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A Poisoned Culture: the
case of the Indigenous
Huichol Farm Workers

@ by Patricia Diaz-Romo and Samuel Salinas-Alvarez
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Hatchal uhidren working fn the fobacen fiakds

Migrant workers and pesticides

The exposure o pesticides & one ol
the greatest nsks than Indigenous migramt
workers face. In Mexico, the 1obacco
companies with agroindustrial cultivition
wie enormous quantities of these danger.
ous agrochemical producis without com-
]}ix‘m_-,: with the international '.u.':.:.{'i
restrictions  designed to protect human
life. The Indigenous workers are espe-
cially vulnerable 1o the pemnicious elfects
of the pesticides for diverse reasons,
among them the fact that they lack infor-
mation regarding the dangers of expo-
sure, because the comtractors do not pro-
vide them with salety equipment, and
becanse the conditions in which they live
and work in the agroindusirtal fields pre-
vents them, for example, [rom bathing
and from washing their clothes alter
being in comact with pesticides recently
applied or with residual pesticides

The cases of poisoning and death
from pesticides count among the most
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serions indicators of the situation which
migrant workers encounter. In 1993 it
was estimated that in each planting sea-
son approximately 170,000 ficld workers
arrive in the valleys of Sinaloa. An average
of 5,000 agricultural workers saffer from
toxic poisoning as a result of the handling
of, or prolonged exposure to, pesticides
that are used in cultivation. Of the 35.000
agniculiural laborers that worked in the
San Quuintin Valley of Baja Calilornia in
1996, 70% were Indigenous. Article 20 of
the ILO Convention 169 emphatically
calls for signatory governments to do
evervthing possible to prevent workers
from being subject to contractual work-
ing conditions ﬁ.ln_qﬂm:\ 1o their health,
panticularly “as a consequence of their
exposure 1o pesticides or other dangerous
substances”

According to researchers, the majority
of the Indigenous migrant workers who
work in the agroindustrial ficlds in nonh-
ern Mexico are:  Mixtecos, Triquis, and

J",upmr\x from Oaxaca, Nahuas, Mixtecos
and Tlapenecos from Guerrero and
Purh'epechas from Michoacan. The
demographic data indicates a extremely
scrious  situation. According to Estela
Guzman Avala, women (34%) ancl chil-
dren under 12 years of age (31%) consti-
tuite 66% of the [nd:_@:nn;]a labor force in
the agricultural regions in northem
Mexico. Ruth Franco, a doctor specializ-
ing in work-related health and the coor-
dinator of the Program for Day Laborers
of the IMSS delegaion in Sinaloa, esti-
mates that 25% of the 200,000 workers
in the Sinaloa valleys during the 1995-
1996 season were children between the
ages of 5 and 14 Of the children from
&0 ithern Mexico, 63% are hired by inter-
mediaries in their place of origin and the
rest in the state of Sinaloa. Fonty lour per-
cent of these child laborers are female and
fifty six percent male. 55% of the child
farmn workers have been working in the
fields for 1 to 5 years and 14% lor over 5
years: AL the conclusion of the agricultur-
al season, 72% return with their families
to their respective staes, 20% remain in
Sinaloa, and 9% continue along the
migrant worker route 1o other desting-
Lions

The extent of the indiscniminate use
ol pesticides has been frequently exposed
and denounced in the Mexican press, It is
estimated that thousands of used contain-
ers and toxic residues that are gencrated
by the annual use of upwards of 8 million
rons of pesticides are ecriminally disposed
of in ad hoc trash bins, channels, drains,
tncinerators, and recyeled 1o store drink-
ing water. The harmiul eflects of pesi-
cides on human health and on the enwi-
ronment have been clearly documented
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Huicholes and pesticides

The Huicholes speak a language
belonging 10 the uto-azieca linguistic
family that also includes: Nahuatl, Hopi,
Shoshone, Comenche and many other
lamguages in 2 vast region that extends
northward to the United Siaes and
southward into central Mexico.  Some
sudies estimate that between 15 and 20
thousand Huicholes inhabit the moun-
tains of the Sierra Madre Occidental with-
in-a territory that comprises pans of the
Mexican states of Jalisco, Mayarir,
Durungo, and Zacalecas

