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An Otomí community in the west of the state of Michoacán, next to the border with 
the State of Mexico, seeks to find a balance between planting avocados and conserving 
their forest 
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ZITÁCUARO, MICHOACÁN.- There is a place in Michoacán where the history of the 
avocado is told in a different way. In this community, the green gold did not devastate 
the forest but ended up saving it from extinction. 

During the last 20 years, the avocado growers have changed the landscape of this town 
with reforestation that reaches 40,000 trees a year and currently they have plans to set 
up a nursery that will bring more plants to their devastated forest.  



Here the main concern is water and most of the inhabitants understood that the only 
way to attract it is with more trees, so hundreds of people work daily to maintain the 
green hectares that correspond to them. 

The community members are not concerned about the fires caused to accelerate the 
change in land use, but about the reforestation with which they seek to double the 
number of trees, as well as the transition to organic avocado to make this product 
healthier. 

This is how this Otomi community seems to navigate against the tide in a state 
devastated by the expansion of green gold throughout almost all of its territory; this is 
the story of the place where the avocado saved the forest. 

On the Verge of Extinction 

 

Between 1970 and 1985, what existed in the indigenous community of Carpinteros, 
located in the municipality of Zitácuaro, in the west of the state of Michoacán de 
Ocampo, could not be called a forest. 

The best way to describe what was happening around here was as ecocide caused by 
excessive logging. 



In the absence of a stable source of work, the residents had cut down the hill to sell the 
wood in the neighboring municipalities of Angangueo and Ocampo, causing dozens of 
hectares of forest to be lost in less than 15 years. 

Thousands of pines, oaks and cedars were felled so that the families of this population of 
less than a thousand inhabitants had an economic income, destroying almost half of the 
223 hectares of forest that correspond to this locality.  

Little by little, the community members began to divide up the land that had been 
cleared to use as farmland, even in areas located in the buffer zone of what is now the 
Monarch Butterfly Sanctuary. 

"Here the forest was completely finished, before the people of this supported 
themselves, there was no work and the people dedicated themselves to cutting down 
the forest and the time came when there was no wood," said Reynaldo Ávila Guzmán, a 
resident of this town located in the border between Michoacán and the State of Mexico. 

Reynaldo remembers when he tried to dedicate himself to logging, a practice that among 
the inhabitants of the region is known as "working the forest" but when he wanted to 
join this work activity there was no longer much forest to work. 

By the time he was 12 years old, Reynaldo would go up daily to look for trees to sell 
boards and planks, but there were fewer and fewer, until one day he simply stopped 
seeing them and had to dedicate himself to something else. 

Without forest or work, the population of Carpinteros plummeted rapidly, dozens of men 
and women migrated to Mexico City and the United States in search of work, most did 
not return until 15 years later.  

"People began to go out to look for work elsewhere, they began to migrate, because the 
forest was completely finished," said Reynaldo, "the people's decision was that we no 
longer fell trees because there was no more wood, I also left. to Mexico to work because 
there was nothing here.” 

Others migrated to the United States from where the money came that little by little 
pulled the community out of the economic doldrums in which it found itself, as is the 
case of Agapito Ávila Garduño, who is currently a member of the Carpinteros community 
watchdog council. . 



 

"There we were in the countryside, we sent money for the family, we settled in various 
parts of the United States, little by little, we were moving the family forward and, with 
sacrifices, we practically achieved something," he said. 

But Agapito assured that the migrants brought more than money from remittances, they 
also found that North Americans were particularly attracted by a Mexican product that 
would end up transforming the face of the Carpinteros community: the avocado.  

The Avocado Boom 



 

Like regions such as Uruapan, Tancítaro and Peribán, by the end of the 1980s in 
Zitácuaro, producers were cutting down their avocado trees because, firstly, nobody 
wanted to buy them and secondly, the water consumption of this plant was exorbitant: a 
avocado “drinks” the water collected by 10 pine trees. 

But everything changed with the arrival of the Free Trade Agreement (FTA), overnight 
the Mexican avocado became a staple product for a hungry North American population 
and Zitácuaro was positioned as one of the municipalities that could compete in that 
market. 

The community of carpenters did not have avocados before the year 2000, their main 
crops were corn, beans and oats only for self-consumption, but in less than 4 years most 
of the farmers were producing avocado. 

"They changed the land for growing corn for avocados and that's how they began to have 
new income and right now, thank God, the avocado has been helping us because that 
way we no longer touch the forest," said Reynaldo Ávila Guzmán, a local community 
member. 

Most of the avocado planting areas are located near the center of the town and next to 
the road that connects it with the municipal seat of Zitácuaro, however, there are also 



some orchards in the wooded part, a bitter memory of when the community members 
shared out the land they had acquired after indiscriminate logging in the 1980s. 

Now, the residents trust that the avocado will guarantee that people no longer have to 
cut wood to survive, which generates the recovery of the forest in this town, where part 
of the Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve is located. 

“A forest regenerates with one or another large tree, we are seeing that it is because in 
the highest part the entire forest has regenerated itself, we only do work to conserve it,” 
said Reynaldo Ávila. 

