
NAFTA and Peasant Protests 

S 
ince the end of 2002, peasant 

protests, mobilizations and de

mands to renegotiate the agri

cultura! chapters of the NorthAmerican 

Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) have 

been an outstanding reason for con

cern in Mexico. 

The immediate cause of peasant 

protests is, of course, the elimination 

of trade restrictions on important agri

cultura! and livestock products that 

carne into effect this year as part of 

NAFTA. This is above ali because they 
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While the U.S. has 1.6 tractors per agricultura! 

worker and Canada has 1.8, in Mexico, 

there are only two tractors per 100 workers. 

happen after the Farm Security and 

Rural lnvestment Act of 2002 carne 

into effect in the United States, which 

significantly increased subsidies and 

supports for agriculture, sharpening 

Mexican producers' competitive dis

advantage. 

Both events, however, are really 

the last straw for peasants, after two 

decades in which the Mexican coun

tryside has been turned into an enor

mous laboratory to experiment with 

"structural adjustments" prescribed 

by the Washington Consensus. These 

"structural reforms," consistently applied 

in Mexico since the l 980s, include 

the liberalization of agriculture along 

three main lines: 1) the severe reduc

tion of state participation in actively 

promoting sectoral economic develop

ment; 2) a unilateral, abrupt trade open

ing since 1984 that ended up with the 

complete inclusion of agriculture in 

NAFTA; 3) the reform of agrarian legisla-



tion to eliminate provisions that banned 

the sale, confiscation, embargo of or 

time limitations on peasant collective 

ejido and communal lands, as institut

ed by the Mexican Revolution, thus 

opening up different ways for land to 

be sold and concentrated in large pro

duction units. 

The reforms' promoters and imple

menters supposed that this liberalizing 

program, which left the free assignation 

of productive factors to prívate individ

uals and spontaneous market forces, 

would lead to increased efficiency and 

capital investment in agriculture and 

the development of food and agricultur

al raw materials production. 

The results of the neoliberal exper

iment, however, have been very differ

ent. The 2001 per capita value of the 

agricultural and forestry gross domes

tic product (GDP) was 14.3 percent less 

than in 1981. In per capita kilograms, 

production of the eight main basic 

grains was 21.8 percent less in 2001 

than 20 years before; per capita red 

meat production went clown 28.8 per

cent in the same time period; liters 

per capita of milk production dropped 

8.4 percent; and lumber production in 

cubic decimeters plummeted 39.9 

percent with regard to 1981. 1 

Despite the reduction in food con

sumption of Mexicans who fell below 

the poverty and extreme poverty lines, 

'imports of food products skyrocketed 

from U.S.$1.79 billion in 1982 to 

U .S.$7 .2744 billion in 1994 and 

U.S.$11.0774 billion in 2001.2

The essential principles and in

struments of the neoliberal reform of 

agricultural policy necessarily had to 

lead to this result. 

In the first place, the unilateral, 

abrupt trade opening is repeatedly com

bined with a sinister policy of keeping 
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the peso strong by using the exchange 

rate as a pillar of an anti-inflationary 

policy that has led to growing over

valuing of our currency (a phenomenon 

clear in the 1989-1994 administration 

and again in 1997-2002). This togeth

er with the suppression of guaranteed 

price supports, has caused an abrupt 

descent in the real príces of agricul

tural products, which carne under the 

sway of intemational prices, in which 

Mexico has clear competitive disad

vantages. 3 Between 1982 and 2001,

com growers lost 56.2 percent of the 

purchasing power of their grain vis-a

vis the national index of consumer 

prices (adding the sale price to the 

Procampo per-ton subsidy, instituted 

in 1993 as an instrument to campen-

To the adverse effects of the de

cline in the agricultural sector's terms 

of exchange was added the state's 

abrupt withdrawal from its other eco

nomic support activities. In contrast to 

what happened in countries with vig

orous agrícultural sectors (the United 

States, Canada, the European Union, 

etc.), which shored up their govem

ment intervention in the countryside 

-going as far as guerrilla warfare in

subsidies- in Mexico there was a pre

cipitate suppression of or reduction in

sectoral programs. This was attributable

to the neoliberal notion that prívate

agents acting in deregulated markets

without distortions stemming from sec

toral programs achieve the optimum

assignation of productive resources.

