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Abstract 
 
 This work begins by considering that the main problem that inhibits an efficient 
conservation policy in the Lacandon forest, a region that includes the Montes Azules 
and Lacantun Biosphere Reserves. This problem derives from the fact that Mexican 
environmental policy has evolved – in general terms – without taking into account the 
local populations found within the biosphere reserves. One of the main effects of this 
type of public action is that it restricts the local population’s access to a part of their 
natural resources, which in turn represents one their few sources of income. Given this 
type of policy action, the local population has reacted by resisting environmental 
policies, causing in some cases a negative environmental impact in the reserves. For 
this reason, we consider that the anti-democratic way in which these policies are 
applied, provoking conflicts, is having an effect on the policies’ efficiency, given that 
such restrictive or prohibitive measures have not been and are not sustainable in the 
long term when they are imposed in a unilateral fashion; furthermore, they have an 
impact on perpetuating the inequality amongst local inhabitants. Given this situation, the 
main idea to be explored is how the conditions of citizenship ‘deficit’ and the 
authoritarian environmental policy, which is inconsistent with a democratic state and the 
rule of law, a reflection of Mexico’s democratic limitations, make mid and long-term 
natural resource conservation and sustainable development difficult, as well as 
aggravating the inequality experienced by the inhabitants of the Montes Azules and 
Lacantún biosphere reserves. 
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Introduction 
 
 The protected Natural Areas form complex systems in which development based 
on democratic cooperation between environmental authorities and the local population 
is required. The importance of the local population comes from the fact that it is the 
principal protagonist in the use of the natural resources in the above mentioned areas. 
Such a cooperation would make the management of these areas more efficient. I 
believe that the development of this cooperation depends as much on the actions, 
motivations and interests of government authorities as on the local population. Without 
exception, in this talk, I will limit myself to analysing a few actions of the Mexican 
environmental authorities which limit and hamper this cooperation. In the first part I will 
outline several of the elements which express the type of authoritarian relationship in 
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the environmental policy of the Mexican biosphere reserves. In the second part I will 
demonstrate several effects which rebound on the local population in the application of 
this kind of environmental policy in the Montes Azules and Lacantun biosphere reserves 
in Chiapas. To finish in the conclusion, I will suggest as a possible solution the idea of 
enforcing citizenship, the strengthening of peoples rights, the sustainable management 
of natural resources and the combating of inequality, as part of an integral policy which 
attends to all aspects at the same time, considering that in protected natural areas, they 
all form part of the same complex process.  
 
1) Tension between authoritarian and democratic methods of environmental 
management in Mexican biosphere reserves. 
 
 Due to the fact that the biosphere reserves are situated in inhabited areas, the 
UNESCO programme concerning "Man and the biosphere" has, since its foundation, 
established the objective of striking a balance in the said reserves between the 
conservation of natural diversity, the promotion of economic development by means of 
sustainable management of resources and the safeguarding of the cultural values which 
are found dependant on them. This attempt by UNESCO was derived from the 
programme’s own philosophy, which establishes that "man’s future depends on a 
thorough knowledge of the interaction and interdependence present between himself 
and the biosphere" (UNESCO, 1996: 3). Apart from this focus, it is said that: 
 
 "The biosphere reserves are destined to fulfil three complimentary functions: one 
concerning conservation, to preserve genetic reserves, species, ecosystems and 
landscapes; another concerning development, to encourage economic and human 
development; and another concerning logistical support, to support and stimulate 
investigative and educational activities related to activities of local, national and global 
interest, aimed at conservation and sustainable development" (UNESCO, 1996: 3).  
 
 With the aim of carrying out the management of the reserves, the National 
Organisation for Protected Natural Areas (CONANP), subsidiary of the SEMARNAT 
(Ministry for the environment and Natural Resources), is establishing a management 
body in every reserve in the country, made up of a team of officials dependant on the 
central office, who define the actions and tasks to be performed in each reserve. 
Because of this, unlike the former rural sector dependencies, which have been 
withdrawn, the officials of the reserves management bodies have acquired a bigger 
presence in the field, which makes a greater interaction with the local population 
unavoidable. On the other hand, specialists in the field at a global level have signalled 
that the reserves have no future without the support of local people (Sachs, 1981 and 
1996; Cernea, 1986; De Montgolfer and Natali 1987; Jacques Weber, 1996; Toledo, 
2000; Weber and Reveret, 2006). They argue that the effectiveness of environmental 
policies, more than any other kind of policy, depends on the construction of a new 
relationship with the local population, which implies making the citizens aware of 
environmental problems, as well as assuming responsibility for their environmental 
heritage. The obvious result is that the habits of those who use nature´s resources must 
change. Environmental problems will therefore be concerned, at a basic level, with the 
reshaping of the relationship between state and society, given that the state cannot 



