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intense pressure from companies continues.3
What is at stake in Mexico is the heritage
of millions of peasants and members of
indigenous communities who have helpedethe
whole of humankind, and the genetic diversity
of the food industry in Mexico. It appears
that subsequent governments have regards
these as picturesque facts addressed only to
tourists. To protect native corn necessarily
implies recognition and respect, on its own
terms, of the integral rights of indigenous and
peasant peoples. In order to avoid transgenic
contamination of the original locus of maize
production, a good start would be the
immediate ban of transgenic crops throughout
the country.
Currently, many alternatives exist to the
agro-industrial food system; exiting the agroindustrial chain implies supporting and
strengthening peasant food networks, the
culturally diverse and decentralized production
of crop (without pesticides), and their
consumption in local markets. Only in this way
can we begin to reconstruct Mexican soil—the
destruction of which hinders carbon absorption
and exacerbates global climate change—
and seriously work towards improving life on
this planet.
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climatic and altitudinal conditions from 0 to
2700 metres above sea level.3 Today, over 50
percent of arable land in Mexico is used for the
production of corn, and of this approximately
75 percent is produced by indigenous or local
farmers. Over 90 percent of corn producers are
classified as small-scale farmers, with plots
on average of 2.5 hectares or less, and which
do not produce a yield large enough to export
to market. Because the corn crop of most
farms doesn’t make it to market, policy makers
in Mexico and the United States predicted
that NAFTA would not greatly affect the corn
production sector in Mexico, but rather enhance
it—resulting in benefits for the consumer.4 In
reality, exports from the United States tripled
from the institution of NAFTA through 2008,
The cultivation of maize ( Z e a m a y s ) , or corn, while prices in Mexico were cut in half for the
has defined the lifestyle, legacy, and landscape sale of corn, despite steady gross production at
of the Mexican territory for thousands of years. a national scale.
But after NAFTA passed in 1994, corn from the
Mexico’s preference for small-scale
United States—genetically modified, mechanifarming can be traced back to the 1917
cally produced, and heavily subsidized—began institution of e j i d o land tenure, which returned
to flood Mexico’s markets and the country’s
property that had been appropriated by
maize agricultural system was gradually dislarge h a c i e n d a s to the hands of peasant
mantled. Mexican producers simply could not
communities and allowed for farming under
compete with cheap American corn.1 Today, a
collective ownership, or the individual use
small number of large-scale farms in the lowthe land in usufruct.5 Ejidos was nullified
lands dominates the export agricultural econo- through the revocation of Article 27 of the
my, leaving millions of small-scale m e s t i z o and Mexican Constitution in 1992, allowing for
indigenous farmers jobless, unable to compete foreign companies to buy land within the
in an economy ravaged by trade liberalization.
country. Not only did this set the stage for
Perhaps more than any other land-intensive
NAFTA, but it also signalled a change within the
operation, corn cultivation in Mexico embodies Mexican agricultural mindset, which had largely
the ecological, cultural, and economic fallout of privileged the communal negotiation and
the polarized, NAFTA-generated landscape.
tending of land since the Mexican Revolution.
Domesticated over 9,000 years ago in the
This change in regulations had major social
Balsas River drainage in the Mexican state of
implications, as well as impacts on the ground
Guerrero, corn evolved from teosinite ( Z e a ) ,
throughout the country. Before the privatization
an tall, annual grass, through the natural and
of land after NAFTA, only 16 percent had
artificial selection and cultivation of its key
formalized irrigation structures in place, and the
mutations—rows of kernels rotating along a
majority of arable land within the country was
central axis (i.e., cob), a sealed seed head (i.e.,
still being cultivated under the e j i d o system—
husk), and high nutrient content.2 M i l p a ,
encompassing 28,000 different communities and
c h i n a m p a , and other symbiotic agricultural
plots of land.6 [See Fig. 1]
systems were developed in tandem by
The increase in corn demand and new
indigenous farmers, whose breeding practices
irrigation techniques that allow for expanded
propelled at least 59 landraces adapted for
production have shaped the post-NAFTA
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populated rainfed cropland
remote cropland

