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Abstract: Researchers studying 11ligration and developl1zcnt have argued over the
potential that 1rzigration and associated re111ittances have to i1rzprove the econolnic
and social conditions in origin cOl1l1nunities. Past research on 1rzigration fron1
indigenous communities in Oaxaca has silnilarly questioned the c0111patibility of
traditional governance syste1rzs zvith high nligration rates. We argue, using evi
dence from four Zapotec c0I111nunities in rural Oaxaca, that C0111111 unities can use
the organizational capacity of traditional governance syste1rzs to access re1rzit
tances fro In 111igrants for the benefit of the C0l11111unity as a zvhole. C01rzl1lll1'zities
can require payment fron1 migrants in lieu of COlnn1unal labor requirelnents
(tequio) and 111ay directly solicit ren1ittances fro1rl 1rzigrants for com111unity
projects. The extent to zvhich they enforce these requests depends on the existing
organizational strength in the connnunity. These findings i1rzply that strongforlns
ofc01rl1nunity organization can 111ake the difference betzveenlnigratiol1 contribut
ing to underdevelopn1ent and Inigration contributing to developnzent.

Remittances are an important source of income for households and
communities in Mexico, and comprise an enormous aggregate transfer of
money from the United States into Mexico (Inter-American Development
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Bank 2003; Pew Hispanic Center 2003). In 2002, Mexico received $10.5
billion, just under one third of all remittances to Latin America and the
Caribbean (Inter-Alnerican Development Bank 2003). Survey data show
that 18 percent of the adult population in Mexico receives remittances
and that the receivers are not statistically different from other adults
(except that they are more likely to be women) (Pew Hispanic Center
2003). However, arguments about the effect of these remittances at the
c0111munity level are mixed. In examining the consequences of migra
tion, researchers argue for either negative or positive effects of
migration on community economic development but base their argu
ments largely on the results of the actions of individuals and house
holds. Few researchers have explicitly considered the role of origin
communities, as more than aggregations of individuals and households,
in the relationship between migration and development.

Early research on migration and development argued that migration
negatively affected comrnunities. Anthropological research from the
1970s and 1980s identified a "culture of migration" leading to a "mi
grant syndrome" in which remaining members of communities become
dependent on remittances for meeting their consumption needs
(Dinerman 1978; Kearney 1986; Mines and DeJanvry 1982; Reichert 1981;
Weist 1984). Migration from a community increases the consumption
desires of community members, making them dependent on the higher
wages earned by migrants. This perspective is supported by studies that
show that the vast majority of remittances are spent on current consump
tion needs (Banerjee 1984; Conway and Cohen 1998; Kearney 1986;
Massey and Parrado 1994; Rubenstein 1992). Thus, young adult mem
bers of the community migrate for higher incomes to meet their own
and their families' consumption needs; the community becomes a home
for the elderly and children (Stuart and Kearney 1981).

Recent economic and sociological research has challenged this pessi
mistic view and focused on the role of remittances in productive invest
ment. Some researchers argue that, despite the fact that most remittances
are spent on consumption, a sizable minority are spent on investments
in human capital, agricultural machinery, or small businesses (Massey
and Parrado 1994; Taylor 1999; Taylor et al. 1996a, 1996b). Durand,
Parrado, and Massey (Durand, Parrado, and Massey 1996; Massey and
Parrado 1994, 1998) further argue that even remittances spent on con
sumption can bring about economic development. Families who receive
remittances form a sizable market for local, regional, and national prod
ucts, driving economic growth (Durand, Parrado, and Massey 1996;
Massey and Parrado 1994). In addition to highlighting these effects, re
searchers have argued that examining only the ways in which remit
tances are spent gives an inaccurate picture of their effects (Taylor 1999;
Taylor et al. 1996a). Remittances can loosen constraints on household
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budgets, allowing them to invest in new agricultural technology or in
small businesses, regardless of whether they invest the remittances them
selves (rather than other sources of income). Researchers examining the
effects of remittances on the whole household budget have found that
remittances indeed increase a household's productive investment
(Rozelle et al. 1999; Taylor 1987).

These approaches to the relationship between migration and devel
opment focus on the actions of individuals or households and how they
can bring about or hinder economic development. Researchers have
found support for each perspective in different studies in different com
munities or groups of communities. In this paper, we argue that the or
ganization of the community might explain why we sometimes see
positive effects and sometimes see negative effects of migration on de
velopment. While migration is an individual and household decision
(Massey et al. 1993,1994; Massey and Espinosa 1997; Stark 1991), the
effects of migration and particularly of remittances on community de
velopment depend on the strength of community organization. The
sparse past research on community-level determinants of remittances
argues that migrants are more likely to send remittances to a community
in which there is complementary infrastructure and a certain level of
economic dynamism (Lindstrom 1996). However, researchers take these
community characteristics as exogenous to the migration process. We
argue that they are potentially endogenous. Communities that are more
strongly organized are able to encourage or coerce migrants into pro
viding remittances for community projects, thus supporting commu
nity economic development and the economic dynamism that is often
seen as a prerequisite for remittances.

We base our argument on qualitative data collected for this purpose
in four Zapotec communities in the Sierra Norte and Valles Centrales
regions of the state of Oaxaca, Mexico, in the summer of 2002, and ear
lier visits to each of these communities. The communities range in size
from approximately 1,300 to approximately 3,500 people (INEGI 2001).
They vary in distance to Oaxaca City, with travel time ranging from
fifteen to one hundred minutes. Three of the communities are the mu
nicipal seats of the 11'lunicipios of Sierra Alta, San Timoteo, and Cerro
Verde. 1 The fourth community, San Matias, is located in another lnunicipio,
but it is not the municipal seat. The four lnunicipios range in population
from approximately 1,400 to 5,600 people in three to nine settlements, as
identified in Mexico's 2000 census. In each, the municipal seat comprises
the majority of the population (INEGI 2001). We collected information
from members of community government, leaders and members of

1. Throughout this paper \ve use pseudonyms for our study communities and present
rounded values for population sizes in order to protect the privacy of respondents.
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local organizations and committees, returned migrants, and the fami
lies of current migrants on the process of migration and the remittances
sent by migrants. We also focused on the political, economic, and social
organization of each community.

