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{ A d a p t e d  f r o m  “ M é x i co  e s  l a  s e g u r id a d  a l im e n ta r ia  y  l a s  
o r g a n i z a c i o n e s  d e  l a  s o c i e d a d  c i v i l ,  u n  a su n to  g l o b a l”  
d e l i v e r e d  a s  a  l e c tu r e  o n  2 6  N o v e m b e r  2 01 1  a t  th e  U n iv e r s id a d  
d e l  V a l l e  d e  A t e m a ja c -V a l la r ta  [U N IV A ]  o n  i t s  2 0 t h  
A n n iv e r sa ry  a s  th e  f i r s t  in  a  s e r i e s  o f  l e c tu r e s  e n t i t l e d :  
" C o n s t ru y e n d o  p u e n t e s  d e  c o o p e ra c i ó n :  l a  g l o b a l i z a c i ó n  y  e l  
e m e rg e n t e  s e c t o r  s in  f in e s  d e  lu c ro " }  

 
As a member of  the  Publ ic  Service  Leadership 

faculty  at  Capel la  Univers i ty  and as  the Board of  
Directors  Chairman for  the Center  for  World 
Indigenous Studies  I  have what  I  consider  to  be  a  
dis t inct  academic and profess ional  responsibi l i ty  
to  jo in  my internat ional  re lat ions experience,  
experience as  an advisor  to  governments  and 
business ,  and non-prof i t  organizat ion leadership 
with my scholarship in  the f ie lds  of  indigenous 
peoples ’  food his tory,  food securi ty  and c l imate  
change.  I t  i s  in  this  context  that  I  shal l  explore  in  
this  essay the subject  of  México’s  Food Securi ty  and 
Civi l  Socie ty  organizat ions .  A g lobal  a f fa ir .  
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I  am a f i rm advocate  of  the  scholar-
pract i t ioner  model .  I t  i s  th is  approach that  cal ls  
on the scholar  to  invest igate ,  explore,  synthesize  
and cr i t ique quest ions that  advance and expand 
our understanding of  the  mater ia l  and immater ia l  
worlds  while  systematical ly  formulat ing and 
implementing pract ical  appl icat ions test ing that  
knowledge in  everyday l i fe .  While  i t  i s  perfect ly  
legi t imate  for  scholars  to  pass ively  seek truth and 
document their  thoughts  for  use  by other  scholars  
to  advance knowledge,  i t  i s  equal ly  important  for  
scholarship to  direct ly  serve the socia l ,  economic,  
pol i t ica l  and cul tural  needs of  the  dai ly  world  in  
which we l ive.  

Sectors identif ied 
Three organizat ional  sectors  dominate  the 

local ,  regional  and global  socia l ,  economic,  
pol i t ica l  and cul tural  environment in  México.  
Governments  such as  the Dist r i c t  Federa l  and the 
munic ip io  and the local  community  governments  

 



Fourth  World   Journal  Vol  10  Num 2 ,  2011       ≈   169  

are  cal led upon to  establ ish pol ic ies  that  promote 
the welfare  of  c i t izens.  Their  miss ion is  to  provide 
for  the common welfare,  ensure  just ice  and pro-
vide for  securi ty .  Businesses  are  cal led on to  cre -
ate  wealth  through the appl icat ion of  labor  and 
resources  promoting prosperi ty  benef i t ing c i t izens 
to  ensure  the common good.   Civi l  Society  organi-
zat ions (a lso known as  Non-prof i t  organizat ions 
and cooperat ives)  f i l l  the  gaps le f t  by government 
and business  to  advance socia l  change,  promote 
socia l  just ice  and improve the qual i ty  of  l i fe .   
Given these  rather  br ie f  descr ipt ions,  admittedly  
a l l  too br ief ,  one can see  that  the  role  of  non-
prof i t  organizat ions seems an apt  response to  the 
l imitat ions of  government and business .  

