The indigenous campesinos confront issues of the environment and human rights in Mexico
The Campesino Ecologists of Guerrero
In early April 2000, the Social Justice Committee sent out an urgent appeal for the release from prison of Rodolfo Montiel and Teodoro Cabrera, founding members of the Campesino Ecologists of the Sierra of Petatlán (in the state of Guerrero, Mexico). The two men, who are considered prisoners of conscience by Amnesty International, were arrested and tortured by the Mexican army in May 1999. They are still suffering from the physical effects of their torture. Not only has the Mexican government not responded to appeals for their release, but they have recently been moved from the prison dormitory to be segregated in a bathroom, and Sr. Montiel has been denied adequate medical treatment.
The texts that follow are a brief description of the Campesino Ecologists (which was sent to the SJC by the Miguel Agustin Pro Human Rights Centre in Mexico City) and two statements by Rodolfo Montiel himself. The first of these statements is his expression of thanks upon receiving the Goldman Prize (sometimes referred to as the Nobel Prize for the environment) in April 2000. The second longer statement describes the origins and mission of the Campesino Ecologists.
 

The forest resources in the state of Guerrero are among the most important in Mexico. In 1995, the then-governor of the state, Ruben Figueroa Alcocer, signed a forest agreement which gave the United States lumber company Boise Cascade exclusive commercial cutting rights in the ejidos of the Costa Grande region of Guerrero. The company signed a contract with twenty-four ejidos (all of which were associated with Bernadino Baustista Valle, who controlled the Ruben Figueroa Union of Ejidos.) The price paid by Boise for lumber was three times that paid by local buyers; and tree shipments arrived around the clock at its processing plant in Papanoa, Guerrero. In addition to Boise Cascade, groups of local lumber interests were also operating in the region. One of the local groups was headed by the same Bernadino Bautista Valle, who, with the complicity of the state government - and latterly with that of the Mexican army, had for years been sacking the region's forest resources for his personal benefit.

In February 1998, residents of the region created the organization Campesino Ecologists of the Sierra of Petatlán. The main goal of the Campesino Ecologists was to end the over-cutting of the region's forests, which, they feared, could lead within ten years to the desertification of their mountain region. At first, their activities were focussed on education, reforestation, and legal action (filing legal complaints with government authorities regarding the over-cutting). When their efforts went unheeded by all branches of government, they turned to nonviolent direct action - setting up roadblocks to stop the transport of lumber. In apparent consequence, in April 1998, Boise Cascade left the region. However local groups continued to over-exploit the forest.

Sr. Montiel’s statement on the Campesino Ecologists organization:
"At the end of 1998, we campesinos living in communities in the Sierra de Petatlán and Coyuca de Catalán mounted a blockade against the deforestation being carried out by members of the Ruben Figueroa Union of Ejidos. We made two banners that said, "Stop cutting down trees and burning our forests."

This cutting and burning had already led to a water shortage in the mountain ranges of the municipalities of Petatlán and Coyuca de Catalán. What once were rivers had become little brooks, and what once were brooks had dwindled away into little trickles of water.

Many people knew the Mameyal River. It was a large river with lots of freshwater fish and shellfish. Now it has only quantities of garbage - bottles, plastic wrappers, and foam. The once wide River Frio is now a brook. Because of the burning, the tree cutting, and the fact that the cattle ranchers wash their cattle with harmful chemicals right at the water's edge, the fish are almost gone from the Frio River. The Petatlán River is in a similar condition. It has dried up dramatically since the Spring of 1998. The Hacienda de Dolores River in the municipality of Catalán was once a large river. Now it is a pitiful little brook, and, as a result of the widespread burning, its once plentiful fish are now very scarce. After large-scale fires of this kind, all the ash from the burned trees is washed into the canyons and rivers, killing the fish and shellfish...

We have stated that we are against deforestation, against the burning, against pollution. We are not against individual persons. On the contrary, we hope that everyone will watch over the environment. To do harm to the environment is to do harm to ourselves and to our families; it is to attack and destroy what is really the future of our children and grandchildren. Morover the environment is a heritage that does not only belong to the local authorities, to the local communities and ejidos, to the Ministry of the Environment (SEMARNAP), or to those who run the government. It belongs rather to all of the world's inhabitants.

The local authorities tell us to limit our activities to our own community, to the El Mameyal Ejido. But I, Rodolfo Montiel, do not accept the destruction of the forest in other ejidos. To cut and burn down the forest is to destroy natural resources that belong to all of humanity. It is also to destroy the habitat of the wild animals who are an expression of Life and who have the right to live.

I want us to recognise that we are to blame for what is happening in our time. There are eclipses, earthquakes, unknown illnesses that are caused by so much pollution. Where there is sufficient ground cover, rainfall is beneficial. When there is not enough vegetation, the rains, as though in anger, carry flood-water to low-lying areas, bringing death and destruction to people and nature... When there are many trees growing close together, the clouds discharge their rain. But if there are not enough trees, the clouds pass by letting fall only a few drops of rain, and the crops dry up. This hurts the campesinos - as well as hurting people in other walks of life who are the consumers of the crops grown by the campesinos.