THE OAXACAN CONTEXT: GOVERNANCE AND USOS Y COSTUMBRES IN INDIGENOUS

COMMUNITIES

Oaxaca provides a particularly good setting for studying the impor
tance of community organization. A large proportion (63.9 percent) of the
state's population lives in communities of less than 5000 inhabitants (see
INEGI), and 415 of the state's 570 11'lunicipios follow traditional forms of
community organization known as USGS y costumbres (see www.oaxaca
.gob.mx). This form of organization, which varies across communities,
reflects the heritage and experiences of Oaxaca's sixteen major indigenous
groups (see Alvarez 1998; INEGI 1997b). These groups have struggled
since the Spanish conquest to maintain their identities, local autonomy
and community traditions (Cordero Avendano de Durand 1997; Diaz
Polanco and Burguete 1996; de Gyves 2000; Nader 1990). Indigenous com
mttnities have a unique status under the Mexican constitution. They are
recognized as having ancestral rights to territory; many gained colonial
land titles or reasserted land rights following expropriations of the colo
nial and postcolonial periods (Merino Perez et al. 2000; Pisa 1994). The
present composition of usos y costLl1nbres that govern indigenous commu
nities reflects the profound effects of Spanish colonialism and accommo
dation, as well as resistance to the dominant mestizo population over the
past five centuries (see Diaz-Polanco and Burguete 1996).

Under usos y costuJ11bres, the governance of the community is usually
divided into two separate but equally important committees-the
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Assembly of C01l1UnerOs and the Assembly of Citizens, along with vari
ous subcommittees. The Assembly of C011111neros, under the elected lead
ership of the president and adjunct authorities composing the
Comisariado de Bienes Comunales (Committee of Communal Re
sources), manages communal forests and other natural resources owned
by the community. In light of archival documents, cOlnmunalland ten
ure among Zapotecs of the Sierra Norte appears to have pre-Hispanic
roots (Chance 1989). The C0J1111nerOS, composed of the adult male mem
bers born to the community (and widows of cOl11uneros) also tradition
ally oversee the nOlnination of members to civil-religious committees
responsible for community festivals and church maintenance.

The Assembly of Citizens and its subcommittees, under the leader
ship of an elected mayor and his cabinet (the cabildo or ayunta111iento 11lU
nicipal), manage political fW1ctions and programs related to civic activities
under the state and national government. The participation of women
and non-native residents in the Assembly of Citizens varies by commu
nity, but is supported by law. In communities that are mW1icipal seats
as is the case for Sierra Alta, Cerro Verde, and San Timoteo-membership
in the Assen1bly of COl'nuneros and the Assembly of Citizens are nearly
coincident and represent the majority of the municipal population. By
contrast, when an indigenous community is incorporated within a larger
lnunicipio, its citizens elect a representative to participate in the municipal
Assembly of Citizens. The community will also select a mayor (who does
not participate in the municipal decision making) for community-level
responsibilities outside the purview of the Assembly of COlnuneros. This
is the case for our fourth community, San Matias.

Throughout Oaxaca's indigenous communities that abide by usos y
costulnbres, COlnuneros and citizens are expected to provide service to the
community. Expectations of service vary. Generally, the cargo system
practiced in these communities dictates that conzuneros must serve on a
governance committee or one of the subcommittees on a regular basis,
often every two or three years. In some communities, the cargo system
includes religious committees and ritual duties as well. The system brings
prestige to members as they ascend in rank, and the service required
constitutes compensation to the community for the rights and benefits
of membership (Carabias Lillo et al. 2000; Kearney 1972; Merino Perez
et al. 2000). In addition, the Assembly of C011lUnerOS and its committees
determine work that needs to be done in the community through "vol
untary" communal labor, known as the tequio (often obligatory in prac
tice). For example, the Committee of Communal Resources will
determine when a road to a communal forest needs maintenance or when
community boundaries need to be cleared in the forest. Similarly, the
cabildo will determine when maintenance needs to be done on local in
frastructure, such as roads and government buildings. Both entities
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schedule tcqllios, in which all adult male members of the community arc
expected to work jointly to complete the designated projects.

Depending on community arrangements, members may pay a fee in
advance or find a substitute worker when they cannot attend a tequio.
Respondents in our study noted a variety of ways that a community may
deal with migrants' absences. It may allow lnigrants (or in-migrants to the
community) to miss tequios on the condition that they find a replacement
to cover their duties or pay a fee to the community to hire someone else to
complete their work. Alternatively, a community might require a large
one-time payment from migrants upon their return to make up for all of
their missed responsibilities. Other communities excuse migrants from
obligations, but assign a cargo immediately upon their return.

In addition to labor demands, many communities require monetary con
tributions (cooperaci6n) for community projects and activities (Cohen 1999).
When projects involve the purchase of materials, such as construction mate
rials, the com.munity may levy a tax on each member to cover the cost.