 3 

resolve the environmental problem alone. In other words, action on a state level has 
been unable, and would find it difficult, to resolve the problem of conservation by itself. 
This means that the success or failure of policies towards conserving natural resources 
depends largely on democratic methods of exercising environmental policy (Toledo, 
1998; Weber, 1996; Wever and Reveret, 2006). The former enables you to appreciate 
that, even if you leave the rights of the inhabitants of the reserves in second place, the 
conservation of the environment cannot be achieved without taking the local population 
into account. But in its turn, this implies that the relationship between conserving 
biodiversity and the development of the local communities is  a key factor in the 
management of the majority of the biosphere reserves and includes other categories of 
protected natural areas (national parks, "natural corridors", protected areas for animals 
and plants, etc).  
 Due to this, the primacy of the development is legitimised in many environmental 
discussions, because it is recognised that poverty is the principal cause of 
environmental deterioration (Milton, 1996). International environmental policy also 
recognises, and officially ratifies, the necessity of considering sustainable development 
as part of a country’s responsibilities, and to count on the participation of the local 
population in order to achieve it. This position, expressed since 1971 in the 
aforementioned programme about "Man and the Biosphere", was confirmed and exactly 
determined in 1984 in the Plan of action for the Biosphere Reserves. At the United 
Nations Summit for Environment and Development, which occurred in 1992 in Rio de 
Janeiro, Brazil, Programme 21 was established to lay the foundations of what is now 
known as sustainable development. At this conference, efforts were made to guarantee 
the conservation of biodiversity, the sustainable use of natural resources ("living from 
the resources without using up natural capital"), and the fair and equal distribution of the 
advantages gained from exploiting genetic resources, as well as respect for rural 
communities and their ancestral wisdom. Subsequently in the Seville Strategy, 
approved at the International Conference about Biosphere Reserves in 1995, defined 
the function of development as a plan for equality with the function of conservation.  
 Without a doubt, with the intensification of international relations over the 
environment, many opportunities for developing sustainable management of natural 
resources have been generated as pressures exclusively orientated towards 
environmental conservation. That’s to say, from the international context there is tension 
between two established positions. One which highlights the necessity for conservation 
and the other which insists more on the necessity for sustainable development and 
cooperation in society.  
 In Mexico’s case, the UNESCO policy in charge of reconciling conservation and 
sustainable use of renewable natural resources, as well as the policy of decentralising 
how decisions about the environment are taken, has been officially expressed in the 
General Law for Ecological Equilibrium and Environmental Protection (LGEEPA) and 
the different instruments which regulate environmental policy. The first article states that 
the said law intends to generate sustainable development 1 and lay the foundations for: 
 
 "The preservation and protection of biodiversity, as well as the establishment and 
administration of the ANPs. The sustainable use, the preservation and, in their case, 
restoration of soil, water and other natural resources, in a way that ensures the 
obtaining economic benefits and the actions of society are compatible with the 
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preservation of ecosystems." (Updated LGEEPA 2001).  
 
 Likewise in the chapter concerning Protected Natural Areas, (henceforth known 
as ANPs), article 45 of the above mentioned law establishes that among its objectives it 
would like to Assure the sustainable use of ecosystems and their components." Equally, 
formal establishments exist which commit the Mexican government to developing the 
participation of local people in the management of the ANPs. Article 15 of the LGEEPA 
establishes that as part of the principals of environmental policy: 
 
 "Ecosystems are a heritage of the whole of society; authorities and individuals 
must assume the responsibility for preserving the ecological balance; agreement 
between the state and society (individuals, groups and organisations) is indispensable 
for ecological actions focused on reorientation relations between society and nature."  
 
