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ABSTRACT

RESUMEN

This article examines the manifold relations between
the use of natural forest resources by forest ¢fidos in
southern Mexico and the territorial rights situation. By
using Elinor Ostrom’s theory of common property, the
land rights are analyzed from the perspective of the local
population, which contradicts with the national fores-
try legislation. It is shown how local actors pursue their
strategies to access, manage and exploit their timber re-
sources, and what implications the federal regulations
bring about in this context. The study concludes that
the environmental laws, actually designed to protect the
tropical forests and to curb illegal logging, in complex
ways contribute to a rise in uncontrolled extraction of
natural resources.

Este articulo examina las multiples relaciones entre el
uso de los recursos forestales por ejidos forestales en el
sur de México y la situacién de los derechos territoria-
les. Utilizando la teoria de la propiedad comun de Eli-
nor Ostrom, los derechos a la tierra se analizan desde la
perspectiva de la poblacién local, que contradice la le-
gislacién forestal nacional. Se muestra cémo los actores
locales aplican sus estrategias para acceder, administrar
y explotar sus recursos madereros, y qué implicaciones
tienen las regulaciones federales en este contexto. El
estudio concluye que las leyes ambientales, en realidad
disefiadas para proteger los bosques tropicales y fre-
nar la tala ilegal, en formas complejas contribuyen a
un aumento en la extraccién incontrolada de recursos
naturales.
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Introduction

Tropical forests can be seen as a valuable resource
rendering a number of services to the local as well
as to the global population. They absorb CO, emis-
sions, provide oxygen, firewood, timber for cons-
truction, edible fruits and medicine, regulate the
climate, and protect biodiversity and the fertility of

soils. SEMARNAT, the Mexican Ministry for the
Management of Natural Resources, together with
the Forest Commission (CONAFOR), both esta-
blished in 2002, have since issued a range of fores-
try laws in order to protect its tropical forests. In
the following, the impact of these forestry laws on
the indigenous population living in forest areas in
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southern Campeche will be discussed. In this re-
gion, the indigenous population is living in ejidos’,
where forests are managed as common property
resource (Turner II et al., 2001, p. 359). According
to Ostrom (2009), such common property manage-
ment depends on the ability of local resource users
to organize themselves, and national legislation that
undermines local resource regimes can have a ne-
gative effect on successful resource management. In
this article, the implications of national forestry le-
gislation will be analyzed in order to understand the
interplay between local management practices and
tederal legislation. By using Elinor Ostrom’s theory
of common property, the land rights are analyzed
from the perspective of the local population, which
contradicts with the national forestry legislation.
The objective of this article is to show how local
actors pursue their strategies to access, manage and
exploit their timber resources, and what implications
the federal regulations bring about in this context.

Methodological and conceptual
framework

This article draws on data gathered during six
ethnographic field research visits to the Montafia
Region between 2006 and 2013. The methodolo-
gy applied encompassed ethnographic interviews
and participant observation in the initial stages.
The thematic foci of these were the locally relevant
forms of land use, local conceptions of the environ-
ment, and the territorial rights situation. The results
obtained from these methods were used to construct
cognitive models which were subsequently tested
against data obtained by structured interviews with
a higher number of informants in the final stages of
field research. The investigation was led by research
questions about the interrelations between land use,
land rights and tropical deforestation from an eth-
nographic perspective. Conceptually, the compara-
tive study of the ejidos in the research region aimed
at understanding why deforestation rates varied bet-
ween different ejidos, and how the different actors’
contributions to deforestation was dependent on

1 Ejidos are collectives whose members are granted usufruct
rights to a portion of land by the state.
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their individual combinations of different strategies
to secure their livelihoods. Timber extraction was
one important aspect among others in the overall
investigation?.