Non-prof i t  or  community  se l f -help  act iv i t ies  
through civ i l -society  inst i tut ions have exis ted 
s ince wel l  into  the pre-Hispanic  ages  when the 
Méxica,  Mixe,  Zapotec,  Nayari ,  Waxárika and 
other  indigenous nat ions ruled the Méxica 
c iv i l izat ion.  Clear ly ,  the  pract ice  is  deeply  
embedded in  the indigenous peoples  of  México 
and continues in  local  communit ies  to  this  day.  
While  i t  i s  t rue that  c iv i l  society  organizat ions 
worked in  the 18 t h  and 19 t h  century to  support  
educat ion,  promote heal th,  reduce poverty,  and 
contr ibute  to  the México’s  economy they remained 
a  small  part  of  the  economy and were rendered 
even less  important  during the seventy-one-years  
of  Inst i tut ional  Revolut ionary Party  rule .  PRI’s  
governmental  programs extended deeply  into 
communit ies  throughout  México during this  
per iod l imit ing the demand for  c iv ic  organizat ion.  
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The Méxican government enacted i ts  law 
governing the formation and operat ion of  c iv i l  
society  organizat ions in  1987 though rules  had 
long exis ted in  general .  This  law provided the 
basic  guidel ines  for  non-prof i t  organizat ions in  
México.  I t  i s  a  rather  l imited guide that  demands,  
by vir tue of  i ts  l imitat ions,  a  s tronger  and bet ter -
considered body of  laws to  support  and encourage 
the non-prof i t  sector .  

With the e lect ion of  President  Vicente  Fox in  
2000 the non-prof i t  sector  was more s trongly  
encouraged and indeed promoted.  In  2004 the 
Méxican government enacted the Law to  Encourage  
the  Act iv i t i e s  o f  C iv i l  Soc ie ty  Organizat ions .  This  law 
establ ished two important  mandates:  I t  d irected 
that  var ious governmental  secretar iats  work to  
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promote c i t izen part ic ipat ion in  community  
service  organizat ions;  and i t  es tabl ished a  Regis t ry  
o f  Organizat ions  now administered by the Secretary  
of  Socia l  Development (SEDESOL).  In  the last  ten 
years ,  the  number of  non-prof i t  or  c iv i l  society  
organizat ions working across  México has  
increased to  more than 35,000 community-based,  
regional ,  countrywide and internat ional  
organizat ions.  Compared to  the number of  c iv i l -
society  organizat ions in  the United States  and the 
European Union,  México’s  c iv i l  society  sector  is  
c lear ly  in  i ts  infancy.  

With these  important  e f forts ,  there  s t i l l  
remains much to  be  done.  For  the non-prof i t  
sector  to  grow and f lourish as  i t  has  in  other  
countr ies ,  both government and business  wil l  need 
to  s tep forward lending improved laws,  s trong 
f inancia l  support ,  and s trong support  of  
educat ional  inst i tut ions such as  UNIVA. The 
Analyt ical  Report  on the Civi l  Society  Index of  
México produced by Centro  Mexicano  para  la  
Fi lantropia ,  the  World All iance for  Cit izen 
Part ic ipat ion and the Cit izens’  Ini t ia t ive  for  the 
Promotion of  a  Culture  of  Dialogue documented 
35,357 c iv i l  society  organizat ions throughout  
México.  Most  of  these  organizat ions concentrate  
on socia l  support  or  a id  services,  community  
development and 8% focus on heal th.  More than 
10 thousand organizat ions concentrate  on 
educat ion,  research,  the  environment and human 
r ights .  Of  a l l  c iv i l  society  organizat ions in  México 
just  283 funct ion as  phi lanthropic  organizat ions.  

