Abstract 

Collective Biological Resources: The Cases of Mezcales and Corn

Presentation by Jorge Larson
 to the Latin American and Caribbean Regional Workshop on Sustainable Use which will be held from 13-16 September 2005 in Buenos Aires, Argentina.

With the collaboration of Claudia Aguilar, Xitlali Aguirre and Mariana Bellot from Conabio; Flavio Aragón, from INIFAP, Oaxaca; Cati Ilsley, from Grupo de Estudios Ambientales A.C., Albino Tlacotempa from SSS Sanzekan Tinemi and Moisés and Refugio Calzada from the Asociación de Magueyeros y Mezcaleros del Chilapán A.C., Guerrero. 

Biological resources are components of biodiversity that are used or valued. The Collective Biological Resources Program, of the National Commission for the Knowledge and Use of Biodiversity, begun by adding the adjective Collective to clearly define the goal of working with the social sector (indigenous and peasant communities and organizations that in Mexico are the owners of most of the land in which most of the countries biodiversity dwells). The Programs objective is to support innovative models for the collective and sustainable appropriation of biological resources, that contribute to the in situ conservation of biological diversity, the integral valorization of rural space and to enhance life quality for rural and urban communities. Through the examples of mezcales and corn we will exemplify strategies for the development of cash crops with biological and geographical identity, the sustainable use of biological resources, and how their derived products can be a driving force towards the viability of rural livelihoods. Underlying the approach is the assumption that building social capital is necessary to develop natural assets. 

Mezcales are a distilled drink derived from over 20 different species of Agave, some are cultivated and they are the most important in economic terms but the rest of them are wild and harvested by indigenous and local communities whose livelihoods depend on them. Tensions provoked by tendencies towards homogeneity in the mezcal industry involve threats to biological diversity at different levels that will be discussed. In this context, the specific example of the Mezcal Papalote del Chilapan, based on Agave cupreata, will be presented as a local example of empowerment though a geographical indication that is being developed with sustainability principles and actions. The institutional arrangements will be described. 

Corn will be presented with a similar approach that contrasts the scales of the different causes that make sustainability difficult and conservation of land races in a center of origin a preoccupation. In the case of corn we will address one species (Zea mays), describe its diversity and through one example -the local variety zapalote chico in the Tehuantepec Isthmus region- show the challenges that face the in situ conservation of a genetic resource of world wide importance. 

Article 8j of the Convention on Biological Diversity and The Addis Ababa Principles and Guidelines will be used as a reference along the presentation.
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