The community's avocado boom - fueled by money from remittances - caused several of 
its residents to return to Carpinteros, where some 891 people currently live, 433 men 
and 458 women, according to figures from the National Institute of Statistics and 
Geography (Inegi). ). 

Now the avocado is the main product of the community, generating an economic boom 
that had not been seen in decades, without the need to depend on logging again to 
support the families that live in Carpinteros. 

Between 1985 and 2000, the forest in the core zone (where the monarch butterfly 
settles) of the reserve has recovered naturally without the intervention of the 
community members, while the buffer zone began to be reforested at the end of 2005. 

However, the arrival of the avocado also causes concern among the indigenous 
community members, since no one ignores that this plant consumes a lot of water and 
this resource has always been scarce among the residents of Carpinteros. 

"Now we see that it also has its problems, for example, we are concerned about the 
forest because this is where we have our springs, our priority is that the forest drains 
continue, otherwise we are going to run out of water," said Reynaldo Avila. 

To ensure that the springs and vents of water remain in a constant flow, the villagers first 
have to solve the problem they created in the 1980s, to recover the trees that were once 
felled almost to extermination.  

Reclaim the Forest 



 

Although no one in Carpinteros speaks Otomí anymore, nor do they practice many of the 
indigenous traditions that used to be carried out, most of its inhabitants continue to see 
themselves as descendants of the first settlers of this region of central Mexico. 

According to Eloy Garduño Alvarado, commissioner of communal property, one of the 
legacies that they seek to maintain as an indigenous community is the attachment to the 
forest, as one of the most important elements for the survival of its inhabitants. 

“What we want to do is leave a better place for our children, for the families that live 
here and the new generations, we have to work to reforest and let the forest give us 
what we need to survive,” he assured. 

With the support of reforestation programs of the State Government and the 
Government of Zitácuaro, as well as civil organizations such as Alternare AC, the 
residents of Carpinteros managed to reforest more than 40,000 trees in 2020 and 2021 
alone. 

For the fifth consecutive year, the indigenous community members managed to 
complete two stages of reforestation of 20,000 trees each, with a survival greater than 
80 percent, that is, almost 9 out of 10 trees planted survived. 



"Those of Alternare and the governments are surprised when they see our levels, now 
the student has surpassed the teacher," said the curator proudly, knowing that the 
experts consider a reforestation very successful when it had a survival of just 75 percent. 
. 

 

Most of the trees that are placed in the reforestation come from Macho de Agua, 
Ocampo and Angangueo, where the community members have gained access to 
environmental conservation programs of the three levels of government. 

The two main species that are planted are the pinus pseudostrobus, also known as 
straight pine or pinabete that grows tall and with little foliage; as well as the pinus 
devoniana, also known as Michoacan pine or white pine that grows wide and is short. 

However, many of the trees are stressed when moved from one place to another and 
can die if they do not adapt to the new climatic conditions to which they are subjected 
during reforestation. 

“It is very difficult to move the plant, it is very complicated to accommodate it and it is 
mistreated, the pine bush is stressed, what we want is for the plant to be acclimatized to 
put it, just as it goes to the areas that must be reforested,” said Eloy Garduno. 



To achieve this, the community is working on their own nursery that they began to build 
in mid-2020, when they acquired more than 12,000 seeds that have been transformed 
into small plants that will cover the Carpinteros forest in two years. 

As curator of this town, Eloy Garduño assured that the nursery's goal is to have another 
12,000 trees by 2022 so that it is the community itself that generates its own pine trees, 
without depending on government programs. 

In this way, Carpinteros seeks to plant at least 40,000 new trees each year, mostly from 
its own nursery to prevent the plants from dying during transportation or trying to adapt 
to the local climate. 

“The ones we have is not enough, that amount of trees is going to be used for few areas 
that we have, but we are going to lack more, this is not over, on the contrary, the more 
one goes to check, the more places come out where one says 'oh my gosh, I missed 
one,'” assured Eloy Garduño. 

The New Way of “Working the Forest” 

 

In 2019, the Carpinteros community started cutting wood again as part of a logging 
program in which they are allowed to cut old and diseased trees for 10 years. 



Reynaldo Ávila, who previously served as commissioner of communal property, assured 
that this permit is intended to make way for new generations of trees that are reforested 
and eliminate pests that affect green areas. 

However, there is also a part of the population of Carpinteros that considers it a mistake 
to go back to "working the forest" because it is a constant temptation to distribute land 
for avocado plantations. 

“I think it is important that the forest is no longer touched, a few months ago they were 
lowering a lot of pieces that we only saw as it passed through here and the truth is that 
we are not notified and we do not know what the money that comes out is used for from 
the sale of wood”, said one of the inhabitants. 

Given the doubts about the lack of transparency of the communal authorities, Agapito 
Ávila Garduño, representative of the surveillance council, assured that all decisions are 
made in general assemblies with agreements in which the entire community participates. 

"We know that there are people who do not agree with the use of the forest, but we 
must make them understand that it is no longer just cutting, we are practically taking the 
diseased tree and leaving the healthy ones to continue growing," said Agapito . 

