Summary of Development of Agros Mexico

It was just over two and a half years ago that Agros began working for people affected by war and violence in Chiapas. Sorting through the political, social, religious, cultural, and economic variables has been a slow process. Since April, however, we have made tremendous progress in developing an Agros village in Chiapas. A volunteer advisory board has formed to direct the work, a volunteer director is coordinating the work of two field staff members, and we have initiated first contacts with poor communities in need of land. 

The following is the story of one of the groups with which we are we are seriously considering working:

About three years ago, a certain community of more than 1,000 Chiapanecos were displaced from their land because they refused to participate in an expensive religious ceremony as was mandated by local leaders. The community fled and was welcomed onto the land of a small community in the highlands of Chiapas. The 14 families in the community received all 1,000 people into their homes as they sought refuge from the violence and aggression. 

The leader of the community of 14 families is named José. José is seeking a solution to the problems of the people for whom he is providing sanctuary. His community does not have enough land to provide long-term support for the 1,000 refugees. He sees that the Agros services of helping individuals and communities to acquire land, in addition to providing agricultural training, is the perfect solution for these displaced people.

In our two years of research, we have found that stories of displacement like the one above are typical in Chiapas. Many communities have been forced off of their land. The psychological and social effects of displacement are considerable. Thus, we move forward with caution as we work to identify communities that we will be able to serve.

Agros’ Interim Executive Director for Chiapas is the Vice-Minister of Finance for the state government, Sergio Araiza. Sergio first went to Chiapas when he was 15 years old to work in community development with a Mexican NGO. Chiapas conquered his heart and after he finished university he selected Chiapas as his first professional assignment. Today, Sergio has a dream of improving the lives of thousands of displaced families in Chiapas. He feels that Agros can be instrumental in realizing this dream.


Sergio has recruited a talented group of professionals to form the Advisory Board of Agros Mexico. The group includes an accountant, a lawyer, agronomists, forestry professionals, a veterinarian, a sociologist and an administrator to begin this tremendous challenge. One of the staff members Sergio recruited has worked for the past 12 years in conflict resolution among rural families. The other new employee is an expert in helping farmers improve their agricultural techniques.

During the next two months these dedicated people will continue to wrestle with the issue of where in Chiapas Agros would be most effective at responding to the tremendous need. By the end of September, they will have determined the best geographical area and best strategy for serving the people. Also by that time they will have established Agros Mexico as a legal entity, because Agros will be welcomed more broadly if it is registered as a Mexican organization.

Feasibility Analysis Detail

Summary

Agros conducted a feasibility analysis for launching Agros Mexico. This careful analysis concludes that estimated 30,000 internal refugees have been expelled from their home communities because of religious, social and political conflicts. While many homeless farm workers have fled to urban areas or illegally migrated to the U.S., still many thousands live in Chiapas. San Cristobal de las Casas has thousands of refugees displaced from the highlands living in shacks along the roadsides. Las Margaritas also has thousands of homeless rural laborers living in the forest on the border of a Zapatista zone. To begin discussions with particular communities, Agros has contracted a Chiapaneco who has worked for 12 years in conflict resolution. We plan to have signed a partnership with a community by January, 2004, and to purchase a parcel of land the following month.

Components

1. Context. The study identifies all of the conflicting forces that could hinder the success of a project aimed at helping the rural poor overcome their poverty.

2. Needs. The study identifies communities in the region who live in the most extreme poverty and who have been served neither by the government nor other service agencies.

3. Opportunity. The study determines project opportunities with strong potential for success and future growth.

4. Strategy. The study recommends the creation of a legal structure consistent with Mexican law, and covers issues of staffing, program and resource development.

Contributors 

1. Sergio Araiza, Vice Minister of Finance, Chiapas State Governement. Mr. Araiza wrote in his report, “The mission of Agros is highly motivating as a solution for the most needy of Chiapas.”

2. Luisa Maria Rivera, Consultant, Former Director of Oxfam Mexico. After visiting eleven Agros villages in Guatemala Ms. Rivera said in her report, “The Agros model is the most appropriate and integrated development work I have seen. It could be successful in Chiapas and once proven there, throughout Mexico.”

3. Jorge Font, Lead Consultant Director ZIDOS Communications, Mexico City. He stated, “I am very sure that Agros can do a great work in Chiapas.”

4. Agros Program Management team headed by President Greg Rake and Guatemala Director Mario Morales. Both have direct experience serving the indigenous communities caught in civil war for decades in neighboring Guatemala.

Budget

New Country Start-Up Costs (The First Six Months):
Agros Mexico is Agros’ fifth country office. The opening of a new office incurs certain initial expenses. The following budget includes both one-time expenses as well as the first months of on-going costs to run the village:

Executive Director






   $6,000

Community Organizer





   $5,000

Agronomist







   $6,000

US Administrative Costs





 $20,000

Office General and Administrative Expenses



   $5,000

Purchase of Vehicle






 $17,500

In-Country Travel (Gas and Accommodations)
           
   $2,500

Out-of-Country Airfare





   $3,000

Mexican Board Development (Visit Guatemala villages)

   $3,000 

Legal Costs for Registration





   $1,500

First Village Working Capital





   $7,500  

Total Start-Up for Agros Mexico




   77,000

First Year of the New Village:

Rotating Loan Fund Investments




 $30,000

Village Development Expenses




   $9,000

Technical Agricultural Development 




 $21,000

Global Giving Fees






   $6,000

Total Costs for First Year of Village



            $66,000

Global Giving Fees





 
   $6,600

Total Request






       US $72,600

