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A BIG HAND FOR PABLO:

A NEW GOVERNOR FOR CHIAPAS

Pablo Salazar Mendiguchia took power on December 8th, when

he was invested as the new

governor of the wartorn state of

Chiapas. He came to power on the back of a rainbow coalition
of all opposition parties and many different social movements,
who were tired of the belligerence and corruption of former
governor Roberto Albores Guillen ,

which was attended by thousands of

Chiapanecans and by politicians such as
President Fox of Mexico and President Portillo of
Guatemala, Salazar made his maiden speech in which
he addressed the principal problems facing the region.
The new governor is a former member of the COCO-
PA, the joint congress body charged with negotiating
peace with the Zapatistas, but whose results were
steadfastly ignored by the ruling PRI government of
Ernesto Zedillo. He is also a friend of former Bishop
Samuel Ruiz, who retired early last year, and he is
expected to champion the
cause of human rights during
his six year term. In particu-
far he has criticised former
governments for not honour-
ing the 1996 San Andres
Accords which the COCOPA
signed with the EZLN, and
for foolishly trying to under- .
mine the Zapatistas by arm-
ing and organising contrary
factions into paramilitary |
forces. This, he says, has
placed Chiapas "on a knife |
edge". ¢
As a preliminary response to |
this situation, the new gover- |
nor promises to release all |
political prisoners being held }
in Chiapanecan jails (most of §
the 100 plus Zapatista pris- |
oners are in the state), and to |
reverse the process of re-|
municipalization begun by §
his predecessor. The plan to |
create new municipalities
without consultation with |
their indigenous con
stituents, and in particula
without waiting for any new
legisiation on Indigenous |
rights and culture, had i
caused huge damage to the &
prospect of a peaceful settle
ment to the crisis.
Salazar also wants a ful
investigation of  where
Federal monies ended up during the last few years of
the PRI administration. While some of the money
clearly went towards co-opting indigenous communi-
ties in the conflict zone (PRI supporters typically had
access to funds for livestock and for building concrete
houses beside their impoverished Zapatista neigh-
bours) and to financing paramilitary groups ( the
largest of these, ironically named "Peace and Justice"
received#half a million dollars in 1997, the year of the
Acteal massacre). It is also suspected that the PRI
elite in the state capital of Tuxtla Gutierrez also appro-
priated quite a large proportion of this money.
Former governor Albores Guillen was also present at
the meeting, although the cheers were not for him. On

Before a special session of the local Congress,

writes Nicolas de Juanes

the contrary, he was booed roundly and spent much of
the afternoon studying the floor rather intently. In fact,
Albores was never "elected" - whatever that word
meant in Chiapas - but was merely an appointed sub-
stitute. Considered nationally as something of a "mad
dog", he thrived on confrontation, and managed to out-
rage public opinion around Mexico with his uncon-
trolled displays of belligerence towards non-
Chiapanecans who attempted to meddle in the affairs
of his fiefdom. For Guillen at least, it seems that the
pantomime is over.

However, it remains to be seen how much of an impact
the new governor can
really have on the con-
flict. The Zapatistas have
declared that they will
only negotiate  with
President Fox's envoys if
the COCOPA bill on
Indigenous Rights and
Culture is passed by the
Federal Congress when
it comes up in February
or possibly March. This
would require the sup-
port not only of the left-
wing PRD but also of
Fox's own party the PAN,
which currently has its
own bill on this subject.
Despite the fact that this
latter version is not
acceptable to the
Zapatistas, PAN
~ President Luis Felipe
Bravo still maintains that
the party will not with-
& draw it. Were the
@ Congress to fail to pass
the COCOPA BIll, the sit-
uation in Chiapas would
effectively be set back to
zero.

For the moment though,
the human rights bodies
in San Cristobal de Las
Casas are in optimistic
mood, as road-blocks
have been eased and a
few of the army camps have been dismantled. It is per-
haps a good moment for them to take a pat on the
back and to congratulate themselves for having lasted
this far. Solidarity groups around the world have also
undoubtedly played a big part in maintaining the pres-
sure on the Mexican Government to end the injustice
perpetuated in its name.