Their job consists of conducting tours at least twice a week throughout the Carpinteros 
forest area, from the buffer zone to the core zone, where monarch butterflies arrive 
every year. 



 

"Up here we don't touch anything at all, in the core we only do the cleaning, we splash 
around and go up to make the fire breaks, those help us so that if a fire breaks out it 
doesn't go everywhere," said Agapito. 

In a tour of the area, the representative of the surveillance council assured that the new 
way of "working the forest" is no longer cutting it down but taking care of it, now the 
community tasks are focused on cleaning it to prevent fires and monitoring it to prevent 
people outside the place begin to lower wood. 

Caring for the forested area involves making tours of the mountain, reviewing the 
boundaries with neighboring communities, participating in reforestation and cleaning 
work, as well as supervising the work of the people who participate in the tasks. 

"Everyone who is 18 years old and above has to participate, here nothing that just those 
of us who are community members, here everyone over 18 years old and up to 60 years 
old have to do their job so that they earn their right," said Agapito . 

In the community there are 224 community members, who have rights over the lands of 
Carpinteros, but also the obligation to take care of the trees to guarantee water in this 
indigenous locality. 



"The forest generates water for us, it generates oxygen for us, we practically have 
everything with the forest, because imagine if we go to the city, well, we don't do it, 
there you have to buy everything and here we have water, we have firewood, we have 
everything we want ", said.  

When Agapito is asked what he thinks of the dozens of forest fires that occur daily in 
Michoacán, in order to alter the soil for avocado planting, his response is a warning: 

"My recommendation is that if they have a forest they take care of it, if they have a 
forest and they don't take care of it, practically all the springs of water come crashing 
down, those who are felling because they don't know what they are doing because they 
are going to run out of oxygen, they are the water is going to run out, everything that the 
mountain produces is going to run out.” 

The Search for Organic Avocado 

One of the new challenges for the community members of Carpinteros is to change their 
orchards for organic avocado, a process that takes 3 to 5 years while the plants and the 
soil “detoxify” the chemicals used to plant the green gold. 

The first to start this practice was Don Guadalupe Garduño Velázquez, who previously 
worked as a commissioner of communal property and now only dedicates himself to his 
avocado orchard. 



 

"I decided to make the change because the chemicals do a lot of damage, to the workers 
and to the environment, also to get more healthy product so that people don't get sick," 
said Guadalupe Garduño. 

Don Guadalupe assured that recurrent respiratory diseases abound in the town, 
especially in children, due to the large number of pesticides, foliar sprays, fungicides, 
fertilizers and chemicals that are used. 

After fumigating, Don Guadalupe says they suffer from sore noses, watery eyes, itchy 
skin and a rash, as well as dizziness and headaches; especially if proper protective 
equipment is not used. 

"There are very strong products that sometimes you spray and they are no longer 
allowed, but sometimes those who sell agrochemicals sell them to you and if you don't 
know you end up buying them and they are like bombs for the environment," said 
Guadalupe. 

That is why he decided to change his orchard to certify it as organic avocado, knowing 
that his production will drop by up to 20 percent and that his products will end up being 
less aesthetically appealing and, therefore, more difficult to sell. 



Until it achieves the proper certification, Guadalupe is in limbo, because it cannot export 
its product or sell it with the “organic” label, which ends up eroding its profits as it 
transitions to organic and sustainable gardens. 

“Not everything is money, health is worth more, because when one already has a 
terminal illness or a cancer that is already very advanced, well, even if you have all the 
money in the world you are not cured, I think that here health is worth more, at The day 
you leave, you only take a fistful of dirt with you, and the important thing is to live life 
healthily,” he assured. 

Eloy Garduño Alvarado, commissioner of communal property of the Otomí indigenous 
community of Carpinteros, assured that there are only five producers who have already 
moved to organic gardens, but the intention is that the entire community achieves it in 
the coming years. 

After seeing how respiratory diseases increase among the population, especially in 
children and minors, the residents decided that changing to organic products is the best 
way to proceed. 

Instead of pesticides and chemicals, growers now make their own pest-fighting products 
using plants like peppers, onions, and tobacco, which despite being very strong, don't 
have the health effects of their chemical counterparts. 

“If you go out when they are putting them on, it does hit you, especially the chili or onion 
ones that do irritate you, but an hour goes by and that’s it, there is no residue left, 
because the chemical then takes one to 15 days to be able to enter the orchards,” said 
Eloy Garduño. 

Another advantage is avoiding the death of hundreds of bees, since a part of the 
population still has hives for honey production, which were in danger due to the use of 
agrochemicals. 

Supported by associations like Alternare, producers like Don Guadalupe are now working 
on their own eco-technologies in order to have organic gardens and be able to sell their 
products to a totally different audience. 

“The truth is that it is more work because the pests are more aggressive without the 
chemicals, but I think it is worth it, what we are seeing is that it is the future and we have 
to move towards it, little by little we are going to adapt to not be left behind”, concluded 
Don Guadalupe. 
 