Past researchers studying migrants from various indigenous commu
nities in Oaxaca have explored the importance of usos y costumbres. The
studies indicate that usos y costu111bres facilitate the creation of transnational
political organizations and effective home town associations (HTAs) in
migration destinations (Hirabayashi 1993; Nagengast and Kearney 1990;
Rivera Salgado 1999). Based on evidence from one community in Oaxaca,
Mutersbaugh argues that usos y costumbres are important for understand
ing the process of migration (Mutersbaugh 2002). He develops a perspec
tive on migra tion tha t actively engages the political and cultural
organization of the home community. He contends that the usos y
costunlbres system, especially the cargo and tequio requirements, are used
strategically by members of origin communities to limit migration and to
limit the impact of migration. Within this context, migration has a nega
tive outcome that the community is actively resisting, while individuals
still desire the income and status that come from migration.

In contrast, Hirabayashi (1983), following Orellana (1973), asserts that
strong cooperative traditions in indigenous (particularly Mixtec) com
munities of origin are necessary for the formation of migrant village
associations in migration destinations. His research focuses on internal
migrants in Oaxaca City and Mexico City and further argues that the
village of origin must allow the migrant association to aid the develop
ment process in order for the migrant association to continue. This is
one pathway through which community organization might influence
remittances to communities: migrants from more organized communi
ties tend to form migrant associations, which contribute to the develop
ment of the village for their own reasons.

Klaver (1997) examines migrants from two Oaxacan Zapotec
communities in Los Angeles and finds further evidence of the continuing
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importance of village ties and village identity. Hovvevel~ she counters that
this phase of the migration process is transitory and that tnigration will
eventually have a negative impact on the sending villages. As the migrants
become more involved in their destiJlations and as the next generation has
less contact with the home village, she predicts that the migrants will find
less of value in the home commwlity and will be less willing to fulfill their
responsibilities lU1der the cargo system. Clarke (2000) uses evidence from
Klaver's study and others to similarly argue for the negative effect of mi
gration on the cargo system. He points to high rates of out-migration among
working-age men and to the invesbnent of remittances in non-productive
activities to show that "migration has not been a catalyst for rural develop
ment; nor has it reversed the economic stasis that lies behind migration in
a context of population increase" (146).

We build on these past studies by focusing on the outcomes of the
interaction between migration and usos y costulnbres, maintaining that
migration is not necessarily a negative outcome. We argue that the
strength of community organization has a major influence on whether
the outcome is largely positive or negative. Community organization is
important for the management of other resources on which communi
ties draw (e.g., communal forests, water sources) (Bromley 1992; McCay
and Acheson 1987; National Research Council 2002). Collective action,
specifically the formation of rules governing rights and responsibilities
toward common pool resources, allows groups to overcome situations
in which individually rational decisions create negative outcomes when
pursued by all individuals in a group (Ostrom 1990). In this situation,
collective action based on the cargo system also allows the origin com
munity to mitigate the loss of labor and income when many individuals
make the economically rational decision to migrate.

DATA COLLECTION

A team of interviewers started in each community by visiting the
authorities of the cabildo and Comisariado de Bienes Comunales. The
interviewers obtained permission for the study from authorities, build
ing on prior visits that had introduced the researchers and their inter
ests. The team conducted interviews with authorities, returned migrants,
households with migrants, and leaders of community groups. The open
ended interview topics included the community's experiences with mi
gration, community governance and cOlnuneros' responsibilities,
community projects (church maintenance, fiestas, road improvements,
border maintenance, etc.) and funding, participation of women and non
native residents. The particular experiences of the community and re
spondents shaped additional themes explored in each interview. The
decision to interview community leaders as well as migrants ensured
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that we \tvou1d obtain information on the receipt and use of remittances
by cOlnnlunity groups, \tvhich might not be known by the returned mi
grants with whonl we were able to speak.

COMPARATIVE DESCRIPTION OF STUDY COMMUNITIES

The economic organization of our study communities reflects the
economic character of the region. The Sierra Norte and Valles Centrales
contain the majority of Oaxaca's commercially valuable pine forests
(INEGI 1997a), and forest products represent 10 percent of the state's
gross domestic product (GOP) (Anta Fonseca et a1. 2000). Land suit
able for agriculture is scarce. In Oaxaca as a whole, only 14.22 percent
of the land supports agriculture. Just over 8 percent of the land in
Oaxaca is dedicated to pastoral uses, but these include areas on steep
slopes and marginal soils better suited to forestry (INEGI 2000). In
come and employment outside of agriculture and forestry are also
scarce except in Oaxaca City, where commerce, industry, and services
represent the major economic activities (INEGI 2000). Forests repre
sent the principal natural resource for many indigenous communities
in Oaxaca; 90 percent of Oaxaca's forest resources are communally
owned (Anta Fonseca et a1. 2000). The Sierra Norte produces more
commercially valuable pine and oak lumber than any other region in
the state (INEGI 1997a). All of the study communities have commer
cially valuable forests that also entail watersheds and areas for graz
ing livestock.

Table 1 shows the basic characteristics of each of our study communities.
Sierra ~A.1ta and San Matias operate community-owned timber
harvesting enterprises, which comprise an important dimension of lo
cal economic activity. Both communities follow timber-harvesting man
agement plans designed to achieve sustainability. Sierra Alta runs its
own sawmill, and sells its sawn lumber to regional markets. San Matias
sells timber as roundwood; C0111uneros have debated purchasing a saw
mill but have not yet reached the consensus needed for such a major
investment. In addition, Sierra Alta has a gravel production plant, while
San Matias has a transportation cooperative and a fledgling ecotourism
enterprise. Although most households in both communities practice sub
sistence agriculture-reflecting a strong cultural preference for their own
local maize-they have become less dependent on agriculture in recent
years. Both communities have experienced economic transformations
that spurred migration. Historically, Sierra Alta's men worked as min
ers in a nearby silver mine, now exhausted. Today many Sierra Alta
residents work as employees for businesses in a nearby town, run their
own small ventures, or labor seasonally in agriculture and community
enterprises. San Matias's farmers have found agricultural markets
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TavIe 1 Basic Characteristics (~f Study COl11111unities

