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Abstract:In contrast to the restof Latin America,where mostforests belong to
the state, in Mexico, villagecommunities legally possess most of the country's
remainingforests. Despite this,Mexican forest-management policies frequently
empowered business interests and the state at the expense of rural communi
ties. These policies marginalized campesinos and squandered opportunities
for environmentally sound development. Nevertheless, following a fitful pro
cess of landreform, sporadic supportfor village communitiesfrom reformers in
the agrarian reform and forestry departments, and the organized demands of
villagers, Mexico now has the most advanced community forestry sector in
Latin America. Today, hundreds of villages own and operate their own forest
management businesses. Theygenerate ruraleconomic benefits whileconserv
ing forests, and they represent an important model for sustainable develop
ment in LatinAmerica. In the1990s, neoliberalism brought changes toagrarian
and forestry law that initially benefited business interests while abandoning
theforest communities best situated to integrateforest conservation and rural
development. Campesino groupsand their supporters, however, struggled to
maintain and extend community forestry in Mexico, with some recent policy
victories. Community forestry remains an important part of Mexican forest
policy. Mexicanforest conservation and thewell-being of thecampesinos who
inhabit those forests depend on strengtheningand extending the model, which
has implications for forest policyelsewhere in Latin America.
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INTRODUCTION

In Mexico, 80 percent of forests are the dejureproperties of thousands
of ejidos and comunidades agrarias,' with very little state-owned forests
(SEMARNAT 2001b; World Bank 1995). In Latin America, in contrast, 80
percent of forests belong to the state. Significant land tenure reforms are
underway in Latin America's forests, however, such that Mexican forest
policy holds important policy lessons for the region.

With more than thirty years of experience in community forestry, and
with hundreds of relatively successful communities engaged in the com
mercial production of timber.' Mexico is a leader in Latin America and
the world. Success in community forestry is substantial, but also tenu
ous and incipient; government commitment to the sector is unsteady
and only a minority of forest-owning communities have taken up for
estry. Meanwhile, deforestation remains a pressing concern and forest
areas remain rife with poverty. A review of the history of Mexican forest
policy suggests that environmental and social failures result from poli
cies that alienate campesinoe' from their forests in preference of govern
ment and private sector actors. Conversely, persistent counter policies
that enhanced the ability of campesino forest owners to manage and ben
efit from their forests have had much greater success in improving rural
social and environmental conditions.

Initially, this article describes the context of forest policy in Latin
America and the current importance of Mexico's forests. Then it ana
lyzes the history of forest policy in Mexico since the Revolution, includ
ing periods of land reform, the establishment of forest bureaucracies, a
patchwork of logging bans and forest concessions, and the rise of com
munity forestry as an alternative approach to those policy failures. Fi
nally, it examines the current neoliberal period in which community
forestry supporters struggle to consolidate and extend the model. A con
clusion clarifies the roots of policies that marginalized or empowered
campesino forestry and assesses future challenges.

1. Ejidos are collective land grants to groups of individuals. Comunidades agrarias con
sist of lands redistributed to peasant communities that had been granted lands by the
Spanish Crown. Although agricultural plots are usually individual usufruct, forests tend
to be held as common properties in both cases (DeWalt and Rees 1994).

2. Current estimates range from 290 to 479 community forestry enterprises (Alatorre
2000 cited in Bray et al. forthcoming).

3. Campesinos are Mexican rural dwellers who make their living through a diverse
portfolio of agriculture, forest extraction, craft production, wage labor, remittances, and
petty commerce. Their livelihood strategies take them to urban areas and zones of com
mercial agriculture throughout North America. A typical English translation for the word
is peasant, but this implies unwarranted assumptions about social relations and the pri
macy of agriculture in village and household economies (Kearney 1996).
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FORESTS, COMMUNITIES, AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT IN LATIN AMERICA

Social and environmental pressures are reworking the landscape of
forest management in Latin America. Internal and international lobby
ing from environmentalists, growing interest in the environmental ser
vices forests provide, widespread calls for decentralized and
participatory policy-making, reduced budgets for public expenditures,
and frustration with the environmental and social results of typical con
cession policies on national forests stimulate interest in alternative ap
proaches to forest policy. In addition, there has been steady international
and regional social activism defending the land rights of indigenous
peoples and other traditional inhabitants of forested lands (Castilleja
1993;Keipi 1999).Already, governments in developing countries reserve
8 percent of forests for communities, and they have recognized de jure
community ownership over 14 percent of forests. More than half of those
transfers took place in the last fifteen years, however, especially in Latin
America, and experienced observers expect this trend to continue (White
and Martin 2002; Kaimowitz 2002).

Forest policy researchers now analyze the proper role of government
intervention, frequently criticize centralist, command-and-control ap
proaches, and seek more effective ways to align markets, policies, and
land tenure to provide incentives for forest conservation (Brockett and
Gottfried 2002). An influential body of Latin American research looks to
organized rural communities building small-scale enterprises to diver
sify their use of renewable natural resources as a necessary vehicle for
self-determination and sustainable development (Silva 1998). National
policies supporting community-based conservation strategies are highly
contested, but are frequently supported by social-justice minded inter
national environmental non-governmental organizations, organized
peasant groups and state actor allies (Silva 1994, 1997).As countries like
Guatemala, Honduras, Peru, Brazil, and Bolivia progress in forest ten
ure reform, however, community forestry is already emerging (Bray et
al. forthcoming; White and Martin 2002; Utting 1994; Stanley 1991).
Mexico's recent history of forest management points to the social and
environmental potential of community forestry, and also the barriers
that stand in its way.

THE IMPORTANCE OF MEXICAN FORESTS

Temperate forests (bosques) and tropical forests (selvas) together cover
33 percent of Mexico's land area (see table 1), an area similar to that of
Colombia or India (Palacio-Prieto, et al. 2000).These forests provide vital
environmental services. Globally, they harbor significant biodiversity and
sequester carbon, which mitigates global warming (Dinerstein et al. 1995;
Masera, Ordonez, and Dirzo 1997).Nationally, forests stabilize hydrologi-
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TABLE 1. Forests and Other LandCovers of Mexico
LandCover Area (ha.) Area (0/0 of total)

Cropland
Forests (bosques)
Jungles (selvas)
Scrub (matorral)
Grassland
Wetlands, mangroves
Other vegetation
Other land covers

Total

45,687,017
32,850,691
30,734,896
55,451,788
18,847,355

2,082,584
6,198,623
2,345,458

194,198,411

24
17
16
29
10
1
3

-l
100

Source: Palacio-Prieto, Bocco, et al. (2000).

cal cycles, reduce erosion, slow the siltation of reservoirs and waterways,
and offer sites for recreation. Regionally, forests protect the watersheds of
irrigation districts and urban centers. Locally, forests also play important
roles in agriculture and maintain the flow and purity of local water sources.

Forests also provide income from non-timber forest products, log
ging, and derivative processes. Nationally, they support regional forest
based development strategies, reduce imports, and generate foreign
exchange through exports. Locally, meanwhile, forests are crucial for
rural livelihoods. Twelve million Mexicans, including many indigenous
people, live in forest areas, where rates of poverty and migration are
well above national averages. These people rely on forests for firewood,
construction materials, and some 1,000 non-timber forest products used
for ornamental purposes, medicines, and food (SEMARNAT 2001a;
Molnar and White 2001).

Unfortunately, these environmental and economic benefits have not
lifted forest residents from poverty nor ensured forest conservation.
Annual deforestation estimates from the early 1990s range from 370,000
to 720,000 ha., 0.8 percent to 2 percent annual rate, mostly due to clear
ing for croplands and pasture. Forest fires affect between 90,000 ha. and
500,000 ha. of forests annually (Masera 1996; World Bank 1995; Cairns,
Dirzo, and Zadroga 1995). Much of the blame for that situation rests on
the historical failures of forest policy to embrace the special role of
campesino actors in forest use and conservation. The following sections
review that history.

