Dear Secretary Hillary Clinton:

I am hoping that you will intervene and consult with Filipé Calderón, President of Mexico, and Jaime Sabines, Governor of the Mexican State of Chiapas, over a project which threatens the rights of indigenous people in the Highlands of Chiapas, and may drive more immigration to the U.S. 

We have been made aware of the situation in Chenalhó in the state of Chiapas where there is a proposal to build a “rural city”.  We hope that you will intervene against this development. There has been no meaningful consultation with the indigenous people who make up the overwhelming majority of the people in this municipio. If there has been any consultation it has been with “strong man” leaders who purport to speak in the name of the people but do not consult them.

Meaningful work is desperately needed by the people in the Highlands of Chiapas, but any job creation plan that separates people from their lands and its traditional use will only be destructive of their culture and create a mass of people who have lost their identity and their center. This may be of temporary advantage to the corporations in search of cheap and unorganized labor, but it has been seen that these companies move on when an even cheaper labor force is found. And then the country is left with rootless masses with no means of support.

The Council of the Catholic Parish of Chenalhó has written a strong statement of their opposition to this development (attached). They make it very clear that they do not want to give up their land at any price or for any development. 

For many years a large number of NGOs have been helping the indigenous people of the Highlands to develop their own productive enterprises (such as agricultural and craft cooperatives) that are based in their lands and traditions. Other sorts of development might be welcomed if it did not threaten people’s links to their land and their freedom to cultivate what they wish, whether for subsistence or income. 

Federal, state and local governments need to get strongly behind these kinds of economic development at the same time as they move toward recognizing the autonomy of the indigenous people. Thus will be preserved a way of looking at things complementary and instructive to European and Mestizo culture. And thus also will be preserved a genetic diversity of food plants that they have developed over centuries. The same authorities need to recognize that the majority of some crops (for instance, coffee) are grown on very small (less than 5 hectares) land holdings. These campesinos should be aided in their productivity instead of encouraged to sell their land to the large land holders.

The immediate need is to put an end to the “rural city” development in Chenalhó and to consult the indigenous masses to see what kind of developments would be meaningful to them. 

The type of development proposed in the rural city is exactly the kind of short term patchwork which disintegrates cultures, drives immigration and forces U.S. workers to compete against people working for next to nothing. Such development is not in the interest of the people in either Chiapas or the United States.

Yours truly, 