Political Distance from EC01l0111ic Commllnity [n-
Status Oaxaca City Base Enterprises migratio1l

Sierra Alta Municipal ~ 100 n1inutes Wage labor Tin1ber and Lav\'
seat Agriculture sa\vmill

Community operation
enterprises Gravel plant

San Matias Indigenous ~60 minutes Weaving Round\vood Lovv
comn1unity Comn1unity harvesting
vvithin a enterprises Transporta tion
larger coopera tive
municipio Ecotourism

Cerro Verde Municipal ~ 15 minutes Commuting None High
seat to formal

employment
in Oaxaca City

San Timoteo Municipal ~30 minutes Commuting None High
seat to formal

employment
in Oaxaca City

unfavorable and, with few options for employment, women (and some
men) have turned to producing traditional Zapotec weavings for the
tourist market. By contrast, Cerro Verde and San Timoteo have no com
munity-owned enterprises, and relatively few households practice sub
sistence agriculture. Both communities lie within thirty minutes of
Oaxaca City, and increasing numbers of the population work in profes
sional, business, and service-oriented jobs. These communities have been
growing rapidly as outsiders move in to take advantage of the rural
ambience, a reliable water supply, and better security as compared to
Oaxaca City.

Each of our four study communities is recognized as an indigenous
community by the state of Oaxaca and is governed by usos y costLl111bres.
However, there is notable variation across communities in the rules gov
erning the contributions of community members, particularly members
who are currently migrants, and in the enforcement of these rules. Table
2 shows the variations across communities in these aspects of commu
nity organization, as well as in the ways in which they access remittances.
Each community has a Committee of Communal Resources, which man
ages the communally-owned natural resources, and either a municipal
mayor (if it is the municipal seat) or a community mayor and a munici
pal representative (if it is not the municipal seat). These principal cargos
jointly constitute the political leadership of the community. In each com
munity, positions on governing committees and subcommittees are filled
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Table 2 C0111111111lity Orga1lizatio1l alld Re111ittallces ill Study COl1lJllUllitics

Sierra
Alta

San
Matias

Cerro
Verde

San
Timoteo

FOrtH (~r
Governallce

Usos Y
cost Ii Ilibres

Usos y
cGstu111brcs

USGS Y
costul1zbres

USGS Y
COS ttlJnbres
(considering a
poli ticaI party
system)

Frcql/CI]CY

ofTequios
l0-48/year,
varies with
needs and plans

3-12/year,
varies with
needs and plans

5-6/year

1-3/year, each
neighborhood
may schedule
more

Tequio
E1ljt)rCCIllCl1 t
Shirkers face
public
humiliation,
forced labor
and/or fines

Members under
quota are fined
and/or make up
missed tequios

Members absent
without an excuse
are fined

Enforcement is
infrequent

1 Respondents provided varying answers; the most consistent answer is presented. In
each community except San Matias, there were a few respondents who were not sure
that returning migrants were held responsible for any missed cargos or tequios. Authori
ties generally appeared most knowledgeable, but they are the ones responsible for en
forcing the rules, and therefore they may overstate their actual adherence to enforce
ment duties.

according to the cargo system, with adults of the community serving on a
regular basis. While men occupy positions of authority in all of our study
communities, women often serve on committees related to education,
health and sanitation, and church functions. Even though some of these
cargos constitute full-time jobs, the people serving receive no monetary
compensation. Each community also mounted tequios for routine main
tenance of borders, forests, and government property, as well as for spe
cial projects such as church or school construction.

The requirements for labor and monetary contributions, the amount
of committee participation required, and the level of enforcement of the
rules vary from community to community. San Matias and Sierra Alta
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Migrant
Responsibility for
Missed Tequios

Migrants offer
compensation for
missed tequios;
migrants who
give nothing olay
be fined l

Returning migrants
pay for missed
tequios to regain
community standing

Participation
in Cargos

All participate;
non-native
may not
assume
highest posts

All participate,
non-native may
not assume
highest posts

Migrants'
Obligations to
Fulfill Cargos

Migrants have
no obligations
until they
return,
unless it is
their turn on the
school comnlittee
Migrants must
return every 1-3
years to serve or
lose rights, unless
family members
serve for them

Methods of
Accessing

Renlittances
Donations
requested
for fiestas
and projects

Fees for
tequios,
donations for
fiestas, and
occasionally
other projects

Returning migrants
are given a cargo;
no obligation to pay
for missed tequios 1

Native-born Migrants have
must participate, no obligations
non-native until they return
cannot participate
but must pay extra
taxes and fees

None

Returning migrants
who refuse to pay
for missed tequios
may be scolded 1

Participation is
mainly
voluntary

Migrants have
no obligations
until they return

One instance
of donation
for a festival

present stronger organization than Cerro Verde and San Timoteo. This
is evidenced by frequent tequios (3-12 times a year in San Matias and
10-48 times a year in Sierra Alta), and strict enforcement of participa
tion. In Sierra Alta, COlnuneros who miss tequios without prior permis
sion are subjected to public humiliation (being paraded through town
under guard) followed by manual labor to compensate for missed tequio
hours; or if the person has adequate resources, he may pay a fine that
exceeds the local daily minimum wage. As in many communities, Sierra
Alta's men must serve for two types of tequios: those called by the cabildo
(generally related to construction or maintenance of community
infrastructure) and those called by the Committee of Communal Re
sources (for maintenance and projects related to natural resources and
protection of community borders). One respondent, \vho had served
many cargos and currently held the position of president of the Second
ary School Committee, noted, " . .. every week there is tcquio, that is why
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we are at the level we are ..." (Respondent #21, June 4, 2002). Another
respondent, who was serving as the head of a major comlnittee, agreed:
"Tequios are the greatest source of progress for the community ..." (Re
spondent #23, June 5, 2002). Even so, tequios represent a source of ten
sion between the individual and the community. During informal
conversations (with no tape recorder present), Sierra Alta residents com
plained about the hours of unremunerated labor. Yet everyone recog
nized a need for communal labor to accomplish local projects and none
argued that tequios should be curtailed.