While the road ahead looks difficult and fraught with
danger, right now the gains that have been made by
the indigenous people's persistence in the face of
repression are becoming visible. They are the ones

responsible for the change i offical_rhetoric,..and "

hopefully they will see some benefits over the coming”
years.
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The Central American Hurricane Relief

Appeal (CAHRA}was launched in November 1998

to collect funds for communities whose livelihoods

had been destroxed when Hurricane Mitch swept
merica, causing massive

in Honduras and Nicaragua.

through Central .
devastation, particularly

ver IR£60,000 was raised. T
of these were emergency relie
was to support projects
the initiative of local people with a
majority of the projects were in N
% infrastructure: replacemen
® community centres, la
® agricultural projects ::
wells and of animal-s
® reforestation.
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ects, many in remote locations, was no easy
matter, and we were lucky to have the support
of Gill Holmes and Miguel Gutiérrez in Managua, who
identified appropriate groups, gave technical support to
groups in developing and documenting projects and
coordinated the disbursement of funds. Many of the
projects were in far-flung and, in some cases, danger-
ous places, with very poor roads, and Miguel had to
travel by horseback and on foot to reach many of them.
| decided to run no such risks, and visited only projects
that were easily accessible.
Several projects stand out in my mind as models of the
type of community development we were trying to sup-
port. One was the project in Calle Real, Nicaragua,
where all the families earn their living by making huge
pottery vases which they sell by the side of the road.
Shelter from the rain is” very important to the pottery
making process and Hurricane Mitch destroyed the frag-
ile palm leaf work sheds where the pottery is made.
; . _CAHRA provid-
ed the funding
to replace the
sheds, and the
work was car-
ried out by the
community itself
in work parties.
| was brought to
visit at 5 o'clock
in the morning
in a thunder-
storm and was
able to verify in
person that not
a drop of water
came throu?h
the palm roofs.
The families
told me that
' they had never
3 worked collec-
tively before but
§ had continued
'g' to  work in
slorganized
groups  since
the experiment

Dona Sergia showing the steps and drains built ~ with the building
by the community with CAHRA funds. Campo project.
Cielo, Tegucigalpa, Honduras

(11 Communication from Dublin with so many proj-

Sheds for pottery
replaced with CAHRA

irrigation systems and

issue of Enlace.
ects in the summer of 2000.

In Honduras | met the " Women United" group in Campo

Cielo, Tegucigalpa. These women live on a steep,
muddy hillside, where the lanes and the mud floors of
the houses turn into swamps every time it rains. Here
the CAHRA funding was used to build steps up the
steep hills and gutters at the side of the steps, to chan-
nel the excess water down the hill. One woman, glee-
fully showing me the still-flowing gutter from the rain of
the night before, told me "That's the water that used to
come into my yard". This group of highly organized
women hold meetings on the 28th of every month. Each
member pays their dues into a fund which is used for
community activities and celebrations. The day I visited
there were groups of women and children ‘manually
clearing the boulders and rubbish off a steep hill, in the
hope that some day soon funds would be secured to
pave it over.
Other projects | visited in Nicaragua included:
% a credit union for small farmers in the town of
Malpaisilio, where two women with a tiny rented office,
a manual typewriter and no fan, have been making
small loans to farmers for the planting season for the
last 20 years and subsisting on the small rates of inter-
est charged.
% a townland in Diriamba where they had intended to
give 10 sheets of corrugated iron to 22 families and in
the end divided it up between 29 families, so that the
roofs looked like patchwork quilts, between old and new
sheets of corrugated iron and ancient tiles and thatch.
&% a classroom/community hall in La Dalia, where at the
meeting with the parents, | was re-united with, Dominga,
an old friend of the INSG 'Mary Manning' brigade,
whose children, by pure coincidence, are pupils at the
school. .
In all of these projects the community, at open meetings,
decided how to employ the resources they had secured
and worked in groups to carry out the project. In the
agricultural projects the donation was usually used as
capital for a rotating fund, so that the benefits would
accrue to a series of families.
Overall it seemed that our commitment to supporting
communities to carry out their own reconstruction proj-
ects had been vindicated and that in many cases our
support had helped to strengthen levels of organization
within the communities. CAHRA was a household word
in these little corners of Central America , and it was
rea(tjto be able to tell people that in Irish "cara” means
riend.
Our thanks to the many donors, the LASC committee,
and te Gill and Miguel who made it all possible
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