Civi l  Society  organizat ions in  México re ly  
pr imari ly  on two sources  for  revenue:  Individual  
donors,  and government.  Many have voluntary 
employees  and a  l i t t le  more than a  third  have an 
average of  f ive  employees.  Overal l  the  c iv i l  society  
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sector  employees  about  1  mil l ion people  in  Mexico 
and manages an est imated $120.6  bi l l ion MxPeso 
($8.9  bi l l ion dol lars) .  In  the United States  of  
America,  1 .6  mil l ion general  non-prof i t ,  pr ivate  
foundation,  and publ ic  chari ty  organizat ions 
administer  more than $1.8  t r i l l ion in  revenues.  
Most  of  these  revenues (70%) are  spent  by publ ic  
chari t ies  with general  non-prof i ts  handl ing about  
21% and private  foundations managing about  2% 
of  those revenues.   

Puerto  Val lar ta  is  home to  scores  of  non-prof i t  
organizat ions,  non-governmental  and other  so  
cal led “civi l  society” organizat ions.  Most  of  these  
organizat ions,  such as  Feed the  Chi ldren  Val lar ta  
and School  o f  Champions  that  feeds an est imated 
2300 chi ldren per  day and Grupo Ecológia  de  Puerto  
Val lar ta  that  promotes  adoption of  dogs and cats  
and Asociación  Down  dedicated to  the rehabi l i ta -
t ion of  Down’s  syndrome chi ldren,  are  the kinds 
of  organizat ions that  make up the vast  majori ty  of  
non-prof i t  organizat ions in  Puerto  Val lar ta ,  
México country-wide and across  the hemisphere.  

Non-Profit  globalization 
An example of  the  s ignif icance of  non-prof i t  

organizat ions in  a  g lobal ized world is  the  United 
States-México Chamber of  Commerce  (USMCOC) 
establ ished in  1973 as  a  non-prof i t  business  
associat ion.   I t  was chartered in  Washington,  D.C. 
as  a  coal i t ion of  businessmen establ ished to  
promote trade,  investment,  and joint  ventures  
between companies  in  the United States  and in  
México.  The Chamber now has twenty of f ices  (10 
in  México and 10 in  the United States .  This  non-
prof i t  organizat ion works to  br idge legal  and 
regulatory di f ferences  between the countr ies  as  
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wel l  as  di f ferences  between the economic systems,  
language and cul tures.  

Another  g lobal ized non-prof i t  organizat ion is  
the  Institute  of  the Americas  founded in  1983 and 
establ ished to  promote cooperat ion between the 
publ ic  and pr ivate  sectors  to  “ improve,  the  
economic,  pol i t ica l  and socia l  wel l -being of  people  
in  the Americas.  

AMEXTRA, the Mexican Association for  
Rural  and Urban Transformation ,  i s  an example 
of  a  México-founded non-prof i t  organizat ion 
establ ished in  1984 that  organized a  col laborat ive  
associat ion with Medical  Teams Internat ional  in  
Port land,  Oregon,  United States .    AMEXTRA’s 
miss ion is  to  “promote the hol is t ic  t ransformation 
of  marginal ized communit ies  in  Mexico” pro-
viding educat ion workshops on hygiene,  heal thy 
diets ,  appropriate  technology,  microf inance,  
emergency services,  and infant  care  in  ten (10)  
s tates  and 350 communit ies  and Mexico City  
serving more than 100,000 people  each year.   
AMEXTRA’s associat ion with Medical  Teams 
Internat ional  provides  funding and resources  to  
local  communit ies .  

These examples  of  internat ional  cooperat ion 
between c iv i l  society  organizat ions demonstrate  a  
growing trend toward g lobal izat ion for  non-prof i t  
organizat ions.  