DISPOSSESSION, REVOLUTION, AND AGRARIAN REFORM:

CAMPESINOS AND FORESTS TO 1940

The Spanish Conquest of Mexico initiated a centuries-long process of
Indian dispossession and depopulation (Prem 1992; Lovell 1992; Melville

https://doi.org/10.1353/lar.2003.0018 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1353/lar.2003.0018


98 Latin American Research Reoieto

1994). The process was uneven, however. Indians were able to make
legal claims to land in some areas, and Spanish interests were not as
strong in areas distant from Mexico City. Indian villages in the central
highlands maintained possession of much of their lands, and even ac
quired titles during the sixteenth century. Furthermore, isolated moun
tains and forests were of marginal interest to the Spanish, and many
became refuge areas for indigenous peoples.

Liberal policies during the mid-nineteenth century dispossessed In
dians of much of their remaining lands, and this process intensified
during the dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz, from 1876 to 1911. During this
period, the Mexican government granted land survey companies a third
of the supposedly unoccupied lands they surveyed, and in this way vast
areas of uncultivated and sparsely populated Indian lands passed into
the survey companies' hands (Gonzalez Pacheco 1981; Guerrero 1988).
Meanwhile, existing latifundios fenced in adjacent Indian lands, so that
by the end of Diaz's dictatorship, Indian communities had been deprived
of 90 percent of their land (Otero 1989).

Unequal land distribution galvanized the Mexican Revolution, and
agrarian reform became one of the legitimizing pillars of the revolution
ary state, enshrined in Article 27 of the Mexican Constitution of 1917.More
than six decades of agrarian reform restored indigenous and campesino
ownership of half the national territory through the recognition of
comunidades agrarias and the granting of ejidos. In the case of comunidades,
Indian groups or other peasant communities could show they had been
dispossessed and the government restored their lands. Ejidos are collec
tive land grants to groups of landless campesinos of various ethnicities.

Initially, however, revolutionary rhetoric translated into very little land
reform, despite continued rural unrest. The first significant land reform
came during President Lazaro Cardenas' term, 1934 to 1940 (see figure
1). In his struggle to consolidate power and establish a more powerful
and effective ruling party, Cardenas cultivated the peasant sector. He
rehabilitated the figure of the peasant revolutionary Emiliano Zapata in
the legitimating ideology of the ruling party and made the idea of land
reform politically acceptable-even required. Cardenas acted on that
ideology by granting ejidos to organized peasants and arming peasant
militias to defend themselves from landowner reprisals-and also to
defend Cardenas in the event of a coup. He also established the
Confederaci6n Nacional Campesina (CNC) to bring peasant interests
directly into the ruling party (Fox and Gordillo 1989; Hellman 1983;
Esteva and Barkin 1983; Knight 1991).

Cardenas distributed 18 million ha. of land to 800,000 recipients, and
the ejido share of the nation's cultivated land rose from 15 percent in
1930 to 47 percent by 1940 (Knight 1991). Most of this land was of excep
tionally good quality for agriculture (Otero 1989), and land reform did
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Figure 1. LandReform byPresidential Term
Source: Datafrom INEGI andMorett (1992), citedin Challenger (1998, 203).

not touch the land-holdings of foreign and national logging companies
(Guerrero 1988;Mendoza Medina 1976). In 1930, only 920,000ha. of for
ests were legally in the hands of ejidos and comunidades. By 1940, they
held collective titles to about 6,800,000 ha. of forests, 18 percent of all
forest lands, with the majority still in private hands (Hinojosa Ortiz 1958,
81; Calva Tellez et al. 1989, 140).

However, agrarian reform was not a deliberate forestry policy and did
not come with access to the money, marketing skills, forest management
skills, and the models of community organizing needed for campesino forest
owners to become forest managers and producers of logs and lumber
(Gonzalez Pacheco 1985,3; Calva Tellez et al. 1989, 12). Even in commu
nity-owned forests, logging operations were rentista arrangements in
which private logging companies use short-term permits, relationships
of compadrazgo, caciquismo, raw corruption, and direct violence to buy tim
ber at cutthroat prices (Guerrero 1988, 9). Despite periodic condemna
tions and various policies designed to discourage, control, and replace it,
rentismo has been a permanent fixture of Mexican forestry.

During the early twentieth century, Miguel Angel de Quevedo played
a key role in professionalizing forestry, establishing the modern Mexi
can forest service and entrenching an environmental protectionist atti
tude towards forests. De Quevedo trained in France as a civil engineer
specialized in hydraulic projects, but with keen interest in French for
estry practices. In France at the time, the environmental services of
forests were clearly recognized. The link between deforestation and
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flooding was well accepted, and foresters, engineers, agronomists, and
scientists considered forests a vital part of the nation's infrastructure,
too important to be left in the hands of backward mountain peasant
communities (Pincetl 1993).

De Quevedo crusaded for forest protection, founding forestry schools
and societies, contributing to national forestry laws, and spreading con
cern for forest destruction and a philosophy of forest conservation for
the common good, and served three times as head of national forestry
departments, both before and after the Mexican Revolution.' He argued
that in the mountainous Mexican context, forests needed to be protected
for their role in preventing soil erosion and maintaining surface water
and groundwater. He promoted the idea that environmental services were
even more important than sustained wood production, and that the gov
ernment therefore had a major role to play in forest management in or
der to protect the common good (Simonian 1995).5 In his efforts to educate
the populace in conservation techniques, de Quevedo established an en
vironmental protectionist attitude toward forest conservation rather than
a managerial, sustained use approach. This philosophy did not promote
a campesino role in forest use or stewardship, but rather an increasingly
authoritative and repressive forest bureaucracy.

The 1926 forestry law, much influenced by de Quevedo, established
the legal foundation for forestry regulation, regional logging bans, and
the creation of national parks." The law set up a state organism for ad
ministration and the provision of technical expertise, and initiated a com
plex system of permits for logging, transporting, and processing forest
products. It placed more emphasis on punitive measures than on pre
vention (Calva Tellez et al. 1989; Halhead 1984;Crocker 1984). The am
bitious scope of the law required a powerful, well-funded and efficient
forestry bureaucracy to implement it, but this was lacking. Meanwhile,
land reform laws and rural development policy channeled public re
sources towards crop and livestock production, undermining the con
servationist aspects of the law (World Bank 1995, 34).

4. From 1904 to 1908, he was in charge of the Junta Central de Bosques. From 1912 to
1920, he headed the Departamento de Conservaci6n de Bosques, and from 1934 to 1940,
the Departamento Forestal y de Caza y de Pesca (Borgo 1998, 300).

5. De Quevedo's broader environmental concerns for forests were more advanced
than many of his contemporaries in the United States, who emphasized forest manage
ment to avoid timber famine (Clary 1986), but the political component was similar to
the views of conservationists like Gifford Pinchot who also sought ways to put the con
trol of forests in the hands of state-supported experts, who considered themselves best
able to plan for future use and to promote the rational, efficient use of natural resources
(Cox 1985; Hays 1980).

