the award is there.

The Larger Picture: The

Green Revolution

The bad experience that farmers in this
part of Mexico had in the 1970s and 80s with predicted versus actual food production
modern methods of farming is part of a largerfrom: http://wparks.myweb.uga.edu/ppt/green
story — the story of the so-called Green




Revolution. In the 1960s and 70s, especially,ymaaw varieties of crops (chiefly
wheat, rice, and corn) that responded well tolfeeti were introduced in various parts of
the world. For example they introduced a dwarfetgrof wheat which doesn't fall over
(as the traditionally-grown varieties do) whersifeértilized and irrigated to make it grow
faster.

The additional grain production avoided the woildwfamine that some had
predicted for the 1950's. Those predictions assuitmt food production would not
increase; but it did increase. In fact it keptwith population growth for around 40
years. This is why the introduction of these nawieaties, along with the farming
practices required to make these new high-yielsiargeties grow well, is called the
Green Revolution.

But, as the Mexican farmers found out, the new -guaqwing system is highly
dependent on externals -- things that have to doone the outside -- including seed,
fertilizers, pesticides, herbicides and also o#idditional water supplied by irrigation
systems. In many countries and areas, farmerssmitil holdings, especially in places
with a poor transportation system, usually hadceess to the money, credit, or technical
help required, so they didn't benefit from the @Gr&evolution.

Dr. Vandana Shiva asserts that the increased fomtliption called the Green
Revolution was not primarily due to the superiodf the new crops, but to the increased
water applied to them. In her country, India, mdnyught and flood-resistant varieties
had been developed over the centuries, and tradltemgricultural methods and crops
were adapted regionally to the climate. The needhfreased irrigation, as well as the
substitution of monocultures of wheat, rice, antlarofor more diverse traditional
cropping systems, caused many problems in Indieadso has elsewhere (see Shiva
references).

If you research “Green Revolution” on the interryety will find sites that emphasize
the good things about it, and others that emphdks&éad. There are a few that present
a somewhat balanced picture.

In the general press you hear a lot about how gneaGreen Revolution was. That's
because the companies making money from sellingdy, $eilizer, pesticides, and
herbicides have a lot of money to advertise aridftoence politicians and policy
makers.

Proponents of small-scale farming don't have thid kbf money. They point to
studies showing that we could produce just as nfioath, and have a much healthier
planet, if we produced our food using methods doatt create dependence and that don't
ruin the soil (for example, see Tilman 1998).
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Discussion or Essay Questions

When you talk or write, please try to use some of the new words you have learned in this reading.
If you have noticed new grammatical structures, try to use them, too.

1.

What are the advantages and the disadvantaggsyi opinion, of government
support for large-scale food production (that ishage tracts of land) in a country?
What about your country in particular?

. See if you can find actual data (as opposegbitnians) on the internet or elsewhere

comparing advantages and disadvantages of smalivéuge farms.

. A lot of food production and distribution is n@entrolled by multi-national

corporations. What are possible consequencesssf th

. Even with the increased food production browgidut by the Green Revolution, there

are still plenty of hungry people in the world. Bame internet research and find out
what opinions and evidence there are about theesaafshunger in today’s world and
some suggested solutions. What is your opiniter aéading what you find?

. Some people are saying that we need a new Reaslution to combat hunger in

many parts of the world, this time using geneticallodified varieties. Tell or write
about your opinions about this, and your reasons.
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