The impact of restoring the Mesoamerican milpa in Central Mexico
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Abstract

Management of agrodiversity is reflected on the landscape. In Central Mexico, the variables that affect smallholder campesino agrodiversity are physical (type of soil, climate, steep slopes), and social (traditions, market, availability of labour, land tenure and campesino´s experiments). 

The objective of this paper is to show the impact of recovering the traditional Mesoamerican milpa, the complex cropping pattern of maize, beans, squash and other plants, in three indigenous communities of Central Mexico in terms of the impact on the organizational agrodiversity and on the landscape.

Research projects on campesino agrodiversity have been carried out in three indigenous communities in the highlands of Central Mexico (altitudes above 2,000 m) sponsored by the United Nations University within the framework of the international project  People, Land Management and Environmental Change (UNU/PLEC). 

One objective of the projects is to recover the Mesoamerican milpa  through the establishment of demostration sites in conjunction with, and the active participation of, campesino farmers and their families.

After group discussions and workshops, campesinos are encouraged to restore the intercropping pattern in all of their fields. The milpa cropping system had been abandoned over the past 25 years due to the pressure to specialize in maize monoculture.

However, due to the difficult conditions of mountain agriculture, yields of maize are low, variable and prone to losses due to drought, hail or frost. Coupled with this agro-climatic conditions, maize prices are low so that there is little chance to make a profit when a surplus is harvested.  All this aggravates the conditions of poverty of campesino families.

The results of the project show that although many campesino families had abandoned intercropping practices at large, most of them have retained some intercropping in their home gardens; and therefore, knowledge on its benefits and practices. Their shared experiences in workshops have resulted in that participating farmers have designed or recovered some strategies to use their local resources. For example, the amounts of seed of certain species to inter-sow and when (to obtain good yields and in some cases to get a good price in the market), where to establish the crop and what cropping system to practice.

The benefits for campesinos have been the harvest of more products in quantity and variety, both for family consumption as for sale in local markets; and also the intensification in the use of their resources. 