6. Under President Lazaro Cardenas (1934-1940), de Quevedo headed an indepen
dent forestry and established thirty-nine parks and thirty-six forest reserves (Challenger
1998, p. 212).
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During Cardenas' presidential term, de Quevedo served as head of
the national forest department, but even he failed to successfully imple
ment the law. Forest guards remained few, unable to control campesino
clearing and woodcutting, and were often susceptible to bribery by
rentista logging companies. Meanwhile, there were complaints that de
Quevedo acted against the revolutionary principles of the agrarian re
form, obstructed campesinos' ability to use their forests, and disputed
the agriculture department in development plans and strategies. De
Quevedo's actions to protect forests from campesinos interfered with
Cardenas' project of consolidating a peasant base of support for the rul
ing party and so he dismissed de Quevedo, dissolved the independent
forestry department, and moved its functions over to the agriculture
department (Simonian 1995).

By the end of this period, the basic dilemma of Mexican forest policy
was already well established; on one side, a private logging sector with
increasingly tenuous access to forest resources, on the other side an ex
cluded rural population with expanding rates of forest ownership, but
few forest management skills and fewer financial resources. Meanwhile,
environmental protectionist ideas influenced legislation, elite public
opinion, and the incipient forestry profession. This period of forestry
saw the establishment of a central forestry bureaucracy with repressive
tendencies.

ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTIONISM AND IMPORT SUBSTITUTION 1.940TO 1958

After Cardenas, the rate of land reform dropped as presidents pro
moted the private sector through import-substitution industrialization
and projects that benefited private agricultural lands, such as large irri
gation projects (Hellman 1983; Otero 1999; Teichman 1988). By 1950, the
ejido and comunidad share of forests land increased only slightly, to 23
percent (Rend6n 1962).

Educated urbanites and foresters influenced by de Quevedo's ideas
became increasingly critical of rentista logging firms (Calva Tellez et al.
1989). Nomad rentista firms mocked forestry laws and left behind erod
ing logging roads and piles of sawdust and waste where their sawmills
had been." The vernacular terms for these logging companies were
talamontes (forest destroyers) and rapamontes (clear cutters) (Hinojosa
Ortiz 1958). In a 1956 conference, foresters estimated that 38 percent of
Mexico's forests had been clear-cut and were incapable of producing

7. They were extremely inefficient, leaving 30 percent of the trees in the forest and
squandering 50 percent of what was left in antiquated sawmills. Various contemporary
reviewers from FAO, the United States, Switzerland, and Finland all decried the degree
of waste and the outdated, poorly maintained sawmill equipment (Hinojosa Ortiz 1958).
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commercial harvests for 20 to 30 years. They guessed that only 22 per
cent of forests were still virgin (Villasenor 1956). Up to that time, virtu
ally all logging permits had been granted to virgin forests (Huguet 1956).

The rural social costs of rentismo also entered debates about forestry
policy. In addition to despoiled forests, nomad rentista firms left behind
broken promises for schools and other public investments, and many
writers blamed rentismo for social conflict and poverty in forest areas
(Calva Tellez et al. 1989). Payments for logging rights varied wildly and
were based on the bargaining power of isolated communities with lim
ited market knowledge (Gonzalez Pacheco 1981). Rentista loggers cor
rupted and bribed community leaders, and when this was not sufficient,
resorted to violence (Calva Tellez et al. 1989, 13). Under typical rental
arrangements the contractor enjoyed a 50 percent profit margin while
the community or ejido received much less than 5 percent of the com
mercial value of the wood. As a former secretary of forestry observed,
the system led to "destruction, pillage, and injustice" (Hinojosa Ortiz
1958,60-61).

Forestry policymakers were not yet ready to see a role for campesinos
in solutions to forestry problems, however. Instead, they portrayed
campesinos as an endless army of ants, driven by poverty and hunger,
slowly but tirelessly finishing off Mexico's forests (Beltran 1964, 87;
Hinojosa Ortiz 1958, 73). From the 1940s on, Mexican presidents chas
tised campesinos for slashing, burning, woodcutting, and thus causing
erosion and siltation of the developing nation's new dams and ambi
tious irrigation and hydroelectric projects (Simonian 1995). The Mexi
can forest service estimated that 50 million ha. of forest cover had been
lost due to campesino agricultural clearing (Anonymous 1969; see Chal
lenger 1998). Environmental protectionist concerns about deforestation
and forest mismanagement led to bans on logging in a third of Mexico's
forests (Hinojosa Ortiz 1958,44).8Many of them remained in effect until
the 1970s (Bray and Wexler 1996).

In addition to logging bans, a second major change from forestry
policy before the mid-1940s aimed to promote import-substituting in
dustrialization in the forestry sector. Import interruptions during the
Second World War had highlighted Mexico's dependence on forest prod
ucts, despite having substantial areas of forest, and foresters argued that
Mexican forests could easily satisfy internal demand for forest prod
ucts, generate exports, and provide as much revenue as the petroleum
sector (Villasenor 1956, 20; Calva Tellez et al. 1989; Mendoza Medina
1967). The mechanisms designed to increase production were more

8. Guerrero (1988) discounts the contention that bans had a conservation motivation
and argues that they were implemented in order to create reserves for industrial expan
sion and disadvantage logging interests not allied with personal presidential interests.
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concessions to big, integrated, logging and processing firms established
with national and foreign capital. Twelve new firms were established
between 1945-1972, with concession periods as long as 60 years, but
averaging 25 years (Bray and Wexler 1996; Guerrero 1988; Calva Tellez
et al. 1989).

FOREST LAND REFORM, PRODUCTIONISM, AND CENTRALIZATION, 1958 TO 1975

During the 1960s and 1970s, the unequal growth of the "Mexican
Miracle" led to rural social conflict, with widespread land invasions and
several rural guerrilla movements (Hellman 1983; Esteva and Barkin
1983; Teichman 1988). To confront such pressures during his term of
1958 to 1964, President Adolfo L6pez Mateos cultivated a nationalistic
program that strengthened the ruling party. "Land distribution remained
the bellwether of revolutionary idealism. Thus, to merit mention in the
same breath with Cardenas, L6pez Mateos distributed some 40,000,000
acres of land to 128,000 families" (Machlachlan and Beezley 1999, 399).
To shore up rural support for the party during the next six years, Presi
dent Gustavo Diaz Ordaz distributed an even larger area of marginal
lands. Faced with an acute crisis of legitimacy after the 1968 student
massacre, Luis Echeverria, president from 1970 to 1976, developed an
even more strident populist and agrarianist discourse. In his last months
in office, Echeverria set a torrid pace for land redistribution, rejuvenat
ing Cardenas' legitimating mantle of agrarian reform to gild his reputa
tion and strengthen the ruling party (Machlachlan and Beezley 1999,
440; Teichman 1988; Otero 1999).

Land distributions between 1958 and 1976 greatly surpassed the area
Cardenas had distributed (see figure 1). By 1980, 5,000 ejidos and
comunidades owned about 65 percent of the nation's forests while 32 per
cent of forests were distributed among 100,000 private properties
(Mendoza Medina 1976; Gonzalez Pacheco 1981). Currently, between
7,831 and 9,047 ejidos and indigenous communities own 70-80 percent
of forest lands, 15-20 percent are in small private parcels ipequeiias
propiedades) of an average size of 15-20 ha. with a legal maximum of
1,000 ha., and 5-10 percent of forest lands are in protected areas and
parks (World Bank 1995, xi, 22). These lands provided the foundation
for the community forestry sector that would later develop," During the

9. For Gonzalez Pacheco (1985,3), this was an unintended consequence: "The govern
ments of the Mexican Revolution endowed campesinos with the majority of the forests
and jungles of the country. This action was not the product of a conscious policy to
convert campesinos into silviculturalists, but rather it was simply the inability to realize
a thorough agrarian reform that put high quality agricultural lands in the hands of
campesinos and instead gave them the lands that, since they were farthest from the cities
and lacked infrastructure were considered the 'bush', lacking commercial value."
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1960s, it also became apparent that logging bans and declarations of
forest protection did not achieve the desired effect. They failed to pro
tect forests from rapacious rentista logging or from campesino cutting and
clearing. Bans imposed hardships on farmers and small-scale wood con
sumers, while enabling exploitative corruption on the part of dishonest
forest police. Foresters argued that bans denied forest owners the legal
means to benefit from their forests and therefore only served to entrench
timber smuggling (Hinojosa Ortiz 1958;Wexler and Bray 1996;SAG 1976;
}ardeI1996).