The government has the answer in its hand. That answer should not be to persecute, imprison and kill the campesinos, but rather to support them with productive projects that do not harm the environment. Firstly, the government should support reforestation of deforested areas, a process that should be carried out by those who were responsible for the destruction. The government should help with tractors and farm equipment, with poultry and pig farms. They should help the cattle ranchers with mills for processing sugarcane, sorghum, and corn, so that the ranchers can make feed for their cattle instead of destroying the forest to create dried-up cattle pastures. Instead of supplying arms and permits for armed guards to destroy us ... the government should act with honesty and look for ways to improve our lives.

It must be remembered that those who kill many people commit genocide and those who destroy many trees commit ecocide. These are two very similar crimes and one may lead to the other. Every tree that falls is like an exploding bomb: water sources dry up; the sea rises; and because the forests are cut down and burned, plant life is dying. That is to say, the ecosystem is being killed. Our soil is eroding and becoming less and less fertile. These losses are being felt by the campesinos. The rays of the sun have become hotter; it is as if the sun were lower in the sky - as if it had new batteries.

This is why I invite all of you, all of us who eat and drink what the earth produces, to demand that our common heritage be respected and that its resources be used constructively rather than destructively. Let us become more aware, because it is for the good of your children, of your grandchildren, and of all the generations to come. We who are only here in passing must leave air that is pure for those who come after us to breathe."

Indigenous Campesions and the Monte Azules Biosphere Reserve
In May 2000, the Social Justice Committee sent out an appeal regarding the situation in Chiapas including recent threats by the Mexican government to evict the indigenous communities that are in the nucleus or the buffer-zone of the Monte Azules biosphere reserve. Some of these communities are predominantly Zapatista and belong to the Ricardo Flores Magon Autonomous Municipality; others belong to the independent campesino organization ARIC Independiente y Democrática. The latter held in forum in the municipality of Ocosingo, Chiapas, on May 20th. The following paragraph is an excerpt from the Forum's final declaration:
"We indigenous peoples are not enemies of biodiversity. Contrary to what some environmentalists have been saying, our culture is not destructive. Their criticisms are welcome, but we also invite these environmentalists to look for solutions to the questions of environmental degradation, marginalisation, and poverty. We also call upon them to see that there is conservation and sustainable use of natural resources. In the same way, we invite them to file legal complaints with the appropriate authorities about the activities of national and international businesses with regard to patenting, intellectual property rights, and biotechnology...

We indigenous peoples demand respect for our rights to land, to social services, to health, to education, and to food, as these rights are defined in our laws and in the international agreements signed by the Mexican government. For our part, we commit ourselves to preserve natural resources."

The Zapatista Autonomous Municipalities are a constant target of government harassment. Here is a message from one of them:
"Once more, we men, women, children, and elderly indigenous campesinos of the Ricardo Flores Magón territory in rebellion, send you greetings. We are expressing our resistance, and denouncing the past and present threats of violence and provocation on the part of the misgovernment (tr. in Spanish mal gobierno, literally bad government, the term frequently used by the Zapatistas to refer to the Mexican government), which has tried and is trying by every means to exterminate us, to seek confrontations with us, and to wear down our struggle... Because of our dignity and resolution and because we will not surrender our words or our dreams, the government is condemning us to a silent war of extermination. Our people have to struggle, suffer, and resist...

We have already raised our voices to explain to you the pretext that the government is using to continue to justify its war and its lies: the problem of land and territory in the area which they call the Lacandon region and Monte Azules Reserve and which for us is the Ricardo Flores Magón Indigenous Territory. And we have explained at length why, because of history, law, struggle, and effort, this land belongs to those who have worked it and have won it with their blood and effort in struggle. For this reason, the eviction is unjust...

We have explained that we have been working these lands for years and that we have repeatedly requested official land titles. But one day it occurred to the President to name the area and to decree the Reserve - without consulting the people or taking into account their legal rights, without acknowledging their work on the land and their requests for land titling... And, in the same way, it occurred to another President to reform the rights of the campesinos that are guaranteed in Article 27 of the Constitution, thus betraying the Mexican Revolution and the blood shed by the indigenous campesinos in Zapata's struggle. It did not matter to the Presidents that, before the Mexican nation, existed these territories were occupied by our ancestors, and that later the lands had been sacked by the lumber companies...

Now that the reforms have been made and the decrees proclaimed, the government does indeed see us, but they look upon us as invaders and criminals who are engaged in destructive and illegal activity. They do not see us as indigenous people who are demanding what is rightfully theirs, but as violent and intractable...

We have also reported to you how the government arms and uses the paramilitary groups to cause confrontations between brothers...We reported to you how last month the misgovernment's institutions began their eviction threats, which included a worthless proposal for relocation with five hectares of land. We answered no, because a family cannot live with five hectares, and because for years we have seen that the government's productive projects are of no use to campesinos and do not lead to a decent life. These projects only benefit entrepreneurs, governments, merchants, and unscrupulous middlemen (coyotes). For the campesinos, there is only more work, exploitation, and suffering..."

 