 This is also formally recognised as part of environmental policy, for example in 
the work programme for social participation form CONANP between 2002 and 2006 it 
was stated that "Natural resources could be at risk but this risk will always be greater if 
we do not construct alternatives with their owners, possessors and users. They are 
the ones responsible for action and sustainable practices. Whichever scheme claims to 
avoid, exclude or ignore them has deepened the divide between conservation and 
development." (CONANP 2003:12).  
 These rules and establishments demonstrate that the Mexican government has 
formally committed itself, at least since Zedillo´s government, to the proposals of an 
equal and socially involved strategy to halt environmental degradation. Without a doubt, 
environmental policy in Mexico shows a constant tension, where authoritarian points of 
view, which give priority to conservation by means of prohibitive and restrictive 
measures, predominate to the detriment of more democratic and inclusive positions, 
who consider extensive participation by the population as part of a wider ranging 
strategy, which also includes conservation. 
 In the National Development Plan 1995 - 2000, in the chapter entitled Economic 
Growth, a part of the plan named " Environmental Policy for Economic Growth", which 
states the nation’s interest in focusing on "stopping the tendency towards 
environmental degradation and laying the foundations for the transfer to 
sustainable development" (SHCP [Treasury], 1995: 165); announces the application 
of focused programmes in ANPs. In spite of these declarations, genuine actions 
orientated towards sustainable development and social agreement were minimal. The 
instruments which created the SEMARNAT (Ministry for Environment and Natural 
Resources) in the six years between 1994 and 2000 in order to develop these tasks in 
marginal areas and areas of ecological importance, were the Sustainable Regional 
Development Programmes (PRODERS). Although it involved an ambitious and well 
meaning programme, which included a new public policy proposal through which they 
claimed to establish a new mutual agreement between the government and indigenous 
people and poor farmers for sustainable development and conservation, the advances 
which were made demonstrated the marginal character which it really had. The limited 
advances made by the programme were recognised by the official responsible for the 
programme who stated: 
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 "Yes it is true that [the PRODERS´ public policy] has not been able to fulfil its 
enormous potential effectively in stopping the deterioration of natural resources and 
biodiversity and confront the problems of poor marginal areas - fundamentally 
because it developed in difficult conditions, with few resources, without the 
required effort on the part of institutions, and against bureaucratic inertia and 
power structures - its materialization in actions, even if small and marginal, has 
demonstrated many possibilities and potential in achieving a significant impact. (Toledo 
and Bartra, 2005: 53).  
 
 Under Fox’s government, sustainable development and social compromise policy 
worsened still further. The PRODERS programme stooped being the core idea of the 
SEMARNAT regional programme’s director general, which was focusing on marginal 
zones in areas given conservation priority. In the six years from 2000 to 2006 it was 
converted into a small, low status programme, subordinate to the recently created 
CONANP and with fewer resources. For example in 2003 by means of this programme 
15.9 million pesos were available for 242 communities, which in general terms 
corresponds to 65,702 pesos per community per year, which means 5,475 pesos per 
month for each community, i.e. 0.38 centavos per month for each person. (SEMARNAT, 
2003). 
 To conclude, since the six years of Fox’s government,  like that which is present 
now, the tendency which punishes by authoritative gesture and imposes the priority of a 
conservation agenda has predominated and, therefore has worsened the incapacity of 
the state to sustainable confront the challenges of conservation and sustainable 
development. The reasons for this continue to be the same. In its strategic objectives it 
is not planned to reinforce social management of resources and environmental heritage, 
neither is it planned to develop capacities in the local population that are productive and 
use natural resources sustainably.  
 If we say that it is in the national (and international) interest to preserve and 
conserve a country’s biodiversity, as well as the integrity of natural ecosystems, the cost 
of this heritage’s conservation should be shared between government and society. But 
the problem occurs when the government, within the framework of policies of structural 
adjustment and citing other priorities, in fact puts in place a conservation policy based 
on decrees and restrictions and saddles the local population with the "cost", in 
restricting access and use of their own natural resources.  
 These contradictions and incongruities are due to, as Jacques Weber (1996) 
says, the fact that at the beginning, global environmental policy was developed 
according to a biologist’s logic which considered man as a threat to nature. Although 
subsequently this position was modified and demands for sustainable development 
were officially taken on board, policy continued to maintain the concept of man as a 
threat and the insufficient and isolated acts of sustainable development which were put 
in place were considered as costs which had to be paid for conservation. 
 But the problem is even more serious, the authoritarian and conservative method 
chosen by the state to motivate environmental policy in the biosphere reserves is 
provoking counter productive effects, neither desired or foreseen even by those who 
support this type of management. These unexpected effects are due above all to the 
aim of excluding the majority of the local population from its rights and participation in 
the decision making processes in which their own resources are at stake, which implies 
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an under estimation of the possibilities of action by indigenous and small farmers 
groups, also supposing that the state can keep them under control by means of 
prohibitive measures or limits incentives (small projects) and without real opportunities 
to develop. In depriving them of different methods and all at once, the indigenous 
people and small farmers, poorer every time, are obliged to take measures for 
subsistence using their nearest resources and possibilities. Poverty and the urgent 
economic necessities of the population are the fundamental reasons why incursions and 
exploitation of resources continue within zones set aside as biosphere reserves. The 
first has a counter-productive effect in the short and long term that environmental 
degradation is worsening in some of the country’s reserves, and that conflicts between 
the affected population and CONANP officials are increasing.  
 