For observers like former forestry secretaries Manuel Hinojosa Ortiz
(1958) and Enrique Beltran (1964), a misguided environmental protec
tionist urge had converted forests into sterile property representing more
of a problem for owners than a source of income that could be used to
meet the owners' needs. The best way to protect forests, these foresters
argued, was not to foment a "utopian community of tree apostles," but
rather to provide economic incentives for forest conservation through
scientific forest exploitation. To save the forest, it was best to log it
(Hinojosa Ortiz 1958, 120-21; Beltran 1964).

This productionist vision, however, relied on the state to ensure that
forest production generated the social and environmental benefits de
sired. There were calls for the nationalization of the big forest conces
sionaires (Rendon 1962; Cardenas 1967; Xavier Ovando 1981), and the
state bailed out many private concessionaires which were no longer prof
itable as the logging frontier crept farther and farther away from pro
cessing centers (Guerrero 1988). The 1960 forestry law also created new
forms of state-owned forestry operations and state/private partnerships.
By 1977 there were twenty-six parastatallogging firms (Xavier Ovando
1981; Bray and Wexler 1996).

Parallel to the concentration of forest production in large industries,
the regulatory structure of forestry became increasingly centralized, re
pressive, and underfunded." The forestry laws of 1926, 1943, 1948, and
1960 were all quite ambitious, requiring permits and documentation for
logging, transporting forest products, or any change in forest land use.
The laws required professional foresters' careful oversight of forest man
agement, even stipulating that each tree felled must show the mark of a
special branding hammer registered to a particular forester. But the de
mands of a centralized forest bureaucracy reduced foresters to paper-

10. In 1964, forestry received only 11.5 percent of the budget for the agriculture de
partment, and only accounted for 0.23 percent of the total federal budget (Beltran 1964).
During the 1970s, forestry's share of the agricultural budget dropped to 2.3 percent and
annual increases to the forestry budget were below inflation through the early 1980s.
Furthermore, half the forest service budget was spent in Mexico City, with 85 percent
siphoned off for administration (Halhead 1984).
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pushers (Hinojosa Ortiz 1958, 34; see also Moguel Santaella 1994).11 Bu
reaucracy and lack of funding led many foresters to sell their signatures
and rent out their tree-marking hammers.

Meanwhile, the law was strict on campesinos. It provided for stiff pen
alties for infractions such as petty woodcutting, including confiscation
of saws, trucks, and pack animals, arrest for up to thirty-six hours, and
hefty fines. The forest service became a kind of police agency, with en
forcement falling most heavily on the poorest (Hinojosa Ortiz 1958, 149).
Concessions were also repressive. They removed vast forested areas from
campesino control and even if logging failed to reach their segment of a
concessioned area, campesino owners could not make use of the forest
for anything other than non-commercial household uses (Halhead 1984;
Chambille 1983). The only compensation communities received for log
ging on their lands was sporadic employment opportunities and a pay
ment for logging rights, called stumpage fees. These were extremely
low, representing about 1 percent of the market value of the wood in
many cases. Furthermore, a substantial share of this money was depos
ited in a trust fund administered by the Agrarian Reform Department
(later Secretariat). Communities had restricted access to this money and
often never it saw again (Gonzalez Pacheco 1985).Concessionaires were
widely accused of cheating on measuring the volume of wood from the
forest, further reducing the benefits campesinos received from the forest
(Halhead 1984).

In many cases, government agencies actively participated in the hi
jack of campesinos' forests. Agents of the Agrarian Reform Department
took part in all the eiido's major decisions. No contract was completely
valid without agency approval. The Department also approved with
drawals of stumpage fees from trust funds, and a member of the agency
had to be present when the money was actually distributed. The situa
tion under which the parastatal concessionaire Atenquique operated
exemplifies the issue: "Ejido dependency on the Agrarian Reform has
resulted in the situation that functionaries of the agency walk off with
part of the money" (Chambille 1983, 93).The forest service also took its
cut in order to look the other way when timber smugglers were at work
(Chambille 1983, 133). Similarly, in Oaxaca, company representatives
and agrarian officials often arrived at community meetings together and
contracts were often signed amidst freely flowing mezcal, beer, and empty
promises of roads and schools (Abardia and Solano 1995).

Neither did the concessionaire's financial resources, technical ability,
and guaranteed forest access result in sound forest managers, as had
been hoped. Logging was spatially concentrated within the concessions

11. For a similar analysis of the bureaucratic tendencies of state forest regulation in
Costa Rica, see Brockett and Gottfried (2002).
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and directed at the best trees in the forest. It left stands with low growth
rates and low volumes of commercially desirable species (Snook and
Negreros 1986; Chapela and Lara 1995). The concessionaires' wasteful
use of forest resources threatened the long-term viability of the big for
est industries (Gonzalez Pacheco 1985).

Under concessions, logging bans, and rentismo," campesinos were
marginalized from both the control over forests and the benefits. The
forest became, from their perspective, marginal, and campesinos resisted
with timber smuggling, clearing, and burning. None of these policies
succeeded in circumventing the basic dilemma of community forest
ownership without community forest production.

THE RISE OF COMMUNITY FORESTRY, 1975 TO 1992

As early as the 1960s, a few foresters argued that campesinos should
benefit from forestry, and perhaps have their own logging businesses,
while professional foresters determined the best use of forestry lands
(Hernandez S. and Sanchez C. 1968;Anonymous 1969). From the 1970s
to mid-1980s, a leftist corps in the ministry of agriculture supported a
concept of grassroots forestry development (Silva 1997). One of their
first victories, in 1973, was to win the removal of logging bans associ
ated with timber smuggling and campesino persecution. Some officials
in the agrarian reform agency echoed the foresters' arguments. They too
argued that campesinos were agents of deforestation only because they
were alienated from forest benefits. They argued that ejidos and
comunidades should be provided assistance to form their own businesses
(Mendoza Medina 1967).

Similarly, the Confederaci6n Nacional Campesina (CNC), criticized
restrictive forestry laws that interfered with the ability of campesinos to
use forests to meet their own subsistence and cash needs and put them
at the mercy of forest guards who abused their power, demanded bribes,
and fostered timber smuggling. The CNC also argued for the participa
tion of campesinos in their own forestry businesses, perhaps initially with
state participation (Luna Verduzco et al. 1976; Luna Verduzco 1976).

Initial Community Forestry Experiments

The Agrarian Reform Secretariat established an office to promote com
munity participation in forestry, and made funds available for capital

12. Despite the growth of big forest concessionaires, rentismocontinued from the 1970s
to the 1990s, accounting for 40 percent of timber extraction in the mid-1970s. Rentismo
was also regionally concentrated, accounting for 80 percent of production in Chiapas in
the early 1980s, when little had changed in this sector compared to the 1950s (Halhead
1984,124).
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acquisition, training, and organizing unions composed of both ejidos and
small property owners. The stated goal was to substantially increase the
number of ejidos with their own forest businesses. By 1976, under
Echeverria's resurrection of agrarian populism, 257 ejidos and commu
nities had been organized and given their own businesses while another
1,046 ejidos and communities and 3,000 small property owners were
members of some 25 unions spread throughout the republic (Mendoza
Medina 1976; Enriquez Quintana 1976). Many of these initial experi
ments were top-down development projects controlled by government
appointees and local bosses with ties to co-opting branches of the ruling
party. A dearth of training, lack of communication, and tutelage by the
agrarian reform agency precluded significant campesino participation
(Mendoza Medina 1967, 96; Guerrero 1988; Halhead 1984). Neverthe
less, a handful of relatively successful projects pointed to the potential
benefits of community participation in forestry.