Year alter year, approximately 0% of
all Huichele families leave their commu-
nities in the dry season to lind employ-
ment, poorly paid and dangerous, in the
tolsaceo ficlds of the Mayarit coast. The
causes of this temporary migration stem
[rom the sociceconomic situation of the
Indigenous people and Irom their ritual
calendar

In the rainy season, the Huicholes tra-
ditionally cultivaied a combination of
THE “VALUABLE nf'uln. chile, beans,

squash, and ama-

AND APPRECIAT- t a n t h

Unfortunately, the

ED" HUMAN Mexican  govern-
HER‘H“HDISE ment promotes
exactly the oppo-
INCLUDES sife- monoculnral
planting-by  dis-
PREGNANT tributing  hybnd
WOMEN AND secds of com that
BABIES n:qul.u'jl:hn: use u[
Pesticides A
anificial fertilizers,

INCAPABLE OF .
placing the
CRYING, MUTE mixed secds that
wiere traditionally
FROM PAIN, WHO  yscd by Huicholes

and other
Indigenous - agn-
cultural peoples.
Monoculture agri-
culture and other

MALNOURISHED
MOTHERS modern  develop-
ments break down

the Indigenous traditions of cooperation
in the communal agriculiural work and
increase, atan alarming e, the inci-
dence of malnutrition and  alcoholism
The imroduction ol herbicides [ike
fmgquat and 2,40 gradually  destroys
communal farm practices, puts the health
of cultivators and thelr families in danger,

HAYE RECENTLY
BEEN BORN TO

Vol 11 Mo 1

and deteriorates [arming  that typically
aecurs on hillsides

With increasingly fewer opportunities
to survive in  the mountains, the
Huicholes leel forced 1o migrate in search
of work in the whacco fields in the
coastal plantations of Mayarit. The
Hudcholes also migrate for cultural rea-
sons. Negmn claims that “they have the
religions necessity
Lo visit the ocean,
an angestral
lemiale ligure asso-
clated with fertili-
ty and the earth
Once they meach
the coast however,
they find that
they don’t work tn
the tabacco plan-
tations, they can-
not retum  home
to the mountains.”

Tabacco  has
been grown in
Nayarit since long
before the arrival
of the Spanish,
but it was in the
1940% when the
tabacco  market
took ol as a result
of the Second
World War, The
municipality  of
Santiage Ixcuintla
in Mayant is the Mexacan capital of tabag-
co production, Every year, local landown-
ers meet in their town plazas 1o hire the
Huichole workers and subcontract them
as a cheap labor lorce. Huichole workers
are appreciated because their work with
the tabacco leaves (hanging and
i.'-una_ih.ng? s p:‘..l.'.!:l:.,li-l}' an art

The Huicholes make the journey from
the sterras under subhuman conditions,
armiving at the wohacco fields hungry
thirsty and exhausted. The “valuable anc
appreciated”  human  merchandise
includes pregnant women and babies
incapable of crying. mute from pain, who
have recently been bom ' to malnournshed
mothers o mothers with tuberculosts
Vulnerable elders and even the “strong”
men arrive at these centers in weak con-
clition
between  the

The negotiations

Hischol migron! workers moks fheir fsmporary bomes onder the
pastivide baden iaboces leowes
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Huicholes and the local landowners —
the latter aduing as intermediaries
between the labor force and the hig
tobacco capital — usually takes place in
the plazas of the communities, on the
main highways, or in the houses of the
employers. Sometimes the Huicholes ask
hesitantly, for some “extras™ a certaln
guantity of wonillas a day per family or
some  ration ol
{purificd waer
Vi, él-t:w workers ane

ﬂ,rmud these
= “extras”. For those
Fwiho succeed, it 5
4 great  adcom-
plishment, The
rest will have 1o
drink water from
the irrigation
channels :lruvm;_,
from the Santago
River. one of the
most contaminat-
ed in Mexico, of
from the wells of
the region, which
are also contami-

mated in that,
owing o the
mtensive use ol

pesticides in the
zone, the danger-
ous agrochemicals
have leached into
the aquifer