In San Matias, tensions over tequios reached a breaking point several
years ago, and the community came up with a novel compromise. Com
munity authorities explained that COlnuneros had become rebellious due
to the onerous demands for their labor. Through debate in the assembly,
comuneros decided to replace most tequios by paying for labor with a
portion of the timber operations' profits. With this decision, they ad
dressed two pressing issues: the need for more local employment and
rising resistance to the burden of tequios. In the present, each comunero
must still do tequios, but he can choose which ones to attend for his quota.
Enforcement remains high; shirkers must pay a fine equal to double the
daily wage for each tequio short of the quota. The mother of a migrant
reported, "If you do not [fulfill your tequios], they fine you or give an
other tequio. If a young man does not do it ... he will be put in jail,
given a fine, a 250 peso fine, and have to do two, three days of tequio ...
[he] has to do tequio and pay the fine" (Respondent #12, June 19, 2002).

San Matias also puts strong pressure on migrants to return for ser
vice in the cargo system; migrants reported that they had to return every
one to three years to carry out their service or find someone else to carry
out their responsibilities. Otherwise, they risk loss of membership rights.
A woman, whose father was returning from the United States to do his
cargo, explained: "He will serve all of 2003 because he has that commit
ment with the authority. He has to fulfill that commitment" (Respon
dent #12, June 19, 2002).

Sierra Alta does not require that migrants return on a schedule to
fulfill a cargo, unless it is a migrant's turn to serve on the school commit
tee. Neither does the community demand that migrants pay for missed
tequios. Nevertheless, respondents reported a strong expectation that
migrants would compensate the community for missed tequios accord
ing to their resources. One man explained,
Supposedly it [paying for missed tcquios] is voluntary, so it isn't obligatory. More
than anything, people here are very conscientious ... We aren't obligated, but
the majority of the migrants would feel bad to come back and not give some
thing ... So it's really a moral issue." (Respondent #21, June 4, 2002).

One person, however, reported that a recalcitrant migrant had been fined
for failing to contribute. The community also expects migrants to
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promptly participate in teqllios and the cargo system upon their return.
One key contrast with San Matias is that Sierra Alta has thus far main
tained enough C0l1Z1111eros to fill committees and positions of authority.
For San Matias, the rate of migration is so high that it is difficult to fill
positions unless migrants return when called.

In contrast, San Timoteo places less emphasis on tequios and cargos. In
San Timoteo, community authorities call teqllios only a few times a year.
Each neighborhood, however, may require additional teqllios for such
tasks as cleaning a shared water canal. Participation appears to be op
tional, with longtime residents showing greater willingness to partici
pate than the growing numbers of recent in-migrants. Shirkers are rarely
sanctioned; yet if someone requests water service or repairs they must
be current with tequios or corresponding dues. When asked what is done
about the people who avoid tequios, the president of the Committee of
Communal Resources elaborated,

Of course, normally not everyone goes. In the end, what the 111unicipio opts to do
is to await the moment in which it can lay down the law. That moment comes
when someone needs [the services of] the commission. For example, someone
says, "You have to put in a water line." Well, we're going to do it, but [I reply] "if
you want water, then you owe me five tequios that are worth this much, so you
have to pay that much." And that's how we do it. (Respondent #2, June 17,
2002)

Moreover, participation in San Timoteo's cargo system appears to be
waning, as some citizens-particularly in-migrants-are leaning toward
political parties as a preferable means of governance.

With the relatively low demands placed on permanent residents, it is
not surprising that San Timoteo likewise places few demands on mi
grants. Those who leave are not required to compensate the community
for missed tequios, nor are they required to return to fulfill cargos. One
respondent noted, however, that migrants' families expect them to send
remittances to cover the migrants' fees and cooperaci6n: "Migrants send
[money] to their families so that they can stay current with obligations.
If migrants don't, they don't lose any rights, but they may be scolded
[by the cabildo]." (Respondent # 1, June 16, 2002).

In Cerro Verde, conzuneros are asked to participate in teqllios only five
to six times each year, but those who do not participate are fined-200
pesos as of 2002. The community is unusual in its mandate for night
time patrol responsibilities assigned to twenty to thirty men in rotation;
this cargo is strongly enforced and shirkers may have their water cut off.
All COl11uneros participate in cargos according to their abilities and ambi
tion. Some serve many positions, while others remain in an entry-level
post on the patrol for most of their lives. In terms of requirements placed
on migrants, Cerro Verde's Assembly of C011111neros agreed in 2002 to
grant migrants a leave from teqllios and cargos; this decision merely
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formalizcd a long tradition of leaving migrants free of obligations. The
ITIunicipal secretary noted, however, that authorities demand service of
return migrants: /I As soon as they find out that you're back, they put
pressure on you, they don't wait a moment and they give you a cargo,
that's the way wc do it here." (Respondent #43, June 25,2002). Thus the
comlTIunity has aspects of organization that distinguish it. While it places
few requirements on residents, its organization is higher than that found
in San Timoteo but lower than that of Sierra Alta and San Matias. There
forc, we do find variation in the strength of community organization
among these comlllunities despite their common allegiance to usos y
costu111bres.