Supporters of the community forestry model pointed to the substan
tially greater benefits that campesinos in these examples received, de
spite problems. They argued that in successful experiences, campesinos
participated in production and management decisions and forest man
agement was better "since the campesinos see the forest as a permanent
source for the raw materials for the businesses where they or their sons
work, there are public works projects like electricity, schools, health cen
ters, roads, sewerage, and drinking water" (Enriquez Quintana 1976,72).

The philosophy equating production with conservation began to fo
cus more on the role of campesinos, the benefits they received from for
ests, and their participation in forest production. This idea was expressed
as the "transcendental problem" of forestry development in the National
Program of Forest Development (Programa Nacional de Desarrollo For
estal) plan of 1976 (SAG 1976, 268).

A social development" division in the Forestry Department also be
gan to promote community organization and promote rural forestry
development, especially among the poor (SFF1976;Silva 1997).The team
of experts in this office sought to develop community forestry and to
help campesinos gain the full fruits of the forests they possessed. Although
the concession system was breaking down, officials in the campesino of
fice faced resistance from regional alliances of timber interests, state
governors, and foresters. Where that alliance was strained, however,
grassroots organizing among the forestry ejidos became possible. Those
tensions allowed promoters from the forestry agency of the Agriculture
Secretariat to forge counter alliances with campesino communities and a
few state governors (Silva 1997, 482). Most of these experiments with

13. Departamento de Desarrollo Social de la Direccion General para el Desarrollo For
estal de la Subsecretaria Forestal y de la Fauna.

https://doi.org/10.1353/lar.2003.0018 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1353/lar.2003.0018


108 Latin American Research Review

community-owned logging businesses took place in areas where bans
had been recently removed and where established logging and process
ing interests were not directly challenged (Bray and Wexler 1996).

The state of Puebla Forestry Plan, for example, involved local people
in both the work and revenues of forestry. Promoters grouped several
ejidos and private property owners tpequeiias propiedades) into produc
tion units. Ejidos elected representatives to a group assembly that was
responsible for organizing logging. The forestry department placed great
emphasis on training and committed itself to a slow process of organi
zational development. The project resulted in increased revenues at the
ejido level and a high level of community participation. The experience
resulted in better silviculture, greater community motivation for forest
conservation, and a better foundation for conservation than alternative
systems of exploitation at the time (Halhead 1984).

In the state of Quintana Roo, as a parastatal's thirty-year concession
came to an end, a combined effort between foresters from the forestry
department, an uncharacteristically supportive state governor concerned
with deforestation problems, and protest from forested communities all
combined to block renewal of that concession and opened the way for a
state forestry plan which incorporated ejidos into production. Starting in
the early 1980s, foresters and other professionals helped indigenous
(Maya) villagers learn how to measure timber volume and calculate its
value, and this galvanized local organizing to assert more control over
forestry production. Later interventions extended skills in forest man
agement and other aspects of production. This so-called Pilot Plan dra
matically increased the revenues ejidos retained from forestry. Forest
management improved and, for the first time ever, villagers established
permanent forest areas where clearing for agriculture would no longer
occur (Bray et al. 1993; Lanz, Arguelles, and Montalvo 1995).

Campesinos Organize and Change the Policy Climate

In the late 1970s, as concessions began to reach maturity, communi
ties whose forests were affected began to organize to oppose renewal."
Regional organizations of communities formed to oppose the renewal
of concessions, forged inter-regional links, and lobbied government to
allow community forest management (Abardia and Solano 1995).

14. Sometimes foresters sided with community activists in struggles against the con
cessionaires. As one such forester put it in Durango, during the 1970s, "We realized that
there was a contradiction between [the concessionaire's] economic objective and ours.
[The company] wanted more volume. We looked for good management, environmental
protection" (cited in Taylor 2000, 261).
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These organizations issued public statements that encompassed both
social and environmental justifications for their positions. One newspa
per group stated, "we will no longer permit our natural resources to be
wasted, since they are the patrimony of our children" and called for
community control of forests with community-directed rational exploi
tation (cited in Bray 1991, 15). Communities focused their demands on
President Miguel de la Madrid, who was pressured to promise support
for campesino forest production in his 1982 presidential campaign
(Halhead 1984). In 1983, fifty-six communities petitioned the president
to "take energetic action to end unlimited concessions to lumber com
panies who without scruples exploit and contaminate the land"
(Simonian 1995, 208).

Following pressure from these unions of forest-owning communities
and from reformers within both the forestry bureaucracy and the agrar
ian reform agency, the 1986 forestry law rescinded the concessions, re
quired that logging permits apply to forest owners and not third parties,
and recognized the right of communities to form their own logging busi
nesses (Wexler and Bray 1996, 237; Bray and Wexler 1996).

The new situation provided incentives for collective action around
profitable logging businesses; after breaking free from a concessionaire,
community revenues increased by as much as 600 percent, even after
raising the wages of community-member loggers. This transformation
of opportunities generated powerful motivations for communities to
engage in the construction of grassroots social capital (Klooster 1997,
43-44; 1999).15 Building on experience gained from working for the con
cessionaire logging firms and making use of existing logging roads, com
munities in several areas began to conduct their own logging operations.
They sold logs to the same big firms that previously employed them
and rented their forests, but under a more competitive market with much
higher prices to the timber producers. Some communities were able to
quickly capitalize and bought trucks, bulldozers, and sawmills (Bray
1991; Abardia and Solano 1995).

At the time of the 1976forestry plan, only 2 or 3 percent of timber came
from forests that were directly managed by ejidos and comunidades. By1980,
about 17 percent came from community-managed forests, with conces
sions and rentismo evenly dividing the rest (Halhead 1984;Challenger 1998;
Gonzalez Pacheco 1981).By 1992,an estimated 40 percent of commercial
timber production and 15 percent of milled lumber production were from
the organized community forestry sector (Bray and Wexler 1996).

15. Community forestry policy of the 1980s, therefore, served as a catalyst for the
formation of local social capital. At the same time it illustrates the role of central govern
ment in successful decentralization strategies (Fox 1996; Tendler 1997).

https://doi.org/10.1353/lar.2003.0018 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1353/lar.2003.0018


110 Latin American Research Review

The Social and Economic Significance of Mexican Community Forestry

The Mexican model of community forestry generates substantial en
vironmental and social benefits, especially when compared to the con
cessions and ineffective logging bans that proceeded them. For example,
in Nuevo San Juan Parangaricutiro, Michoacan, forestry supports log
ging operations, sawmills, and a furniture factory. Logging and value
added activities employ a majority of the community's 1,200 male
members, and the community engages in careful management and re
forestation to increase the coverage and commercial quality of the
community's highland pine-oak forests, which are visibly denser than
neighboring communities which have not been able to establish com
munity forestry operations (Avarez-Icaza 1993; Sanchez 1995; Moreno
and Salinas 1998 cited in Klooster and Masera 2000).