Research area

In the Montafia Region of southern Campeche,
seven ¢jidos host a population of around 5,000 inha-
bitants on approximately 180,000 ha of land. The
study area is located on the borders of the Calakmul
Biosphere Reserve and within the Mesoamerican
Bio-Corridor (Corredor Biolégico Mesoamerica-
no), and therefore represents an interface between
tropical deforestation and international conserva-
tion efforts. From 2001 to 2017, Hopelchén, the
municipality to which the region belongs, lost 168
kha of tree cover, equivalent to a 15% decrease sin-
ce 2000 (Global Forest Watch, 2019). Timber ex-
traction was introduced to the region in the 1960s,
initially done by large companies possessing conces-
sions for logging. At present, the local population
holds usufruct rights to the forest resources, regula-
ted through federal forestry legislation (Porter-Bo-
lland et al., 2008). Since no individual parcels exist
in the region, the forest is to be seen as common
property of the ejidos. The seven ¢jidos considered in
this study differ in the number of their inhabitants
(158 — 2019 persons), the amount of land they are
entitled to use (15,606 — 49,684 ha) and, as a result,
in the land per inhabitant ratio.

However, all ejidos in the region can be regarded
as land rich. Moreover, in all of these seven ejidos,
inhabitants reported that their forest resources are
degrading since decades and expressed severe con-
cerns about the continuing deforestation affecting
their future livelihoods. The intensification of forest
conversion in this region has also been reported by
other researchers, for example Porter-Bolland et al.
(2007). Ethnographic research in the region has
shown that the ¢jidos ability to manage the common
resource sustainably varies. This variation can only
partly be attributed to the differences in population
density, other important factors are the individual

2 Unless otherwise indicated, the statements made are the
results from observations and data analysis during this re-
search.
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ejido’s capacity to achieve internal consensus, path
dependency, and the availability of income alter-
natives. The forest is not only used for timber ex-
traction. The local population combines a number
of different strategies to secure their livelihoods,
which position timber in a more complex setting of
interrelations. However, the discussion of those is
beyond the scope of this article.

Legal situation and economic
consequences

Throughout the 20" century the Mexican gover-
nments made changes to its forestry laws, shifting
back and forth between conservation and exploita-
tion as well as between centralized government con-
trol and the partial permitting of self-management
by forest ejidos (Merino-Pérez y Segura-Warnholtz,
2007).

The forestry law from 1986 recognized the fo-
rest ¢fidos’ rights to benefit from their forest resou-
rces in general, but also required an integral forest
management plan to do so. The financial burden of
requiring the forest ejidos to employ and pay forest
engineers was exacerbated during the neo-liberal
policies of the 1990s, when governmental support
to these management costs was even more decli-
ning (Ferndndez y Mendoza, 2015; Merino-Pérez
y Segura-Warnholtz, 2007). At present, the ejidos in
the region that want to engage in legal timber ex-
traction need to enter a contract with timber com-
panies who will pre-finance the development of a
forest management plan®. Therefore, the companies
have a strong position in the negotiations about the
price they pay for the wood, and also buy the whole
portion of legally logged timber. This leads to the
exclusion of local carpenters from access to their
own ejido’s timber resource, which has further im-
plications for the resource use. Around 20 carpen-
try workshops exist in the region. They all rely on
the use of wood that has been logged illegally. Once

3 This view, that there are no known alternatives to rely on
such contracts with the buying company, was observed in
all ejidos of the research region. In other parts of Mexico, ex-
amples of forestry communities which manage their forests
without pre-financing by private companies have been stud-
ied (see Klooster (2000) providing some examples). However,
in the Montafa Region, lack of financial resources and access
to knowledge impede such developments.

converted in a piece of furniture, the carpenters can
transport and sell their products without legal pro-
blems. But the raw wood stored in their workshops
can lead to sanctions when government authorities
conduct an inspection. As a consequence, only small
amounts of wood are stored by local carpenters and
their mode of operation is to produce simple furni-
ture quickly which then is sold at low prices.

Discussion

Analyzed from the perspective of Elinor Ostrom’s
theory on common property rights, the ¢jido mem-
bers are de jure proprietors of the ¢jido lands in
general with the rights of access, withdrawal, ma-
nagement and exclusion (Schlager y Ostrom, 1992).
For the forested ejido lands in particular, their right
to withdraw forest resources for commercialization
is restricted and only possible under the condition
of the establishment of a forest management plan.
This is causing costs that are too high for the ejido
to bear alone and, hence, making the ¢jido depen-
dent on private companies to finance the adminis-
trative prerequisites®.