COMMUNITY ORGANIZATION, MIGRATION, AND REMITTANCES IN STUDY

COMMUNITIES

We described above the variation in the level of organization across
study communities. We turn now to the association between organiza
tion and migration and between organization and remittances. Based
on the discussion above, table 3 shows our evaluation of overall com
munity strength as well as levels of migration and remittances. The com
munities vary in the level of migration and the destinations of migrants,
but the patterns have no apparent relationship with the strength of com
munity organization. San Matias and Sierra Alta, the two most strongly
organized communities, differ markedly in the destinations of their mi
grants. There is little migration to other parts of Mexico, including to
Oaxaca City, from San Matias, but many migrants go to the United States.
Sierra Alta has a high level of migration to Oaxaca City and Mexico City,
but comparatively few go to the United States. In each community, the
motivations for the migration are economic. While respondents reported
low levels of migration to the United States beginning during the Bracero
program, migration increased during the past two decades because of
the loss of mining jobs in Sierra Alta and a general lack of jobs in San
Matias. In this respect, our study communities mirror Oaxaca as a whole.
Many migrants left their homes in Oaxaca for other regions in Mexico,
particularly Mexico City, during the early and mid-twentieth century
(Cohen 2001; Hirabayashi 1993). While some participated in the Bracero
program, n1igration to the United States from Oaxaca was not wide
spread until the 1980s (Cohen 2001; Durand, Massey, and Zentano 2001).

In the two less strongly organized communities, we see similar vari
ability in migration patterns. Both San Timoteo and Cerro Verde have
high levels of commuting to Oaxaca City due to their proximity. But
while migration to the United States is common in San Timoteo, migra
tion to other Mexican destinations is uncommon. Cerro Verde shows
lower rates of migration to the United States, but higher rates of
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Table 3 R.elatio11ship betzuec11 Orga11izatio11, Migratio11, a11d RC111itta11ces in Stlldy C0I11
111 II 11itics

C0I11111ll11ity
Sierra Alta
San Matias
Cerro Verde
San Timoteo

Strength of
Orga11izatio11

high
high

intermediate
low

Migratio11
high within MX
lovv within MX

nledium within MX
high within Oaxaca

RCl11itta11ces to
C0I11111ll11ity

low to U.S. high
high to U.S. high
low to U.S. low
high to U.S. low

migration to other parts of Mexico. Overall, however, migration streams
out of Cerro Verde are small compared to those out of San Timoteo. While
both communities had a few men who participated in the Bracero pro
gram, migration from San Timoteo increased dramatically in the middle
of the twentieth century because of the closing of textile factories in the
community. In both of these communities, in-migration by outsiders
(often professionals) represents the most important demographic trend
perceived by residents.

In contrast to the apparent lack of association between migration pat
terns and community organization, there appears to be a strong rela
tionship between community organization and remittances from
migrants to community groups. Remittances are sent from migrants to
their families in all communities. In the most organized communities,
however, community government accesses remittances through fees as
sessed on migrants for missed tequios, and donations received for festi
vals, maintenance of religious structures, or occasionally for maintenance
of other infrastructure.2 These donations evidently allow the commu
nity to avoid or reduce fees assessed on resident households, or to spend
these fees on other projects. In the less organized communities, remit
tances only go to families and religious festivals. The ways in which the
two highly organized communities get remittances from migrants vary,
but each is able to leverage migrants' income in ways that support USGS

y costumbres and community projects.
In Sierra Alta, community groups receive remittances from rrjgrants

in other parts of Mexico and in the United States. The main way in which
the community groups get these remittances is by directly requesting
them from the migrants. Respondents reported contacting migrants di
rectly and contacting migrant HTAs to request contributions for special
projects. Migrants readily comply with these requests. For example, when

2. The data collection for this study occurred at the time of the extension to the study
area (and to all of Mexico) of governn1ent programs, known comn1only as two-far-one
or three-for-one programs, Inatching migrant remittances for community projects. One
respondent noted hearing about the programs, but none of the communities had under
taken any projects using this program.
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an interviewer asked a community leader in Sierra Alta whether mi
grants ever send money to organizations, or for community develop
ment, the response was:

Oh, yes, they are very collaborative, that's the vvay the people of [Sierra Alta]
are [inaudible], vve have a culture and it's our vvay-people vvho work in Oaxaca
or Mexico City, they have their comlnittees there.... [I]n Mexico City, 1 don't
remember its name, but it has a president, a treasurer and the people who work
there in the city. When we need some help for the fiestas or the schools ... my
sister is there ... vvc write to her and people spread the news to everyone and
they send [a contribution]. It's the same with the people who live in the United
States; they contribute above all for the patron saint's fiesta. (Respondent #26,
June 5, 2002)

The head of the fiesta committee from the previous year reported that
migrants had contributed between fifteen and eighteen thousand pesos
(Respondent #27, June 7, 2002).

Another respondent, the president of the primary school committee,
responded positively to the question of whether he had ever sought sup
port from migrants. When asked how this was done, he explained:
"Mainly it's a question of having personal relationships with people who
like to help the community. More than anything, it's people who want
to help the whole community, not just the schools." He noted, however,
that some requests followed a more formal approach:

For the people who reside in the U.S.A., there is someone who heads their group;
it's the same in Mexico City and Oaxaca City. Usually a municipal authority
writes to that person to propose a certain project and request assistance. Then
the people who live there get together in their meeting place to see the plan and
discuss it. They don't turn down a request, they help out. (Respondent #21,
June 4, 2002)

Migrants from Sierra Alta do not pay the regular community fees
that resident community members pay. The migrants regularly contrib
ute to the alU1ual town festival, and the committee in charge of the festi
val contacts migrants through relatives. Other committees use contact
information as well to request money from migrants. For example, re
spondents reported that migrants have contributed to the Catholic
church, maintenance of a local basketball court, construction of a chapel
and a new municipal building, and other public works. Thus migrants'
contributions provide income that supports community projects. Given
the perpetual shortage of funding, these contributions may enable such
projects or free up limited funds for other community projects.