In the state of Oaxaca's mountains, 95 communities are engaged in
logging, of which 27 are rentista, 42 manage their own logging opera
tions, and 26 manage both logging operations and sawmills. Many use
the proceeds from these activities to diversify their community busi
nesses (Antinori 2000). Many of these communities also invest in refor
estation and regeneration in areas where past logging by a parastatal
concessionaire mined pine, leaving commercially degraded, oak-domi
nated stands (Abardia and Solano 1995;L6pez and Cerez 1993;Rodriguez
et aL1993). Some of the most advanced communities implement an adap
tive forest management strategy, with permanent test plots to monitor
forest growth and soil erosion. They consider the habitat needs of wild
mushrooms in their management plans, and set aside conservation,
woodcutting, and watershed management zones (Chapela 1992; Chapela
and Lara 1995; Chapela 1999; Bray et aL forthcoming; Bray 1991).

The state of Quintana Roo provides a number of other examples in
which community forestry in the tropical lowlands halts the deforesta
tion frontier, increases forest cover, and generates much greater com
munity interest in reforestation and forest regeneration than the previous
concession modeL Communities there have also established permanent
monitoring plots and periodically re-evaluate forest inventories (Santos,
Carreon, and Nelson 1998; Lanz, Arguelles, and Montalvo 1995; Merino
1995; Bray et al. 1993).

Forestry communities frequently establish protected areas for endan
gered tree species and watershed protection, often well in excess of those
required by forestry regulations. Many choose to decrease harvests in
order to maintain long-term yields and some even adopt hunting regu
lations (Bray et al. forthcoming). Twenty-one communities managing
516,404 ha. of forests in multiple regions of Mexico have been certified
to meet Forest Stewardship Criteria for well-managed forests (FSC2002).
Furthermore, environmental and social improvements are not limited
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to the exceptionally well organized communities. Even a community
wracked by internal corruption, financial mismanagement, and clan
destine logging had greater community financial benefits and greater
reforestation efforts after community control than during previous ex
periences with reniismo and concessions (Klooster 1999,2000).

COMMUNITY FORESTRY AMIDST NEOLIBERAL REFORM, 1992 TO 2002

By the early 1990s, the challenges of consolidating community orga
nizations and improving community capacity to manage financial and
natural resources were clear. Hundreds of communities were success
fully managing their forests but needed support in forest management,
business administration, equipment, and road infrastructure. Thousands
more lacked internal organization, business management skills, or the
equipment needed for logging (World Bank 1995, 24-6). The commu
nity forestry sector had proven its potential, but needed substantial con
tinued support. In the face of the neoliberal reforms of the 1990s,it seemed
doubtful that the state would take on such a role.

Drastic changes in Mexico's development strategy made the 1986pro
community forestry law obsolete almost as soon as it was signed. During
the 1980s, budget deficits, debt burdens, and a decline in the terms of
trade of petroleum, Mexico's principal export, forced a reconsideration
of a development model based on import substitution, trade barriers, and
subsidies. The country entered the General Agreement on Tariffsand Trade
in 1986 and embarked on a path of open markets, international integra
tion, export promotion, and decreased public expenditures. After already
substantially reducing trade barriers, Mexico entered into the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) with the United States and
Canada in 1994. Neoliberal ideology demanded a series of changes to
agrarian and forest laws that, paradoxically, increased the need for state
support to campesino forest communities at the same time that the state
retreated from previous methods of intervening in the countryside.

A principal aim of the 1992 modifications to Article 27 of the Mexican
Constitution and accompanying agrarian legislation was to create rural
institutions compatible with free markets (Cornelius and Myhre 1998;
DeWalt and Rees 1994).Reform ended the threat of expropriations, which
were thought to be inhibiting investment, and allowed-but did not re
quire-ejido privatization. These provisions explicitly prohibit the
parcelization and privatization of common property forests and range
lands, however (World Bank 1995; Otero 1996; Otero 1999; Taylor 2003;
Zabin 1998). Common property campesino communities fit very uncom
fortably in the neoliberal discourse, but in the Mexican context, ejidos
and comunidades agrarias are irrevocable, at least in the short and me
dium term. The reformers, therefore, also created new legal mechanisms
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for private capital to associate with common property through joint ven
tures, made it easier to agglomerate land within ejidos, and established
new mechanisms for associations of individuals within ejidos and
comunidades to exploit common properties (Wexler and Bray 1996;
Cornelius and Myhre 1998; World Bank 1995, 69).

One faction of agrarian reformers also sought to enhance ejido au
tonomy and internal democracy (Cornelius and Myhre 1998, 17). Previ
ously, the state-ejido relationship was one of tutelage, control, and
domination (Otero 1999;de [anvry et al. 1996;de [anvry et al. 2001;Ibarra
Mendivil 1989). Reforms increased the relative autonomy of communi
ties; no longer must a representative of the agrarian agency be present
for the results of community assemblies to have legal validity, for ex
ample. Provisions also exist for the codification and federal recognition
of communities' customary resource access rules. These reforms reduce
the tutelary and patronage powers of the state, and weaken its political
and economic control over the ejido, while other reforms reduce the le
verage of ejido leaders and strengthen the assembly of ejido members. In
the long term, increased internal autonomy may prove to be the most
important impact of the 1992 reforms, but this has yet to be seen. Initial
experiences show little ejido democratization (Cornelius and Myhre 1998,
17; de [anvry et al. 2001), while analysts of the situation of ejidos in ur
banizing areas believe that, on the contrary, the reforms actually create
new avenues for intervention by local governments and the urban de
velopment agency (Jones and Ward 1998).

The 1992 reforms to the forestry law also reflected the neoliberal vi
sion to "change the conception of the state from a centralist focus to one
where its actions are limited to creating a favorable framework for for
estry development, leaving to producers and interested individuals the
management, regeneration, and exploitation of forest resources" so that
"economic agents involved in the activity become the principal custodi
ans of forest resources" (Tellez 1994, 271, 268). In this sense, the forestry
law of 1992 was a break from the 1970s and 1980s dialogue between
proponents of state-led forest industrial development and proponents
of state-tutored community forestry (Bray 1998b, 1).

For example, it implemented significant changes in the provision of
the expert forestry services required for logging permits and forest man
agement. The Mexican federal government has historically exercised tight
control over such services, which include conducting forest inventory
studies using aerial photographs, compiling management plans, and
even marking individual trees for felling. Following the 1986 law, for
example, regional offices had exclusive rights to offer professional for
estry services. The 1986 law also authorized the forestry department to
concede the right to manage technical aspects of forestry to a handful of
outstanding communities and unions of communities considered
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capable, and this galvanized internal community organization and the
formation of some regionally important coalitions of forestry communi
ties that shared the costs of maintaining full time professional foresters
and technical staff. The 1992 forestry law, in contrast, devolved silvicul
tural management to the marketplace. It relaxed licensing requirements
for professional foresters and allowed them to form private professional
practices that contracted out their services to forestry communities. Al
though a few communities still maintain their own expert forestry ser
vices or are members of unions that provide them, the majority now
acquire forestry services through yearly contracts with private firms
(Taylor 2003; Zabin 1998).

Meanwhile, the 1992 reforms to agrarian law permit groups formed
by a subset of ejido or comunidad members to exploit communal forest
resources (Taylor 2003). Division can lead to defacto parcelization of
common property forests and the private-rather than collective
appropriation of forest profits (Taylor 2000, 267;Taylor and Zabin 2000).
Some of the initial experiences with this provision were troubling, with
ejidos fragmenting between rival groups who divided up the volume
of logging permits and complicated forest management (Wexler and
Bray, 1996,242). On the other hand, they also offer routes for villagers
to address issues of internal inequity in common property forest man
agement (Taylor 2000).