2) Environmental policy and inequality in the Montes Azules and Lacantun 
biosphere reserves. 
 
 The Montes Azules and Lacantun biosphere reserves are adjacent and at 
present are managed by the same department of CONANP. They are found in the 
Lancandonian jungle inside the municipal boundaries of Ocosingo and Maravilla 
Tenejapa. The Montes Azules biosphere reserve was the first to be created in Chiapas 
on the 12th January 1928 with an area of 331,200 hectares; and the Lacantun reserve 
was created on the 21st August 1992, encompassing an area of 61,874 hectares. The 
populations of these reserves are largely indigenous. Predominantly Tzeltal group, 
followed in order of importance by Cho´ol, Lacandon and Tzotzil2 
 The sum of the population found inside or who have rights over the natural 
resources of the REBIMA (Montes Azules biosphere reserve) and REBILA (Lacantun 
biosphere reserve) consists of 33,718 inhabitants, who have a direct impact in the 
region. In the case of these two reserves, they are established inhabitants who have 
historically been subjected to marginalisation, over exploitation and domination 
(Legorreta, 2007a, 2007c, 2006a). In the two regions made up by the reserves the 
population was subjected to domination by regional groups of the Chiapas oligarchy, 
whose power over the population was fundamentally sustained by the total exclusion of 
rights: to education, healthcare, contact, land, organisation and partnerships, etc 
(Legorreta, 2007a; Marquez et al, 2003; Blanco, 1980) and by exercising paternalistic 
policies which encouraged relationships based on dependence and subjection. 
Therefore for a very long time, this population has suffered a very complicated situation 
of inequality, which demonstrates conditions of class, ethnicity, education and territory 
being in very marginalised zones, and having insufficient political opportunities to 
ensure their rights are represented and respected.  
 Due to long running pressure by the local populations, the SRA (Ministry of 
Agricultural Reform) provided the families of small farmers living in the region with land 
(Legorreta, 1998 and 2007a). But, with the aim of protecting the land from the strongest 
economic sectors, the government distributed marginal lands. To this end, the 
indigenous population was sent to the Lacandon Jungle. This therefore concerns a 
people who find themselves in a very peripheral position, who have low levels of 
education who count on scarce organisational and cultural resources and the principal 
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resource on which all their income depends is the land and what they obtain from it. 
Due to these conditions, they have a very precarious foothold and are at a disadvantage 
in the national and global economy. The policy that is currently applied in the biosphere 
reserves affects them above all through the principal resource they count on, in fact 
depriving them of that part of the resources they depend on for income.  
 In order to present some social indicators of the population which show us some 
of the inequalities facing the local population, we chose the population of the town of 
Ocosingo, which is where more than 90% of the population inside and who has 
influence in the REBIMA and REBILA lives. Firstly, lets emphasize the fact that in the 
populations found in the regions of the Cañadas and North of the REBIMA, as in the 
Lacandon community, monolingualism is more than 35%.  
 It should also be emphasized that the same populations found inside the two 