According to a recent survey, 69.3 percent 

of Mexico's rural population is poor 

and 42.4 percent lives in abject poverty. 

sate for the deterioration of prices 

because of the NAFTA trade liberaliza

tion). Wheat growers lost 46.3 percent; 

bean growers, 37 percent; and soybean 

producers, 62.4 percent. In terms of 

profitability, the loss was even greater: 

transformed into constant purchasing 

power units with the index of agrícul

tural raw material prices for fertilizers, 

fuel, etc., com prices dropped 62.1 

percent; wheat príces, 53.8 percent; 

beans 45.6 percent; and soybeans 67.5 

percent.4 

As a result, not only was the coun

tryside de-capitalized, but rural pover

ty also increased. According to the 

Ministry of Social Development's 

most recent survey, 69.3 percent of 

the rural population is poor and 42.4 

percent lives in abject poverty. 5

Public investment in rural projects 

decreased 95.5 percent from 1982 to 

2001 to less than one-twentieth of 

what it had been. This affected the 

mu.ch needed expansion of infra

structure. For example, the annual in

crease in the area of irrigated land 

dropped from 146,100 hectares in 1981 

to 5,800 hectares in 2001. Monies 

used to maintain already existing 

infrastructure also dropped. In addi

tion, overall public spending for rural 

development programs declined 73.1 

percent between 1981 and 2001. If 

we disregard -as we should to make 

the figures comparable- the Pro

campo monies used to partially com

pensate for the deterioration of real 

grain prices caused by Mexico's inclu

sion in NAFfA, the drop in public spend-
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Public investment in rural projects decreased 

95.5 percent from 1982 to 2001 to less than 

one-tvventieth of what it had been. 

ing on agricultura] programs was 82.6 

percent between 1982 and 2001. This 

affected strategic items like research, 

agricultura] extension services,6 plant

sanitation, etc., and canceled specific 

support programs, such as the one pro

viding agricultura] machinery. 7

Finally, the third major cause of 

the collapse of the agricultura] sector 

is the scarcity of working capital avail

able as credit. On the one hand, the 

national development bank decreased 

its lines of agricultura! credit from 

19.193 billion pesos in 1981 (measured 

in December at constant 1994 prices) 

to 4.0189 billion pesos in 2001. This 

severely affected the most needy peas

ants: the area covered by Banrural 

credits dropped from 7.3 million hec

tares in 1982 to only 1. 5 million in 

2001.8 On the other hand, agricultur

a] loans awarded by commercial banks 

dropped sharply from 19 .1404 billion 

pesos in 1981 to 6.64 7 billion pesos 

in I987. Although there was signifi

cant growth in these Ioans from 1988 

to 1994, they later dropped to 9.9165 

billion pesos in 2001. Loans to the agri

cultura! sector by the banking system 

as a whole, from both commercial and 

development banks, dropped from 

38.3333 billion pesos in 1981 (at 1994 

prices) to 13.6353 billion pesos in 2001. 

In addition, the overdue loan portfo

lio, even after ali cancelled_and con

doned loans are taken into effect, carne 

to 60 percent of that amount in 2001 

(8.1754 billion pesos), which put the 

real loans at only 5.4599 billion pesos, 
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about one-sixth of what it had been in 

the early l 980s.9

The causes of the agricultura] dis

aster, instead of being combatted, were 

confused, with the ejido singled out 

as the main culprit. As a result, a neo

liberal agrarian reform was legislated, 

breaking the social contract established 

by the Mexican Revolution by putting an 

end to the distribution of land --estab

lished by the 1917 Constitution

before it had been completed in im

portant areas of the country like most 

of the state of Chiapas. The reform also 

suppressed the form of land owner

ship established since Zapata's 1915 

Agrarian Law, making ejido and com

munal land unsaleable, not subject to 

embargo or time limitations, and opened 

up the possibilities for various forms of 

reconcentration of the land. This means 

that, taken to the extreme, for-profit 

companies could create 10,933 lati

fundia covering ali of Mexico's 180 

million hectares of agricultura!, cattle

raising and forest lands. IO

In this way, instead of resolving the 

agricultura! crisis, another, political cri

sis was added to it: the Zapatista upris

ing in Chiapas, set off precisely, ac

cording to Subcommander Marcos, 

by the neoliberal reform of Article 27 

of the Constitution. 

U.S. ASSYMETRIC POLICIES

The scissor-like move against the Mex

ican agricultura! sector, made up of the 

Farm Security and Rural lnvestment 

Act of 2002 and the round of NAFrA

based trade tariff eliminations on 

important livestock and agricultura! 

products has awakened justified con

cerns among rural producers. 

The Farm Security and Rural ln

vestment Act is cause enough for con

cern because it not only consolidates 

emergency budget increases over the 

last four years aimed at shoring up U.S. 

farmers' incomes, but also significant

ly increases fiscal supports channeled 

into agricultura] development. In addi

tion, as has been the case since the 1 9 3 3 

Farm Bill, which instituted the current 

price-support system, government 

monies not only cover the costs of 

horizontal instruments for supporting 

agriculture (research and education, 

land conservation, etc.), but are main

ly aimed at subsidizing specific areas 

of production (wheat, corn, rice, soy

beans, cotton, sugar, milk, beans, etc., 

including sorne products that, like 

honey, received no subsidies under the 

previous Farm Bill). 