Taken as a whole, reforms to agrarian law and forestry law increase
the autonomy and responsibility of community forest owners, and thus
the need for accountable and representative community organizations
(Klooster 1999; see also Ribot 1996, 1999). Even more than before the
reforms, the fate of Mexico's timber production forests now depend on
the decisions of local communities, and the decisions of individuals in
the context of their rural communities. Neoliberal forestry reforms os
tensibly aim to improve competitiveness, but they will be counterpro
ductive economically, socially, and environmentally if they undermine
the campesinos' capacity to organize effectively to meet their new respon
sibilities for sustainable forest management (Taylor 2000,271), or if they
are unaccompanied by investments to strengthen campesino ability to
take on these responsibilities (Klooster 1999).

PLANTATION PROMOTION, COMMUNITY FORESTRY NEGLECT

Initially, however, neoliberal reformers took little interest in support
ing community forestry. Instead, they pursued a vision of rapidly grow
ing pulpwood plantations generating foreign direct investments and
foreign exchange through exports to processing plants in the United States
and Asia (Tellez 1994;Bray and Wexler 1996;Wexler and Bray 1996).Plan
tations were practically non-existent in Mexico in the early 1990s, with
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only a few thousand hectares planted by a paper mill based in Tuxtepec,
Oaxaca. Policy makers compared the absence of plantations in Mexico to
the situations in Peru, Brazil, and Chile where plantations covered mil
lions of hectares" and where forest products contributed 3 percent, 4 per
cent, and 8 percent of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP), respectively. In
Mexico, the forest sector contributed less than 1 percent of GDP and deep
trade deficits continued in paper products (Bray 1998b). Echoing 1960s
arguments that concessions and state enterprises could generate as much
revenue from the forest sector as from the petroleum sector (Mendoza
Medina 1967), official goals of 875,000 ha. of plantations in twenty-five
years correspond to the area needed to generate foreign currency rev
enues equivalent to current petroleum revenues.

Neoliberal reforms sought to promote plantations by eliminating dis
incentives from the threat of expropriation and by increasing the allow
able size of private property forest holdings (Tellez 1994). Partly in
response to the demands of International Paper, the Mexico-based Grupo
Pulsar, and other transnational corporations (Chapela 1997;Bray 1998b),
the Mexican government presented a package of fiscal policies and sub
sidies designed to attract investment in plantations. Investors competed
in auctions for subsidies of up to 65 percent, followed by tax relief (Tellez
1994; Pare and Madrid 1996). This preference for transnational planta
tion firms paralleled the support for non-campesino actors during the
long concession period of Mexico's forest history. Like the concession
strategy, plantation promotion consisted of "strong government promo
tion, public subsidy, a private-enterprise strategy, and denigration of
the campesino possessors of the land to the role of rentistas and tempo
rary laborers" (JardeI1996, 65).

A stated goal of agrarian reforms was to facilitate joint ventures be
tween private firms and ejidos, but "since the reform, the involvement of
the private sector has been conspicuous by its absence" (Iones and Ward
1998, 256). The situation of ejidos in urbanizing areas is illustrative. In
joint ventures, ejidos put up their land as capital in a company, very aware
that they run the risk of losing that land if the joint venture goes bank
rupt. Furthermore, the value assigned the land rarely gives the ejido a
majority share in the newly formed joint venture, and ejidatarios are sus
picious of such inequalities, especially when they know their private
sector partner will have better information about financial operations
than they will (Jones and Ward 1998). In addition, ejido land is home,
and often the site of bloody struggles alive in personal or family memory.
Land is not always seen as a fungible resource (jones and Pisa 1999;
Cornelius and Myhre 1998).

16. Regionally, Latin America has between 8 and 11 million ha. of plantation forests
(Keipi 1999).
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By the late 1990s, the Mexican government acknowledged that inad
equate partnership schemes inhibited plantation establishment (de Ita
1996), and this remains an issue despite continued tinkering with for
estry and agrarian policy. "On lands with a comparative advantage, it is
not subsidies that are needed to promote commercial joint ventures, but
a better framework for investments on lands owned by ejidos and com
munities" (Molnar and White 2001,678).On-the-ground analyses of joint
ventures suggest they are not proceeding so much because the private
sector lacks guarantees, but rather because ejiditarios and comuneros ac
curately perceive their own unpreparedness and the inequalities of cur
rent arrangements (Jones and Ward 1998;Jones and Pisa 1999). Not only
do investors need guarantees of security, communities need to be able
to assess their opportunities, evaluate their business partners, and have
confidence in their ability to hold them accountable. Like community
forestry, therefore, joint ventures between plantation companies and
community land owners will also require significant investments in com
munity organization and managerial capacity.

RENEWED SUPPORT FOR COMMUNITY FORESTRY

Campesinos and their supporters were not silent during these policy
changes and debates. Campesino activists, organizations of forest com
munities, and their supporters among government workers, academics,
non-governmental organizations, and multilateral lending and aid or
ganizations worked to defend the campesino-based approach to forest
policy expressed in the 1986 forest law. They took part in the unprec
edented debates about the forestry law of 1992, a debate made possible
by a conjuncture of factors, including disagreement within the ruling
Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRJ),weaknesses in the initial for
estry law proposal, and the presence of opposition parties in Congress.
They won few concessions in that debate, however (G. Chapela 1997,
47-8; Wexler and Bray 1996, 237).

During the 1990s, some of the actors who had participated in the so
cial forestry reforms in the 1980s entered government service and refo
cused attention on the forestry social sector," In 1994, they floated the

17. Gonzalo Chapela is a prime example of an actor who participated in forestry so
cial movements in the 1980s and then joined the Secretarfa de Medio Ambiente, Recursos
Naturales y Pesca (SEMARNAP) in the 1990s, where he was instrumental in drafting
the Programa Para El Desarrollo Forestal (PRODEFOR). At the same time, Alfonso
Martinez, Jasmine Aguilar, Victor Suarez, and other members of government who had
participated in the forestry reforms of the 1970s and 1980s continued to promote com
munity forestry from subsequent positions with nongovernmental organizations (David
Bray, personal communication, 23 December 2002). See Bray (1998b) and Environmen
tal Law Institute (1998) for a discussion of the restructuring of environmental functions
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idea of a subsidy to community forest owners modeled on the Programa
de Apoyos Directos al Campo (PROCAMPO), which ostensibly supports
maize producers during the transition to open maize markets under
NAFTA and which was implicated in deforestation in some areas where
farmers cleared new fields in order to establish eligibility for the sub
sidy (Zabin 1998; de Ita 1996). With support from the community forest
sector, this proposal evolved into the Programa Para el Desarrollo For
estal (PRODEFOR). Together with the pro-plantation Programa de
Apoyos Para el Desarrollo de Plantaciones Forestales Comerciales
(PRODEPLAN), PRODEFOR was instituted in the 1997forestry law. This
law followed an uncharacteristically vigorous debate between planta
tion interests, campesino supporters, and environmentalists (Bray 1998b).18

Subsequent policy struggles focused on how much support would go
to plantations, and how much to community forestry. Initial proposals
for PRODEFOR funding equal to one-fifth the cost of PROCAMPO were
quickly downgraded (Bray 1998a). In 1997, there was a ten to one fund
ing disparity in favor of plantation promotion, but amidst continued pro
test from community forestry supporters both inside and outside of
government, this disparity dropped to less than two to one by 1998 (de
Ita 1996;Garnica and Flores Martinez 1998; Pare and Madrid 1996).

