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b. Improved Forest Management and Land Tenure

Most of the Mexican forests, many of which are
threatened by over-harvesting, are located on ejido land,
where much of the property is communal and coop-
eration with other communities in forestland manage-
ment has been problematic.  This lack of cooperation
has led to overuse of land, including overharvesting
and soil erosion.  One solution may be to direct policy
efforts at resolving property rights on these lands and
effectively manage common property resources.14  Part
of this solution must include continued regulation of
forest management and improved enforcement of
laws/policies.15  According to some experts, adequate
forestland management requires trained, equipped
personnel who can utilize integrated and multipurpose
forestry products and which involves local communi-
ties or local nongovernmental organizations.16

2. Population and Rural Development

a. Population and Other Demographic Initiatives

Research indicates that population trends in
growth and movement in Mexico’s rural areas are cor-
related with poverty and land degradation, particularly
in ejido communities.  Population pressure on natural
resources, measured by the rate of deforestation are
important determinants of migration.  Reducing this
pressure should be part of efforts to reduce migration
at the source.

Given the scarcity of good farmland in Mexico and
the large size of the farm population, increasing the
productivity of labor in farming offers a limited solu-
tion.  It may be more important to focus on the devel-
opment of decentralized non-farm activities.  Specifi-
cally, activities which lead to greater decentralization
away from the border and the main cities of the ben-
efits created by NAFTA in labor intensive manufactur-
ing are warranted.  As with development strategy, bal-
ancing protection of the environment with project de-
velopment initiatives will be critical to preserving
Mexico’s natural resources.

In addition, more in-depth research of the correla-
tions between population trends and migration is war-
ranted to quantify this contribution and identify more
concretely the extent to which population growth leads
to further subdivision of and pressure on lands.  De-
forestation may well be a symptom of population pres-
sure,17 though some argue that it is the inverse.  The
Mexican government has succeeded in reducing popu-
lation growth rates, though the rates still remain quite
high in rural areas and in indigenous communities may
often reach a figure double the national average.  Edu-
cation programs need to be expanded to the more re-
mote rural areas.  These programs can require long

maturation periods in order to achieve long-term re-
sults and require a longer-term commitment of re-
sources.  In Mexico, these programs may be subject to
greater volatility related to the Presidential cycle.  Bud-
gets for such programs are not as robust as they will
need to be to effectively address this problem.  More-
over, USAID efforts to address population problems
are being canceled.  U.S.-Mexico cooperative programs
in the population area should be revisited to determine
how integration of these programs with other environ-
mental and economic development programs can serve
to address the root causes of migration identified in
this report.

b. Community Development Initiatives

Poverty, which in rural areas is exacerbated by the
inability to productively farm, or by the farming of
marginal lands, is an important factor in the decision
to migrate.  Municipalities with high levels of margin-
ality also have high rates of migration, indicating that
the lack of local opportunities and poverty are impor-
tant determinants of migration.  Community develop-
ment programs established in rural areas should focus
on the reduction of crop cultivation where the soil and/
or climate are unsuitable for cultivation and the insti-
tution of controlled grazing practices.  Moreover, it is
recognized that there is a need for employment creat-
ing new investments to expand from the border area
into the interior regions of Mexico.  Many of the ben-
efits created by NAFTA in labor-intensive manufactur-
ing have been focused on the border and some have
called for more aggressive efforts to attract develop-
ment further south.

Small producers face the threat of displacement by
more competitive farmers due to land titling reforms
that may create a market where only the most com-
petitive landholders will succeed.18  While this may
not be undesirable in terms of pure economic theory, it
is likely to have a tremendous impact on migration—
there is likely to be a surge in migration out of the rural
agricultural areas as this economic transition takes
place.  Improved farming productivity from soils con-
servation and related programs may not only result in
better environmental resource management, but allow,
where appropriate, for a slower and more equitable
transition toward an ultimately more urbanized Mexi-
can society.  Moreover, soils conservation and agricul-
tural training can be directed at the marginal and sub-
sistence producers to increase substainability of their
livelihood and reduce involuntary migration.