In San Matias, migrants send money to the community for the festi
vals and parties, sporting events, church maintenance, and some public
works. The community contacts U.S. migrants through an HTA in Los
Angeles, asking primarily for contributions for the community patron
saint's festival. From past research, we know that migrants gain social
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status by contributing to fiestas and thus have an incentive to do that
without any additional coercion by the community (Cohen 2001; Mountz
and Wright 1996). San Matias is not as proactive in requesting contribu
tions for other sorts of projects as Sierra Alta is. However, the commu
nity is proactive in accessing other money from the migrants. The
government of San Matias gets remittances by expecting migrants to
pay fees to the community while they are absent and requiring them to
pay for missed tequios. The migrants may pay these fees either as they
go along (the funds may be used primarily to hire replacement labor) or
upon their return.

Notably, both Sierra Alta and San Matias apply income generated
from their community enterprises to support community projects as well
as to maintain the enterprises. The organizational competence of these
communities thus includes the creation and maintenance of commu
nity-controlled enterprises to achieve community goals-especially
local employment and development projects-beyond the bounds en
tailed by state and national-level contributions or programs. Accessing
remittances represents an additional dimension of their effective insti
tutional arrangements.

In contrast to these stories of community access to remittances, mi
grants send money almost solely to their families in Cerro Verde and
San Timoteo. The only example a respondent reported of a migrant send
ing money for a community activity in San Timoteo was a contribution
for a band for the Day of the Dead festival five years prior. In both of
these communities, respondents differed on exactly what the rules are,
with some saying that the migrant does not have to pay fees but is ex
pected to perform service promptly upon return, and others saying that
fees must be paid or else the migrant loses rights. This variability in
respondents' answers indicates that community authorities fall short in
communicating and enforcing the rules consistently.

DISCUSSION

The data we present here focus on the instrumental effects of com
munity organization, Le., the receipt of money from migrants. These
instrumental effects are intimately tied with noninstrumental effects.
Even when remittances go primarily to family members or community
fiestas, remittances serve to confirm migrants' ties to the community.
Specifically, remittances from migrants represent one aspect of main
taining individual identity and continually recreating a meaningful com
munity identity. The extent to which migrants maintain community ties
and fulfill their community's expectations must be understood in the
context of usos y costu111bres. Community members describe their obliga
tions as burdensome even as they express support for usos y cost~l1nbres.
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Despite the weight of the duties, the system provides benefits for com
munity members by maintaining communal resources and local infra
structure and by conferring Inembership rights and status. Moreover,
the cargo system provides an important context to reinforce ethnic and
community identity, and reconfirm the advantages of collective action.

Cohen (1997, 1999, 2001) has extensively studied migration out of
Oaxacan communities from the perspective of the home community and
remaining household members. He argues for the importance of village
identity and asserts that remittances from international migration can
benefit the community by advancing individual households and by fi
nancing community improvements. From the migrants' points of view,
the support of community projects, particularly fiestas, is an avenue to
increased social status. Cohen points out that the loosening of house
hold budgets through remittances from migrants to families allows those
families to support the community more and to attain more status in the
community (Cohen 2001). These recent studies are consistent with the
findings of Mountz and Wright (1996), studying the transnational social
space created by migrants from one community in Oaxaca to
Poughkeepsie, NY. They find that remittances from migration pay for
increases in the social status of families in the village largely through
the sponsorship of fiestas by these families.

These findings are also consistent with the findings of Klaver (1997).
She argues that these status-driven remittances depend on the migrants'
ties to the home community and will therefore be transitory. Remittances
for social status only occur if the migrant is oriented toward the home
community and the home community can provide some benefits (mon
etary or non-monetary) in return for higher status. By allowing more
agency for the home community in the process of migration and remit
tances, we can argue that not all communities are destined to follow
Klaver's predictions. Our results suggest that higher levels of organiza
tion in home communities are associated with higher levels of remit
tances and more effective management of other resources. These highly
organized communities have the potential to use the remittances that
occur as a result of non-economic attachment to the community to de
velop community enterprises and infrastructure that will make it con
tinue to be attractive to maintain community membership into the next
generations of migrants.

It remains to be seen whether this potential is realized. Our evidence
also indicates that all communities, even highly organized ones, find mi
gration to be a challenge. Not only is the temporary absence of members
difficult, but some migrants never send remittances and never return. In a
pessimistic moment, one municipal authority in San Matias shared:

Migrants have had lots of problems ... because they leave at a very young age.
What vve want as a community is that they prepare so that they can face

https://doi.org/10.1353/lar.2005.0016 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1353/lar.2005.0016


COMMUNITY ORGANIZATION IN OAXACA 101

tomorrow (inaudible). We ,",vant the ne\iV generation [to stay]. We have to equal
ize the ,",vay of life.... For that reason there is \NOrry.... There are a lot of things
to do. Who is going to do them? The young ones leave. NO\iv we don't have their
energy, there isn't that ability to overcome (Respondent #19, June 20, 2002).