More than half of PRODEFOR's 1998 expenditures underwrote the
costs of forest management plans, but the program also funded training
workshops for communities not yet involved in timber production. The
community forest management sector not only called for more funding,
but also for a greater emphasis on enhancing community managerial
capacity and technical forestry skills. A model for expanding and im
proving PRODEFOR comes from the Proyecto de Conservaci6n y Manejo
Sustentable de Recursos Forestales en Mexico (PROCyMAF), a pilot pro
gram in the states of Oaxaca, Guerrero, and Michoacan partly funded
by World Bank loans since 1998. In addition to supporting forest man
agement plans, this project also developed an innovative approach to
building communities' managerial capacity for forestry through train
ing in administration and forest management, participatory rural ap
praisals, and workshops in which successful forestry communities share
their knowledge with less experienced forestry communities
(SEMARNAP and PROCyMAF 1998; Allieri et al. 2000).

under Secretaria de Medio Ambiente, Recursos Naturales, y Pesca (SEMARNAP), and
the role of Julia Carabias, appointed Environmental Secretary under President Ernesto
Zedillo from 1994 to 2000.

18. Although campesino supporters eventually supported the law because it improved
plantation regulation and promoted the community sector, environmentalists opposed
it; a caped "universal environmentalist" protested the final vote, which was overwhelm
ingly in favor (Bray 1998b).
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FORESTRY UNDER THE FOX ADMINISTRATION

On 2July 2000,Vicente Fox, the candidate of the National Action Party
(Partido de Accion Nacional, PAN), won Mexico's presidential election,
breaking 71 years of the PRI's uninterrupted rule. Observers expected
him to follow neoliberal development policies, with poverty-alleviating
palliatives in rural areas, and other attempts to broaden his base of sup
port (Otero 2000). Recent developments in forestry are in line with those
predictions.

In April 2001, President Fox reorganized forestry by creating the
Comision Nacional Forestal, a decentralized public organization. The
new agency provides continuity to pre-Fox forest policy by administer
ing the plantation program, PRODEPLAN, and the two community for
estry programs, PRODEFOR and PROCyMAF (CONAFOR 2002b). The
2002budget earmarks more than twice as much federal funding for com
mercial plantations as it does for programs that support community for
estry, however (CONAFOR 2002a). This is a similar funding ratio to that
of the late 1990s, and so it reflects roughly the same balance of priorities
in forestry as the previous administration. Recent planning documents
and policy prescriptions also call for continuation of the dual, planta
tion and community-forestry approach that has evolved since 1998
(Molnar and White 2001; SEMARNAT 2001b). Plans are underway to
expand PROCyMAF to Durango, [alisco, and Quintana Roo.

CONCLUSION

Latin America's forests provide economic benefits through non-tim
ber forest products, logging, and the transformation of forest products.
They also generate environmental services including biodiversity, wa
tershed maintenance, and carbon sequestration. Forest conservation re
quires social arrangements such that a set of actors have both the power
to protect and manage forests and also the long-term motivations to
maintain them. Mexican experience with community forestry suggests
that when forest policy enables traditional forest inhabitants to take on
this role, significant social and environmental gains result.

Community forestry comes from the confluence of a revolutionary
ideology of land reform that was crucial to state legitimacy, campesino
mobilization, and sporadic direct government support in community
organizing, equipment acquisition, and training in managerial capacity.
The Mexican community forestry sector is now unrivaled in Latin
America and the world in terms of the number of communities involved
and the degree of success with which many of those communities man
age their forests and community businesses (Bray 1998a;Bray et al. forth
coming). To achieve that success, however, community forestry had to
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overcome the barriers of nature protectionism, bureaucratic centralism,
and a blind preference for private businesses.

Miguel Angel de Quevedo and those who followed him recognized
the environmental services forests provide and advocated nature pro
tectionism through logging bans and the creation of a powerful forest
bureaucracy, but their restrictive policies were unsuccessful in achiev
ing forest conservation. Productionist critics argued that such policies
were counter-productive because they converted forests into a kind of
government-controlled wasteland, removing the motivation of forest
owners to conserve forests as productive assets. Initially, productionism
held that private and state-supported big businesses would conserve
forests with long-term concessions, but these expectations were not met
either. Both kinds of approaches fueled social conflicts with campesinos
excluded from forest management.

Currently, nature protectionism continues to have significant reflec
tions in policy, such as a conservation strategy in the Monarch butterfly
reserve which denies campesino communities the ability to benefit from
the forests or participate in their protection, resulting in clandestine log
ging, deforestation, and the repression of campesinos (Chapela and Barkin
1995).19 More critically, neoliberal forest policy favors transnational plan
tation companies at the expense of forest-owning villages. At the same
time, land tenure reform and deregulation increase the responsibility
that campesino communities have over their forests.

An influential confluence of campesino organizations, public officials,
and intellectuals, explicitly argue that only a campesino-centered forest
policy can save Mexico's forests from a history of abuse and degrada
tion. They draw evidence from Mexico's vigorous community forestry
sector to argue that campesino communities have been much more suc
cessful at integrating the maintenance of environmental services with
the economic potential of timber production than concessions or the in
effective restrictions of environmental protectionism. Despite the
neoliberal restructuring of regulation and subsidy in the Mexican coun
tryside since the 1990s, supporters have managed to salvage significant
state support for community forestry.

19. The case of Rodolfo Montiel and Teodoro Cabrera is also illustrative of these ten
sions. Campesinos from the mountains of Guerrero, Montiell and Cabrera helped form
"The Ecologist Campesinos of the Sierras of Petatlan and Coyucan de Catalan" to pro
test logging activities which they blamed for desiccating rivers and streams. Accused of
drug cultivation and being "eco-guerrilas," they were arrested, allegedly tortured, forced
to confess, and imprisoned. International environmental and human rights organiza
tions took up their cause, and Montiel was given a Goldman Environmental Prize. Presi
dent Fox released both men in November 2001 (Ross 2000). As an anonymous reviewer
pointed out, Mexican environmentalists usually present their activism in simplistic, en
vironmental protectionist, anti-logging terms, without considering the possibility of
productionist, community forestry alternatives.
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Community forestry faces more legislative and policy battles in the
near future, however, with widespread calls for yet another round of
substantial revisions to forest law and forest tenure policies
(CONAFOR 2002b; Molnar and White 2001;SEMARNAT 2001b). These
policy struggles must win greater state support for a successful, but
still-tenuous and incipient community forestry sector. Although 65
percent of Mexico's 8,000 forest communities have forests with com
mercial potential, only 25 percent have formal management plans. Only
some of those communities have the capital, forest management knowl
edge, and the business management skills they need to achieve the
social and environmental benefits community forestry can provide.
Mexico needs an even stronger government role in building the ca
pacity of forest-based communities to manage their natural resources
and develop diversified enterprises based on them (Molnar and White
2001, 679; Klooster 1999).

Additional reforms should also strengthen the power and ability of
communities to interact with the private sector in joint ventures on terms
of greater equality and clarity. This will also require investments to im
prove greater managerial capacity, not only for logging communities, but
also for communities in areas where plantations might be appropriate.

Most importantly in the long term, however, forest policy must di
versify the benefits communities can get from their forests. So far, com
munities' main economic benefit comes from logging. Perversely, the
state's interest in environmental services translates into regulations, re
strictions, and added costs to timber producers. The role of campesino
communities in forest conservation will be strengthened when they are
justly compensated for the environmental services their forests provide
to regions, the nation, and the globe. The establishment and structuring
of markets for environmental services will be the next great challenge
facing forest conservation in Mexico (Molnar and White 2001; Klooster
and Masera 2000; SEMARNAT 2001b) and elsewhere in Latin America
and the world (Brockett and Gottfried 2002;Keipi 1999;Feamside 1997).
For community forestry to survive, or maybe thrive, campesinos and their
supporters must continue their activism to protect a hard-won role for
rural people in forest use and conservation.
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