In the longer-term, both financial institutions and
producers’ associations should be created for
smallholders in order to enhance smallholder competi-
tiveness and fill the void that remittances are currently
filling in providing access to financial liquidity and
sources of insurance.19  To achieve this, there should
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be an increase in the profitability of investment in labor
intensive agricultural activities.  One avenue is through
the cultivation of fruits and vegetables that acquire com-
petitive advantage in the context of NAFTA.  Most of
rural central/southern areas of Mexico remain highly
dependent on extensive corn/ maize production, and
transition would take some considerable effort, finan-
cially and otherwise.  This high “front end” investment
may provide more-lasting long-term benefits.  Too, this
would require public investment in infrastructure (irri-
gation and roads), and organizational and institutional
development of these areas so that farmers can invest
profitably in agriculture.  In addition, developing finan-
cial institutions on both sides of the border that will chan-
nel remittances to the emitting areas and make migrants’
savings available for borrowing by other community
members with investment plans, would also help create
employment.20

The Mexican government has recognized the need
for implementation of substantial efforts to address ru-
ral development.  In 1995, Mexico created “Alliance for
the Countryside” to address socio-economic problems
affecting the agricultural sector.  It comprises the follow-
ing Secretariats: SAGAR, Hacienda y Credito Publico,
Comercio y Fomento Industrial, Reforma Agraria,
Desarollo Social, SEMARNAP and Trabajo y prevision
Social.  The Alliance’s general goals are to increase the
income of agricultural producers and agricultural pro-
duction to a level above population growth, produce
sufficient basic foods for the population, promote the
export of products from countryside, preserve natural
resources and increase rural housing.  These policies are
to be implemented by facilitating access to new technolo-
gies, promoting the inflow of capital into the country-
side, and improving human resources through training.
There are 64 initiatives proposed by many different agen-
cies in the Alliance but it is uncertain which are being
undertaken.  Our investigation revealed agency funding
cuts have led to little improvement, especially for natu-
ral resources and agricultural management programs.21

In addition, Mexico’s National Development Plan
(1995-2000) includes a three-point plan established by the
Mexican National Science and Technology Council, in
association with SEMARNAP, to improve soil manage-
ment as follows:

1) conduct a national soils inventory (currently under-
way);

2) develop new soil legislation to revise legislation as
appropriate, including connecting property and usufruct
rights with the responsibility of conserving and restor-
ing the soil, and develop soil management and restora-
tion standards with the aim of producing clear standards
that protect investments while maintaining a low level
of bureaucratic red tape; and

3) persuade agricultural producers to modify their
management practices to better assure sufficient in-
come and sustainability of soil resources.

The government has yet to make substantial
funds available for these reforms.  However, there is
much that can be done in terms of training
campesinos, civil servants and governmental and
non-governmental promoters.

As a final note, many of the needed initiatives
discussed could be further catalyzed by U.S.-Mexico
cooperation and assistance.  These opportunities are
described above in the section on Conclusions and
Recommendations.  Importantly, NHI’s findings sug-
gest that targeting program development and assis-
tance in rural environmental and agricultural settings,
in association with public or private localized pro-
grams, can serve as a potentially potent investment
in reducing migration.  This will not be a daunting
task as both private and official institutions in the
United States possess environmental resource and
agricultural expertise that can be utilized in approach-
ing cooperative program development with counter-
part institutions in Mexico.  Nongovernmental orga-
nizations on both sides of the border have already
begun to work together on these issues.  Official lead-
ership is needed to move beyond these initial efforts.
We strongly urge exploration of these issues and op-
portunities by Congress and the Administration.