reserves (REBIMA - REBILA) or close to them has the highest percentages of illiteracy. 
The population of the Cañadas and North of the REBIMA had a rate of illiteracy of 
almost 40% in 2000. The population of the Lacandon community was worse, having a 
level of illiteracy of 45%. The conditions of marginalisation of this region can be 
appreciated if we compare these figures to the national illiteracy average, which is 9%.  
 Another indicator which we took to demonstrate the inequalities is the level of 
income. According to the 2000 population and housing census, 86% of the population in 
the Cañadas and North of the REBIMA received salaries less than the minimum wage. 
Of 92% of the working population, only 6% received salaries more than one minimum 
wage but less than two minimum wages. In the case of the Lacandon community, about 
77% of the working population received incomes less than one minimum wage in 2000 
and only about 9% received incomes more than one minimum wage but less than two 
minimum wages.  
 The history of the founding and management of these reserves demonstrates 
how environmental policy has maintained a predominantly authoritarian course in 
Chiapas. In the Lacandon Jungle, this policy began in 1972 with the creation by decree 
of the Lacandon community and the mandatory concentration of Tzeltals and Cho´oles 
in two big communities: Nueva Palestina and Frontera Corozal. This concentration led 
to the removal of rights to representation of Tzeltales and Cho´oles inside the Lacandon 
community, although making up 94% of the population, because only a member of the 
Lacandon ethnic group can occupy the post of commissioner for community belongings. 
In addition, this decree provoked the removal of the agricultural rights of 26 ejidos 3  for 
17 years in the Cañadas (Legorreta, 1994b, 1998, 2007) and the still running land 
dispute over 72,000 hectares involving more than 40 groups. 
 Afterwards, as a consequence of decrees that created the reserves and of the 
environmental policy which was followed between 1989 and 1993, the population of the 
two regions has faced the following problems up to the present day: suspension for 
more than 35 years of the agricultural rights of 12 population nuclei established in the 
area, which was subsequently decreed as part of the REBIMA. In all cases, small 
farmers have spent decades asking for the regularization of land ownership, without 
exception the authorities have suspended the court hearing "for taking place inside the 
reserve". Given the unregulated agricultural situation, this population does not have 
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access to credit, nor to any kind of support from institutions. On the other hand, the local 
population is confronting restrictions on using the forest in all areas, punishment for 
using fire as a method of agriculture, as well as serious restrictions on bequeathing 
lands inside the ejidos or Lacandon community. And in the case of the REBIMA: 
suspension of cattle raising subsidies, without giving alternatives, during a coffee and 
cocoa crisis and the ban on road construction in the REBIMA area. On the contrary, in 
1992 CONANP decreed 4 new protected areas in the Lacandon Jungle area, which 
include 81,000 hectares and which are part of Lacandon community lands. (Tejeda, 
2004b).  
 An example, which demonstrates the authoritarian character of this policy is the 
agreement between the Chiapas state government and the World Bank, which can be 
summarized in the following paragraph: 
 