Non-profit  organizations in Mexico 
Globalization then and now 

Modern s tate  g lobal izat ion pol ic ies  are  dra-
matical ly  changing the demands on c iv i l  society  
organizat ions throughout  the world.  Organizat ions 
are  now deeply  engaged in  local  and global  nego-
t ia t ions to  identi fy  mit igat ion and adaptat ion 
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s t rategies  for  responding to  the adverse  af fects  of  
c l imate  change.   Of  a l l  the  countr ies  in  the world,  
México has  become the center  of  g lobal  concern 
over  the securi ty  and future  avai labi l i ty  of  cr i t ica l  
foods needed to  feed many world populat ions.  The 
combined concerns over  the adverse  af fects  of  c l i -
mate  change and México’s  centra l i ty  to  the g lobal  
food supply  place a  specia l  burden on the small  
but  growing Mexican c iv i l  society  sector .  I t  i s  th is  
sector  that  may most  product ively  and seamless ly  
ensure  the continuity  of  México’s  food product ion 
capaci ty  that  is  the  small  farmers  and subsis tence 
farmers.  

In  the decade beginning in  1999 over  80% of  
the economic losses  resul t ing from weather-re lated 
disasters ,  according to  México’s  2009 report  to  the 
Food and Agricul ture  Organizat ion,  occurred in  
the agr icul tural  sector .  Drought  was a  major  factor  
in  the loss  of  food product ion.  Most  of  these  
losses  occurred in  industr ia l ized,  modern agricul -
tural  businesses.  To be sure,  smal l  farmers  and 
subsis tence farmers  suffered losses,  but  at  a  much 
smaller  proport ional  rate  per  hectare  p lanted in  a  
season.  Relying on divers i f icat ion as  a  short - term 
react ion to  weather  changes,  replant ing and 
switching to  drought  res is tant  “subsis tence maize” 
small  farmers  and subsis tence farmers  remained 
product ive.   These farmers  responded to  adverse  
weather  changes,  as  did  their  ancestors  more than 
2000 years  ago.  México’s  smal l  farmers  and sub-
s is tence farmers  const i tute  a  legacy borne of  the  
successes  of  an ear l ier  age that  remain in  place to  
generate  new and adaptive  s tra ins  of  nutr i t ion 
dense food that  can continue to  feed México and 
the world.  
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México’s  indigenous knowledge systems 
supported an agricul ture  system that  successful ly  
weathered environmental  and c l imatic  changes 
(volcanoes,  droughts ,  f rosts  for  example)  that  
provided suff ic ient  nutr i t ion for  a  growing 
populat ion for  more than 2000 years .   That  system 
bui l t  on and e laborated a  food product ion system 
that  saw populat ion growth of  more than 7% per  
year.  México’s  ancient  food system engaged in  i ts  
own global izat ion project  extending i ts  reach from 
Yucatan to  the great  lakes  and centra l  regions of  
what  is  now Canada and the United States  as  wel l  

as  the  upper  regions of  the  Amazon in  Brazi l  and 
throughout  what  is  now the Caribbean.   In  ad-
di t ion,  the  peoples  who l ived in  what  are  now the 
s tates  of  Nayari t ,  Ja l isco,  Michoacán,  Colima and 
Guerroro,  extended their  reach to  what  is  now 
Columbia,  Ecuador,  Peru,  Bol iv ia  and Chile .   For  
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more than three  thousand years  the g lobal izat ion 
project  emanating from México promoted wide 
dis tr ibut ion of  maize,  manioc,  chia,  cacoa,  
pineapple,  huazontl i ,  cacuahuti ,  avocado,  j i tomati  
and chi l is .  The hemisphere  benef i ted enormously  
f rom México’s  food domest icat ing and food 
transforming abi l i t ies  rooted in  i ts  ancient  
cul tures.  México too was a  major  benef ic iary  of  
this  g lobal  reach with the introduct ion of  
metal lurgy from South America’s  northeastern 
shores,  text i les ,  and architectural  inf luences.  

México’s  food domest icat ion and trans-
formation heri tage,  indeed i ts  very  capaci ty  to  
continue as  a  nursery  of  human foods is  in  
jeopardy of  being destroyed.  The loss  of  human 
generated food securi ty  produced by small  farmers  
and subsis tence farmers  wil l  endanger  not  only  
nutr i t ion dense foods for  the Mexican people,  but  
for  peoples  on vir tual ly  every continent  who 
depend on México’s  continuing food 
divers i f icat ion.  