ENDNOTES
1  Areas where migration is well-established have already
lowered their transaction costs of migration making the op-
portunity costs of migration much greater (A. de January
report, Appendix, p. 16).  The newer areas have not yet
reduced the transaction costs of migration (Id., p. 16). Con-
sequently, rural development efforts in the newer areas may
have a greater impact in reducing migration: improved de-
velopment opportunities could effectively compete with
the opportunity costs of migration (Ibid., p. 16).
2  See Appendix 1, p. 16.
3 Internal Communiqué from U.S. Ambassador Jones to
the White House, U.S.. Department of State and other fed-
eral agencies, January 1997 (on file with the Author).
4 Ibid., p. 6.
5 Information was provided by several commentators on
this, including in written comments of Professors Philip
Martin and David Myhre, Fall 1997.  Professor Martin has
identified that for a US $300 transfer, Western Union charges
10 % and on the Mexican side, Electra exchanges the money
into pesos at a very high rate.
6 Appendix 1, p. 16
7 See discussion in earlier sections of this report.
8 Marginality is measured by CONAPO at the municipal
level through an index that eight low levels of education,
poor housing conditions, high percentage of the popula-
tion in communities of less than 5000 inhabitants, and a
high incidence of households in poverty.
9 Appendix, p. 17
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China on environmental issues will facilitate the trans-
fer of American environmental technologies to China
and will further support the work of environmental
NGOs establishing partnerships and programs in the
PRC.

The meetings of the Working Group on Environ-
ment in U.S.-China Relations have identified key en-
gagement options while also exploring China’s energy
sector choices and water-related problems.  Working
Group members believed that support for U.S. busi-
nesses marketing environmental technologies in China
should be a priority for the U.S. government.  Since the
U.S. government is currently unwilling to increase sig-
nificantly its financial commitments to support envi-
ronmental protection measures or technology transfers
to China, it should attempt to open doors for those who
can—namely private firms.  In doing so, the United
States could help bring environmental remediation
technologies and alternative fuel sources to the Chi-
nese while opening markets for U.S. firms and prod-
ucts.

At the same time, the U.S. government and NGOs
should support and assist China in developing policy
changes in the energy and water sectors, especially
through multilateral fora on the environment.  Work-
ing in tandem with private businesses, NGOs and foun-
dations offer the best external hope for encouraging
Chinese sustainable development.

Cooperation on a variety of levels is necessary for
water quality and quantity in China to improve.
China’s water problems are not dissimilar from those
experienced in the United States; academic and gov-
ernmental exchanges could greatly reduce water short-
age difficulties by introducing new irrigation tech-
niques and comprehensive watershed management
plans.  In many ways, China’s water problems will be
solved more through policy changes than technologi-
cal fixes.

Through continued engagement and explicit sup-
port for environmental projects, the United States can
provide a framework within which businesses, NGOs,
and foundations can successfully promote Chinese en-
vironmental improvements.  Such cooperation is vital
if the United States aims to effectively assist the Chi-
nese in their economic and environmental develop-
ment.  Only under such a scenario can the United States
hope to have a positive influence on future Chinese
energy choices and on a Chinese development pattern
that is environmentally sensitive for both China and
the world.
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1  In June, 1997 China began phasing out the use of
leaded gasoline in Beijing and Tianjin to help reduce
automobile emissions.  While this policy is unquestion-
ably a move in the right direction, Chinese emissions
will continue to increase in the future; automobile own-
ership in China, for example, expanded from 710,000
in 1991 to 1,500,000 in 1995 (China Environment Series,
1997).
2  The World Bank estimates that 178,000 people in
major Chinese cities suffer premature deaths each year
from pollution, and mortality rates from chronic ob-
structive pulmonary disease are five times those in the
United States (World Bank, 1997; Mufson, 1997).   The
World Bank also estimates that air and water pollution
damages equaled roughly 8 percent ($54 billion) of the
Chinese GDP in 1995 (World Bank, 1997).
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