 The Lacandon conservation programme, designed by the state and approved by 
the SEDUE (Ministry for Urban and Ecological Development), defines an integral 
strategy for the biosphere zone and the surrounding areas for the next 5 years. An 
institutional framework with multi sectoral projects has been developed, with a scope of 
almost 10 years. The principal element of the plan bans the felling of trees in the 
Montes Azules biosphere reserve (331,000 hectares) and includes strict regulations and 
policies for the reserve in order to protect it from human settlements. The government is 
all ready making a significant effort to resolve conflicts over land ownership in the 
reserve and to have its inscription, as well as the ban on road construction in the central 
zone. In order to reduce the pressure on the biosphere area, productive and social 
actions are taking place in the surrounding areas in order to provide alternatives to the 
exploitation of resources (for example, reforestation, use of rubber and coffee 
plantation; incentives to use areas with agricultural potential in a more efficient way; and 
disincentives for those actions which damage, such as pastures for cattle and 
agriculture based on slash and burn). Finally, measures will be put in place to 
discourage migration to the surrounding areas (for example severe limitations on land 
grants for new immigrants and human settlements)." (World Bank, 1991: 65). 
 
 The inevitable result is that up to the present day the environmental authorities 
have not even developed a broad strategy for sustainably managing natural resources 
in either of the two reserves, as stipulated in the decrees that created them and the 
MAB - UNESCO policy. Instead, the federal government (CONANP) and that of 
Chiapas have unilaterally decided that the "owners" and/or "beneficiaries" of the 
resources are not using the resources they were given. In this way, the population of 
these reserves loses access to resources vital for their survival. 
 One part of the region covered by the Montes Azules reserve fell under the 
influence of the EZLN (National Zapatista Liberation Army) movement. Before the EZLN 
uprising in 1994, an authoritarian environmental policy had predominated in the Chiapas 
state government in the whole of the Lacandon region, and in particular in the CONANP 
in the case of the Montes Azules reserve, but since the uprising, CONANP has 
permitted the exercise of a more democratic management in the running of the reserve 
which adjoins the Zapatista groups and other localities in the South West. Without a 
doubt, respecting the part of the Montes Azules reserve which adjoins the Lacandon 
community and the Lacantun reserve, an authoritarian from of relationship with the 
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population persists, united with client relationships and co-optation which were 
traditionally established with the representatives of the Lacandon community, giving rise 
to various conflicts. In this way in these two reserves many diverse forms of 
participation and citizen development can be found. As a consequence of the decree of 
1978 and 1992, the population of the Lacandon community has been affected in the 
following ways: 
 

• The unilateral declaration by 7 ANPs about approximately 70% of the 
territory, 6 of those totally inside the community, establishing strong restrictions 
of access and use of resources. 

 

• Added to this, environmental authorities have not put together a strategy 
for sustainable development and organisation of land for the whole of the 
Lacandon community. 

 

• Restrictions to halt the demand for land from owners children. In the year 
2000 there were more than a thousand men over 18 without agricultural rights, 
400 of them with families. 

 

• Restrictions on the use of forests, in particular the Xate Palm, inside the 
ANPs. 

 
 
Conclusions 
 
 Apart from the above analysis, one can observe that environmental policy in the 
reserves finds itself trapped in the vicious circle  which authoritarianism tends to create. 
Firstly we can see that there is an abuse of authority on the part of the State, which 
does not abide by the law, which is obliged to encourage sustainable development, wit 
that which violates the rights of the populations in the reserves and which further 
restricts access to economic resources and aggravates its conditions of inequality. 
Without exception, the population in reaction to these damages, waits for a moment of 
inattention on the part of the authorities to exploit natural resources in an ever more 
irrational and secretive manner. This in turn provokes further distrust and distance 
between the local population and the environmental authorities, who are in the habit of 
reacting with more bans, sanctions or further methods to exert pressure. As a 
consequence, the relationship between them becomes tenser and the environmental 
authorities intensify their pressure mechanisms and the people their methods of 
resistance in ways which cause more environmental damage. In this process very little 
is achieved in terms of conservation, there is no assurance that advances will be 
maintained and what is achieved is made at a cost to rights, respect for the people and 
the economic well-being of the population. 
 This vicious circle can be substituted for a virtuous one but in order that the path 
from authoritarian to democratic environmental policy is developed and deepened, 
various conditions must be met: 
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 1) That the state is prepared to assume its responsibility to generate, in 
partnership with the local population, models of sustainable use of resources. In doing 
so, the state will comply with the law; will win the respect and confidence of the people; 
will respect the citizens rights in terms of the environment and will provide new 
resources and capabilities to the local people, with which they can truly be 
compensated for the loss of resources which can’t be used because their conservation 
is at risk.  
 
 2) At the same time, in order that this democratic policy comes about, based in 
the interrelation of sustainable development and conservation, it is also necessary to 
establish an authentic and permanent democratic dialogue between environmental 
authorities and the local population to harmonize the management of the biosphere 
reserves.  
 
 3) This implies that environmental authorities cease to view the local population 
as a threat or as enemies to be defeated in order to accomplish the task of 
environmental conservation. 
 
 4) That the local population increases its political capabilities in order to 
constructively and democratically defend its interests and in order to efficiently negotiate 
in taking decisions and management of the reserves. 
 
 5) The fulfilment of the above conditions would smooth the way for the state and 
the local population to become allies and set aside relationships based on confrontation. 
In such a process of democratization based on territorial dialogue (which is equivalent 
to social dialogue for environmental policy), in practice the capacities of the local 
population would grow and the state would focus more on rights in the context of its 
exercising of environmental policy. Furthermore, a democratic relationship based on 
cooperation between state and society would also be convenient for conservation 
purposes because it would be a more socially sustainable ecological policy in the long 
term.    