Nothing is new under the sun. If 

the United States has managed to turn 

itself into the world's first agricultura! 

power and the largest exporter of agri

cultura] and livestock products, this 

has been thanks to its persistent agri

cultura! policies, originating with the 

1862 Morril Act, designed with an 

eye to long-term planning. In particu

lar, its price-supports policy, institut

ed in 1933 and bolstered by the 2002 

Farm Bill, gives certainty to agricul

tura! producers, allowing them appro

priate margins of profitability and 

safeguarding them from market price 

fluctuations. 

Contrary to persistent U.S. agricul

tura! pragmatism, in Mexico, we are 

now completing two decades of per-



sistent agricultura! neoliberalisrn, that 

is, the fanatical application of struc

tural adjustment policies that the United 

States recornrnends to everyone else, 

but <loes not irnplernent itself. 

Of course, overa!! support to the agri

cultura! sector in Mexico is very inferi

or to what the U.S. govemrnent gives 

its agricultura! sector. According to the 

uniforrn rnethodology that the Organi

zation for Econornic Cooperation and 

Developrnent applies in evaluating its 

rnernber countries' agricultura! policies, 

support received by U.S. farmers in 

2001 carne to 4 7 .2 percent of the total 

value of agricultura! production, while 

that received by Mexican peasants carne 

to only 24.1 percent of output. 11 

In addition, in the area covered by 

NAFTA, there are profound asyrnrne

tries in productivity, technological de

veloprnent and natural resource supply. 

Frorn 1997 to 2001, in Mexico, we 

harvested 2.4 tons of com per hectare, 

cornpared to 8.4 tons in the United 

States and 7.3 tons in Canada; beans 

y ielded 606 kilograrns per hectare, 

cornpared to 1,846 in the United States 

and 1,849 in Canada; we harvested 

4.4 tons of rice per heétare, cornpared 

to 6.8 tons in the United States, etc.12

The differences in the ratio of workers 

to productivity are even greater: in 

Mexico the gross value of agricultura! 

output per worker was U.S.$3,758.90 

in 2001, while in the U.S. it was 

U.S.$67,871.30 and in Canada, 

U.S.$54,081.60.13

The enorrnous productivity gap is

derived frorn the United States' high 

investrnent in research and techno

logical innovation, as well as its inter

na! price and subsidy policies, which 

have favored continua! capitalization 

and introduction of technology by 

guaranteeing farrn profitability. While 

the U.S. has 1.6 tractors per agricul

tura! worker (counting the entire agri

cultura! work force), and Canada has 

1.8 tractors per worker, in Mexico, 

there are only two tractors per 100 

workers. For each person occupied in 

Mexican agriculture, 209.6 kilograrns 

of fertilizers are used, while in the 

United States, 6,114 kilograrns are ap

plied and in Canada, 6,352.14

In addition, there is an enormous 

gap in natural resource supply. For each 

agricultura! worker, the United States 

has 5 9 .1 hectares of cultivated land --of 

which 7.4 hectares are irrigated-, 79 

hectares of ¡:iasture land and 58.5 hec

tares of forests. In Mexico, we have 

only 3 .1 hectares of cultivated land 

--of which O. 7 hectares are irrigat

ed-, 9 .2 hectares of pasture land and 

2.8 hectares of forests. In Canada, the 

figures are 117.2 hectares of cultivated 

land, 1.9 hectares irrigated, 74.4 hec

tares of pasture lands and 116.8 hectares 

of forests per worker. In addition, the 

quality of these resources in terms of 

topography, rainfall and ternperature is 

also superior in the northem countries. 

These are the reasons behind the 

peasant dernand to renegotiate NAFTA 

and irnplernent a vigorous agricultura! 

developrnent policy. In January, Feb

ruary and March 2003, peasant rno

bilizations have prornpted the govern

rnent to sit down to negotiate with the 

rnain rural producers' organizations in 

a "Dialogue for a State Policy in the 

Countryside." The crucial question is, 

precisely, to decide whether the Mex

ican countryside should continue to 

be used as an enormous neoliberal lab

oratory or, in deference to the legiti

rnate cornplaints of Mexican rural 

producers, we should reformulate our 

strategy for agricultura! developrnent, 

designing the instrurnents for sectoral 

Society 

econornic policy that will open up the 

way for sustained agricultura! devel

oprnent with equity. lllhl 
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beans, sorghum, soy, rice and wheat, 

producers will continue to suffer loss

es and go bankrupt. 

The only way to reestablish nation

al production capacity is by following 

the example of developed countries. 

They protect their agriculture, create 

high subsidies to foster production, 

jealously preserve self-sufficiency and 

achieve food sovereignty. At the end of 

the day, the peasant organizations are 

demanding an agricultura! policy sim

ilar to the one in the United States. 

Nothing more and nothing less. DM 
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