Fig. 1
Large and small-scale agriculture
distribution post-NAFTA.12

Fig. 2
This diagram illustrates the
types of corn species currently
produced on large-scale and
small-scale Mexican farms.13

economies of former ejido farmers in many
rural regions. Rain-fed land produces less than
half as much corn per year on average (1 ton
per hectare) as does irrigated land (2.1 tons per
hectare). Studies conducted by the Mexican
Secretariat of Agricultural Reform show that
the most determining factor for whether a
farmer is a market seller is their access to
formalized irrigation.7 Additionally, commercial
irrigation is more widely available in lowerlying areas of Mexico with poorer, rockier soils
such as xerosol and regosol, so fertilizer is
also necessary. This makes market exportation
commercially non-viable for small-scale farmers
in the face of larger commercial production.
Indigenous agricultural practices are
traditionally designed to strengthen the genetic
resources from which new landraces of maize

may draw.8 I n s i t u conservation—that is, the
dynamic process of seed bank cultivation on site
(i.e., mostly through peasants’ fields) through
the movement and interchange of seeds on a
scale exceeding the field itself (from migratory
pollination to seed selection and exchange
among farmers)—is considered to be the most
effective method for safeguarding biodiversity,
according to the World Trade Organization’s
Convention of Biological Diversity.9 These
landscapes, often patch-cuts in the rich and
diverse rainforest ecology, function as agents
and canvases for seed dispersal, promoting and
nurturing spontaneous plant growth.
However, the shrinking number of smallscale plots due to trade liberalization has
undermined maize species’ capacity to adapt
to environmental impacts by drawing on a

gene pool to strengthen and fortify its lot. [See
Fig. 2] Since NAFTA and the dissolution of the
economic viability of most corn agricultural
practices in Mexico, farmers are relying more
and more on wild, edible plants, or q u e l i t e
(such as B r a s s i c a r a p a , C h e n o p o d i u m ,
and A m a r a n t h u s ), for more than just species
diversification. Instead, they’re relying on them
as a new commodity, primarily as livestock feed
but also for medicinal uses.10
The consolidation of agricultural fields in
Mexico shifted the ground from communally
tended and spontaneous vegetation dependent
to privately operated and heavily controlled.
... and the NAFTA Landscape

By allowing for the privatization and neoliberalization of this communal resource, the
move from state-led to market-led agrarian
reform within the country has marked a societal
and ecological move within the territory. The
landscape articulates the relationship between
formal and informal environments, notions
of efficiency, and cultural associations and social
relations with the land. Embedded in
the ground of the Mexican maize field is a
culturally specific meaning of land tenure,
as well as representations of the dynamic
between human and non-human agents in
the process of generating landscape material.11
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Water
Infrastructure
Beyond
Borders: The
Rio GrandeBravo
The Rio Grande-Bravo1 is the most significant
watershed shared by the United States and
Mexico, covering nearly 500,000 square
kilometres across seven states, its watercourses
touching ten major cities of between 50,000
and four million inhabitants. This watershed
connects Santa Fe, New Mexico to Monterrey,
Nuevo León. These two are hardly sister
border cities, yet they share something in
common: they both belong to the Rio GrandeBravo watershed.
Water enables and constrains the way cities
are designed and developed, and that which
flows throughout the Rio Grande-Bravo has
been the cause of numerous confrontations,
not only between the US and Mexico, but also
between states in both countries. But what
if a common challenge—such as the supply,
management, and conservation of water—could
bring the cities of this region together? Indeed,
the scale of and demand for water infrastructure
necessitates a more integrated approach,
especially as twenty-first-century cities are
increasingly being challenged to perform more
efficiently and act smarter in the way they
invest in their resources.
It is fundamental to understand the issues of
water systems in relationship to urban areas.
... The Rio Grande Bravo

Rapid urbanization across the border region,
as well as high rates of industrialization, has
exponentially increased the demand for water
resources in a territory where the abundance of
water is not necessarily a given. The population
in the region has grown four times since the
mid-1900s, currently at 12.5 million people,
and is projected to double by 2050.2 With
this expected population growth, cities need
to change their consumer role and be more
responsible with their use of water. What if
ecological features such as watersheds were
to begin to define regional management sites
instead of political boundaries?
Urban areas such as El Paso-Juárez, where
manufacturing is the main economic driver, are
rapidly depleting their water resources. The

Great Lakes–
St. Lawerence Wathershed

Rio Grande–Bravo Watershed

Map of North American water networks with the Great Lakes/
St. Lawrence (US-Canada) and the Rio Grande-Bravo (US-Mexico)
watersheds highlighted. These are the two largest shared basins
among the three nations.

challenge has become such that the B o l s ó n
d e l H u e c o , a largely non-renewable aquifer
and the current main source of water for El Paso
and Juárez, is expected to run dry by 2020, as
will the B o l s ó n d e M e s i l l a , a secondary
aquifer for the sister cities.3 Both cities are at
a crossroads in terms of redefining their future
water sources: El Paso—with greater financial
resources provided by Texan oil—has already
focused its investments in a non-seawater
desalination plant. Juárez, on the other hand,
has decided to explore more groundwater
options to the west, and dig new wells. Even