México’s  ancient  food generat ing food system 
is  not  now being jeopardized by changing c l imate,  
but  by human created pol ic ies  and pract ices  intent  
on e l iminat ing what  some consider  a  backward 
and inef f ic ient  food product ion system. Just  as  the 
or ig inal  food support  system of  México is  so  
needed when the world experiences  dramatic  
c l imatic  changes that  threatens food securi ty  
worldwide,  spending and subsidies  in  support  of  
smal l  farms and subsis tence farmers  have been cut  
or  complete ly  curta i led.  These and other  pol ic ies  
pr ivat iz ing e j idos  combine to  create  a  r isk  of  
col lapsing México’s  fundamental  food system. 

This  need not  happen,  and indeed,  i t  should 
not  be  a l lowed to  happen.  Government and 
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business  sectors  depend on heal thy people  to  
maintain a  s table  socia l  and economic system. 
Redef ining pol icy  to  recognize small  farmers  and 
subsis tence,  as  an essent ia l  part  of  a  modern and 
economical ly  secure  México wil l  be  necessary to  
ensure  i ts  continuity.   Civi l  Society  organizat ions 
dedicated to  enhancing the ancient  food producing 
systems of  México providing economic,  pol i t ica l  
and socia l  support  to  smal l  farmers  and 
subsis tence farms wil l  s ignif icant ly  change the 
present  t ra jectory of  decl ine.  México’s  government 
and business  sectors  should recognize the more 
than 50 thousand small  and subsis tence farmers  
and a  part  of  the  non-prof i t  sector  where  they wil l  
be  a l lowed to  receive  publ ic  support ,  business  
support  and government support  without  taxat ion.   
They should be considered part  of  c iv i l  society  due 
to  their  centra l i ty  to  the food securi ty  system. 

The l iberal izat ion pol ic ies  advantage the 
commercia l  system, but  undermine the very system 
that  promotes  e f fect ive  food securi ty  s trategies  
responsive to  c l imate  change.   In  other  words,  the  
current  l iberal izat ion pol ic ies  are  removing the 
abi l i ty  of  Mexico’s  indigenous peoples  to  produce 
sustainable  food sources  adapted to  the adverse  
af fects  of  c l imate  change.   This  is  both r isky for  
the heal th  of  the  populat ion and a  major  r isk  for  
long-term economic s tabi l i ty  in  Mexico.  

Hal l ie  Eakin wri tes  in  her  recent ly  publ ished 
book,  Weathering Risk in  Rural  Mexico,   

It is important to recognize that the policy decision to 
orient public support for production only toward 
farmers who fall within a narrow definition of 
commercially viable has significant welfare and 
economic consequences for those who are by definition 
excluded.  If smallholder agriculture has truly been 
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written off, then opportunities to develop viable 
alternative (rural livelihood strategies must be 
supported. (Eakin 2006, 202-203) 

The modern era  of  g lobal izat ion has  placed 
México in  the center  of  decis ions about  the abi l i ty  
of  humanity  to  survive in  the face  of  changing 
c l imate.  And,  the f i rs t  considerat ion is  where  wil l  
food come from?  México is  and has been the 
nursery  of  foods that  now feed the world.  
Continuing i ts  cul tural ly  rooted capaci ty  to  
divers i fy  food sources  is  only  possib le  i f  the  
people  who continue to  pract ice  the successful  
methods of  farming that  adapted foods to  changing 
c l imates  over  the last  2000 years  become 
recognized as  a  major  asset  to  Mexican society.   
Removing the s t igmas associated with small  
farming and subsis tence farming by indigenous 
peoples  is  essent ia l ,  and recognizing this  smal l  
farming sector  that  produces  40% of  the foods 
consumed in  Mexico as  a  part  of  c iv i l  society  may 
be the most  reasonable  approach to  ensuring the 
economic and socia l  s tabi l i ty  of  México i tse l f .  
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