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Chiapas and the Crisis of Mexican Agriculture 

EXECUTIVES~RY 

The rebellion in southern Mexico led by the Zapatista National Liberation Army is rooted in the 
profound agricultural crisis of the state of Chiapas. Is Chiapas an isolated case in an otherwise 
"modernizing" Mexico, or, rather, is it symptomatic of a larger malaise affecting the entire country? In 
this Policy Brief we ~gue for the latter viewpoint, suggesting that the Chiapas uprising should serve 
as a wake-up call to Mexican society. 

With the bulk of the Cbiapan population dependent on agriculture, over seventy five percent of 
the state's population lives below the poverty line. Almost twenty percent of the economically active 
population has no cash income, while another thirty nine percent makes less than the minimum wage 
of $3 per day. This poverty stands in stark contrast with the agricultural wealth of Chi a pas. A state 
with less than four percent of Mexico's population, it is the country's largest coffee exporter, the third 
largest maize producer, and among the top three states in exports of bananas, tobacco, and cacao. 

Due to agrarian reform programs begun in the 1930s, over half the agricultural land is held in 
ejidos, or agrarian ~ommunities. But the peasants and Indians who work these lands lead meager 
existences. Most of this sector is located on marginal lands of low fertility and scarce water resources. 
In the Lacand6n rainforest of Chiapas, from whence the Zapatistas come, the ejidos and agrarian 
communities are essentially cut off from market access. The best lands are under the control of a 
group of wealthy land owners who control the state's economy and are linked to the ruling PRI party. 

While the Zapatista uprising has focused attention on the appalling living conditions of the 
majority of the inhabitants of Chiapas, the conditions there are not all that different from those affecting 
the rest of rural Mexico. A study prepared for the World Bank declared that "Mexico is probably the 
best representation of a bimodal agricultural system," with "a small number of powerful, well 
capitalized" enterprises, and a vast majority who are impoverished. Throughout Mexico the best lands 
are under the control of a small minority who dominate the country's agricultural economy. With ties 
to the ruling PRI party, these agrarian businessmen, who also control Mexico's export markets, have, 
over the decades, benefited from the financial and technical resources of the Mexican state. 

During the 1970s the Mexican state did allocate major resources to the ejido sector, including 
the creation of state marketing agencies that bought peasant commodities at subsidized prices. But this 
strategy of development failed because of the extensive corruption of government bureaucrats and the 
program's top-down nature. When the state withdrew its support in the mid-1980s, due to the 
Mexican debt crisis, the ejidos found themselves more impoverished than ever. 

Today the Mexican government is implementing neo-liberal economic policies aimed in part at 
abolishing the ejido. Article 27, the agrarian reform clause of the Mexican constitution, has been 
gutted, and under NAFr A, import barriers are being dropped, enabling cheap com and other staple 
foods to flood Mexican markets, impoverishing the peasantry even further. As demonstrated by 
Chiapas, the progressive impoverishment of rural peoples can only lead to further social unrest and the 
eventual destabilization of larger Mexico. 

The Zapatista movement in Chiapas is demanding a reversal of neo-liberal policies, 
proclaiming, for example, that NAFfA is a "death certificate" for the Indian and peasant peoples of 
Mexico. The Zapatistas are calling for a new agrarian reform program for the entire country, one that 
will not only redistribute the better lands, but also provide peasants with the resources they need to 
create a new agricultural economy to meet their needs rather than those of rich landowners and the 
Mexican state. Only if Mexican society heeds the wake-up call of Chiapas and acts on these proposals 
can stability be restored and prosperity for the majority achieved. 
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Introduction 

On January 1, 1994, the Zapatista National Liberation Army (EZLN) seized six towns in 
the highland area of the Mexican state of Chiapas. The Zapatistas have repeatedly returned to 
international headlines since then, as the conflict has continued to simmer and periodically erupt. In 
their declaration of war, and in many subsequent communiques, the Zapatista rebels refer to issues 
of land and agriculture as fundamental to their struggle.For example, in their March 1, 1994, list of 
demands, they stated that "we want the great extensions of land that are in the hands of ranchers 
and national and foreign landlords and others who occupy large plots ... to pass into the hands of 
our peoples."l 

The fact that a guerrilla insurgency has arisen around agrarian issues is a clue to the 
existence of a crisis in Mexican agriculture. But is this a local crisis in Chiapas, or is it 
symptomatic of a larger problem? We believe the latter to be the case. Other symptoms of a broad 
crisis include Mexico's widening agricultural trade deficit with the U.S., the fact that Mexican 
farmers are in default on 61% of outstanding farm loans, 2 and the continuing out migration from 
the Mexican countryside toward cities and the United States. 

This crisis should have been addressed head on by Mexican policymakers, as it threatens to 
undermine many aspects of the national economy and polity. Continued neglect of the large rural 
population can only accelerate migration to cities where employment opportunities are clearly 
insufficient. The likely collapse of the nation's ability to feed itself means that Mexican food 
security will depend increasingly upon the vagaries of international markets and the nation's 
capacity to import. And finally, the social stability of Mexico has been jeopardized by the 

! increasing neglect of the rural poor, as the Zapatista movement and rural unrest elsewhere amply 
demonstrate. 

In the vacuum created by the inaction of the Mexican government (or actions that have 
intensified the crisis), it is incumbent upon Mexican civil society to take the lead in formulating 
new directions in rural development that can meet the needs both of the rural poor and of the 
national economy. Impressive frrst steps have been taken in this direction by the National 
Democratic Convention (CND). Convened by the Zapatistas, the CND is a forum in which 
alternatives are being debated. It includes thousands of representatives from peasant organizations, 
unions, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), civic and community groups, etc. 

In this Policy Brief we argue that Chiapas is but the tip of the iceberg of the rural crisis 
confronting Mexico. We begin with an overview of the situation in that Southern state, which we 
then expand to a discussion of the national agricultural sector. Based on this background analysis, 
we conclude with a variety of policy recommendations. 

Chiapas 

The backward, impoverished, and polarized condition of agriculture in Chiapas is a 
fundamental cause of the January rebellion. The bulk of the populace lives off the land, most in 
conditions of abject poverty. Nineteen percent of the state's economically active population has no 
cash income, while another 39 percent earns less than the minimum wage, which is about $3 a 
day. 3 About three-quarters of the people of Chiapas are malnourished, and half of them live in 
dwellings with only dirt floors. Thirty percent of the children do not attend school. 

The state's official statistics claim that the infant mortality rate is about 39 per thousand, the 
same as the national average. But a recent independent study in Chiapas found that most infant 
deaths in Indian villages simply go unreported to the authorities, and that the real infant mortality 
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