One of the reasons that the Huicholes
contract to work in the culting and
stringing of tobacco, and not in other
agricultural work, is because these opera-
tions are done in the late aliermoon or
morning, when the temperature is more
agrecable compared with the heat of the
middle of the day During the hanging
and bundling of the leaves one stays
under the shade of the “branches” The
apparent advantage of working in the
shade beeomes a health threat when the
Huicholes are cutting the moist leaves
and they become wet from head to 1oe
Moist skin absorbs pesticides more easily
The very nicotine in tobacco catses skin
irritations and hives, sympioms which, in
the United States, have been identificd as
Green Tobacco Sickness

The children, who ;ll;:[i\.-'d:l}' paricipate
in the cutting of the leaves, are particular-
ly susceptible to the harmful effects of the
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pesticides and the nicotine. It is consid-
ered “easy” for them to work in the first
phase of the cutting because they can
gather the leaves at the base of the plants.
As they work along the furrows, culting
the leaves, their bodies are smeared with
the sticky gum and resin that covers the
tobacco, Al the same time, they inhale
and absorb the residues of the toxic pes-
ticides that have been applied to the
plants

The families live and sleep in boxes,
or under blankets or plastic, beneath the
strings of tobacco leaves that are drying.
In their makeshilt shelwers, they ury o
protect themselves [rom the inclement
sun during the day and from the wet cold
at  night, exposing
themselves in  the
process 1o the toxic
substances that cover
the leaves. There is no
potable water,
drainage, nor any
latrines. Even the food
is cooked beneath the
hanging strings of
tobacco. Occasionally
the Huicholes use the
empty pesticide con-
tainers to carry their
drinking water, with-
ot paying notice to
the grave dangers tha
this represents, since
the majority cannol
read the instructions
on the labels which may be written in
English. Other times they bring these
containers back home to the mountains
as “praciical souvenirs”,

Pesticides are poisons specifically
designed o kill, They are toxins that con-
taminate and degrade everything with
which they come ino contact; there are
no remedies or cures against them and,
contrary o their manufacturers’ claims,
they are destroving the cycles of life and
the ecosystem of the planet and its inhab-
itants.

Urgent need for
an investigation

Meither the national and transnation-
al companies that manufaciure pesticides,
nor the tobacco producers, nor the

Mexican governments health and envi-
ronmental institutions have taken the
necessary measures Lo protect the health
of the workers that handle these toxic
substances. The endemic malnutrition
that the Huichole population sulfers
becomes more acate with the rise in alco-
holism, which increases during the work-
ing season on the coast. This in um
aggravates the toxicological problem.

T h ¢
Huicholes and
Pesticides
Project is
undertaking a
health  study

between

regions of Nosthem Maxico.
Indigenous and mestizo  workers
designed  in  coordination with the
Pesticide Education Center of 3an

Franciseo, California and includes collab-
oration. [rom the University of
Guadalajara and the Autonomous
University of Nayarit. The study began in
1995 and includes performing two blood
analyses 1o determine the levels of ery-
throcyte cholinesterase. The pesticides
inhibit the activity of this neurotransmit-
ter, producing various effects on one’s
health, including death. As of this writing
the study is a1 the stage of data analysis in
collaboration with imponant Mexican
non-governmental organizations dedicat-
ed 1o the epidemiclogical investigation,

Between 1996 and 1997, the team
waorking on the Huicholes and Peslicides
project produced various informational
workshops on the human rights of

Childranr ider the oge of 12 constivte 32% of
tha Indigenous labar farce in the ogrioutiural

migrant workers, in the Indigenous com-
munities of the Huichole sierra, as well as
in the principle municipalities of the
tobacco zone in the coast of Mayarit. In
these workshops they showed, in both
Huichola and Spanish, the video
Huicholes and Pesticides, which includes
the testimonies of Indigenous and mesti-
zo farm workers who have sulfered from
problems of pesticide poisoning,

& There is no doubt that, with
the massive use of pesticides
g in the agroindustrial fields,
o the large pharmaceutical
# companies and tobacco grow-
ers are violating righis 1o
information and health and,
in the process, are polluting
land. rivers, aquifers, and
finally the occan, whom the
Huicholes call “Our Mother of
the Sea” Haramara,
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