Yet for well-organized communities, Inembers seek vvays to maintain
contact with migrants and encourage their long-distance participation.
In Sierra Alta, the efforts are particularly well planned, with leaders vis
iting the groups in Mexico City and Oaxaca City periodically. The presi
dent of the cabildo discussed one such visit,

In February, the members of the municipal comolittee ,",vent to Oaxaca City to
meet with them [the migrants' association]; it wasn't so much to ask for assis
tance, it was to stay in touch with them, so that we won't lose contact. ..we rarely
ask for economic assistance. More than anything, we want to maintain ties (Re
spondent # 21, June 4, 2002).

CONCLUSIONS

Past research has painted a pessimistic picture (Dinerman 1978; Mines
and DeJanvry 1982; Reichert 1981) or an optimistic picture (Taylor 1999;
Taylor et al. 1996a) about the effects of migration on development. Pes
simists have focused on the spending of remittances on consumption or
the increasing dependence of origin households on the income from re
mittances. Optimists have focused on the multiplier effects on consump
tion spending on the community and regional economy and the role of
remittances in loosening household budget constraints. We argue that
both of these lines of research have largely overlooked the potential di
rect flow of remittances to communities and the proactive behavior of
communities in garnering these remittances. The community-level ef
fects of remittances do not depend solely on the inclinations of migrants
and the behavior of their origin households.

We argue that communities can indeed access remittances for projects
that range from festivals and sporting events to infrastructure mainte
nance and development. However, the ability of communities to be pro
active relates to their existing level of organization. We provided
examples here of communities that are more highly organized with re
spect to governance and the management of natural resources which
are also proactive toward capturing remittances for the community. These
communities differed in the strategies employed for capturing remit
tances, but both were able to capture the remittances through their ac
tions while our two less well-organized study communities were not.

One could argue that the traditions of usos y costul1zbres in our study
communities are somewhat unusual in Mexico as a whole, making these
results idiosyncratic. The variability in the strength of organization across
our four study communities, however, shows that strong organization
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is not an inevitable result of usos y costuJrzbrcs. The variability among
these communities highlights the value of in-depth case studies for un
derstanding the role of community in the migration process. Although
this study involves a small sample, our results point to the need for a
consideration of community organizations elsewhere. Indigenous groups
in other regions of Latin America may have traditional institutions for
local government that have parallel implications for migration and de
velopment. In addition, the management of communally owned re
sources is not unique to our study area. Communities across Mexico
cooperatively manage resources on ejido and indigenous land (Merino
Perez and Alatorre 1997; Aguilar and Zapoteco 1997; Klooster 2003; Bray
et a1. 2003; Anta Fonseca, Plancarte Barrera, and Barrera Teran 2000;
Wilson and Thompson 1993). Diverse rural communities throughout
Latin America and other parts of the world have traditionally managed
natural resources (Agrawal 2000; Bauer 1987; Brouwer 1995; G6mez
Pompa and Kaus 1990; McCay and Acheson 1987) which in at least some
cases constitutes a notable dimension of community governance and
organization (e.g., Behar 1986; Netting 1976).

We would further argue that communities with any type of gover
nance, with or without communally owned resources, have the poten
tial to come together to manage their migrants and remittances in a
similar fashion. Extensive research on long-enduring, local arrangements
for groups to jointly manage forests, water resources, fisheries, and pas
tures (Acheson 1987; Berkes 1989; McKean 1982; National Research Coun
cil 2002; Ostrom 1990) has revealed conditions under which collective
action is likely to emerge and endure. Groups that organize effectively
to manage natural resources manifest four principal characteristics: prior
experience with self-organization, trust or a level of confidence among
group members, dependence (economic or otherwise) on the resource
in question, and the expectation that the benefits of organization will
exceed the costs (Ostrom et a1. 1999).

The cargo system, and associated village-based identity, in indigenous
communities provides the prior experience with organization and the
trust among community members. Others have provided evidence that
origin communities depend on remittances to the household (Cohen
2001; Hulshof 1991; Mountz and Wright 1996). We provided evidence
here that communities can come to depend on remittances to the com
munity and the participation of migrants in governance (through their
financial and human capital), and that the benefits of organization can
exceed the costs. This suggests that other communities with previous
experience with organization may similarly be able to organize to ac
cess remittances if they perceive the benefits of such efforts. This is an
aspect in which outside development practitioners may be able to assist
communities and encourage them to leverage existing organization.
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Effective collective action also depends on the condition of the resource
base, which in this case includes human resources. Resources most likely
to be amenable to group management are those for which the group can
perceive identifiable boundaries, reliable indicators of conditions, and
relatively predictable resource flows and anticipate benefits from collec
tive management (Ostrom et a1. 1999). The maintenance of village-based
identities through Inigrant associations and continued cargo requirements
ensures that migrants maintain a clear perception of the boundaries of
their obligations and the social benefits as well as risks of ignoring them.
The communication between migrants and families may provide reliable
indicators of the financial and human capital of the migrants, which can
be shared with others in the community and serve as a basis for request
ing contributions. The requirement that migrants remit in lieu of com
pleting tequios and that they return for cargos ensures a relatively steady
and predictable flow of financial and human capital to the community.
From the perspective of well-organized commW1ities, managing flows of
remittances and the return of migrants for community labor offers im
portant benefits. In some cases, such management may be an integral
part of maintaining the community. Without pressure from their natal
communities, and possibly HTAs, it seems likely that the migrants would
remit irregularly and only to their families.

Further research is needed to verify the importance of community or
ganization in a wider variety of settings, as well as to expand knowledge
of the relationships between remittances and commW1ity organization
within Oaxaca. This research suggests that development practitioners have
additional grounds for encouraging the preservation of traditional forms
of community organization and supporting participatory development
schemes. These schemes have primarily been employed for the manage
ment of natural resources, but our results point to the importance of par
ticipatory community approaches for managing human as well as natural
resources in communities in developing countries.
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