Ejido members commonly report that the go-
vernment authorities fail to effectively monitor
and sanction the violation of forestry laws (see also
Merino-Pérez and Segura-Warnholtz, 2007, p. 90).
While some of the ejidos have established their own
internal mechanisms to control and prevent their
members from illegal logging, in other ejidos the
population tolerates these illicit practices, turning
their forests into de facto open-access regimes. Two
important factors in this respect are the ejido’s ability
to achieve internal consensus and path dependency.
In ¢jidos that regularly engage in legal timber ex-
traction, more members possess the equipment for
logging and are likely to use it outside the govern-
ment permits for additional, uncontrolled logging,
rendering the objective of the prescribed forest ma-
nagement plans, which is to limit extraction to sus-
tainable levels, ineffective.

4 For a more detailed account of the administrative efforts
and related costs necessary to obtain logging permits, see
also Fernandez and Mendoza (2015).
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Illegally logged timber is not only being sold to
the local carpentries, but also through regional in-
termediaries. In any case, this wood is sold at prices
significantly lower than the normal market value. As
has been explained above, the legally logged timber
is also sold at unfavorable prices because of the ne-
cessary arrangements with the buying company.

Another important aspect regarding the forestry
legislation from the view of the local population is
the mistrust towards their government’s intentions.
As the ¢jido members perceive the forestry regula-
tions as an obstacle to benefit from the forest resou-
rces on their ¢jido lands, they fear that in the future
another change in the forest laws might completely
prohibit timber extraction. This view, which has
been repeatedly expressed, is causing the following
effects. First, the conclusion by many inhabitants is
that it is best to exploit the timber resources without
hesitation as long as state authorities are still rather
incapable to effectively control and sanction illegal
logging. And second, the carpenters in the region
are not investing their returns to improve or even
maintain their equipment, but rather trying to shift
their efforts towards alternative ways to secure their
livelihoods.

Ostrom (2009) compiled a list of variables that
affect the likeliness of resource users to organize
themselves. Applied to the area of the present study,
it can be seen that the forest resources are neither
abundant nor already completely exhausted, and of
significant importance to the population, which is
increasing this likelihood. The number of users is
small enough to keep the cost of organizing low, as
do the shared ethical standards®. Also important in
this aspect is the fact that the ejidos are per se self-
organizing entities with a considerable degree of
autonomy. The ejido members possess considera-
ble knowledge about the resource system, and in-
formation is easily shared among them, which are
also factors that foster successful self-organization.
What they are lacking from the perspective of this
theory, is the full autonomy at the collective-choice
level to craft and enforce their own rules regarding

5 “Standards regarding how to behave in groups they form,
and thus the norms of reciprocity”, according to Ostrom
(2009, p. 421).
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the extraction and commercialization of their own
ejido’s forest resources.

Conclusions

The restrictive and complex federal forest regula-
tions make legal timber extraction rather unattrac-
tive to the local population, exclude local carpenters
from legal access to local timber resources and con-
tribute to illegal and uncontrolled logging instead of
preventing it.

Efforts by some e¢jidos to prevent uncontrolled
logging through internal arrangements exist, but do
not seem to be developing in all ¢/idos, nor are they
rewarded.

Both legally and illegally logged wood is sold at
prices significantly lower than its original value, and
the local population is discouraged from engaging
in activities like carpentry that could generate a sur-
plus value by using the wood instead of selling it as
a raw material.

The problem is centered around the fact that
the ¢jidos are obliged to obtain an approved forest
management plan without having the knowledge,
capacities nor funds to do so on their own behalf.
Since the current situation is not protecting the fo-
rests from over-harvesting, one possible way out of
this dilemma might be to empower the ¢jidos to go-
vern the forest resource themselves.
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