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From June 27 to August 2, 2008, I performed work in the Sierra Norte of Oaxaca state, Mexico to begin to answer the question of if and how indigenous communities in Mexico are maintaining village-level control of their water sources and the forested areas around them, even those villages which have carried out the PROCEDE process land certification and eventual privatization process. The principal goals of my five weeks in the field were to: 1. verify the validity and importance of the research question; 2. verify the efficacy of participatory research mapping as the main method for answering the question; and 3. initiate contact with the leaders of up to seven villages, including several in the especially well-watered Rincon Bajo sub-region, and also including several where PROCEDE had measured at least the sub-village land tenure zones, if not individual parcels. I succeeded in meeting the first two goals, and partially fulfilled the third goal.
During my five weeks in the field, nearly three weeks were spent in a collaborative effort with the Mexico Indigena (MI) geographic research team: five students from the Universidad Autonoma de San Luis Potosi, Mexico; three students from the University of Kansas (including myself); two professors; Angel Santos, a local coordinator; and four indigenous field researchers who had been trained by MI the previous summer.  During these three weeks, we established an office in the Zapotec village of Ixtlan, and carried out two five-day fieldwork visits in each of two communities which are included in my own research: Tiltepec and Yagila (I visited each village once, in addition to an initial 1-day visit to distribute our preliminary participatory community maps). Time was also spent preparing for a Bowman Expeditions conference in August, which about fifteen geographers and others attended, including several from a research project parallel to MI in the Caribbean; my interaction with the attendees has provided further insight into my research.
In Tiltepec and Yagila, I prepared an extension and modification of our standard research protocol, to ensure that a large and varied sample of water sources would be located with GPS, and that the right questions would be asked at each water source to learn about past and present ownership, use, and maintenance of the source and the land around it.  I observed and participated in the gathering of this data in the field, and it worked well.  I also participated in meetings with other village residents devoted to the careful transfer of toponyms (place names) from sketch maps to standardized maps. These meetings proved to be fruitful occasions to verify the field data, and to extend the land tenure findings from water sources (points) to the sub-village land  tenure zones (e.g., in Yagila, “parajes”) around them; such information will be especially important when I work in villages that have had interior PROCEDE surveying done.
In both communities, I was somewhat surprised to find that there was little communal use or maintenance of most water sources.  Especially in Tiltepec (a geographically larger community, with more abundant resources overall per capita), even domestic water use was usually individual: in the urban zone, each house, or small group of houses, received its water directly from a stream or spring. Agricultural zones which used tube-borne water from point sources included cattle pastures (for watering cattle) and coffee plantations (for depulping coffee beans), but these, too, were usually supplied by individually installed and maintained tubes. In most cases, anyone was allowed to tap water from any source, regardless of the individual owner of the parcel surrounding that source (while the exact ownership was not clear, it was generally assumed that the parcel owner also “owned”, yet did not control the use of, the water source in his parcel). In other words, water use rights of any source are highly communal, while control and maintenance of water infrastructure is mostly individual, as apparently is the “ownership” (vaguely or variably defined?) of sources within individual parcels. While I clearly have much more to learn, my initial observation is that some such villages may be ill prepared to capture much village-wide benefit from the likely future combination of: 1. more rigid and individualized ownership after PROCEDE (and its apparent successor, FANAR), and 2. increased value of water to outside interested parties.
Apart from my work with the MI team, I spent four days with my local contact, Angel Santos, discussing the pros and cons of including certain communities in my research. Other than Tiltepec and Yagila, we determined that five communities included the best combination of abundant water, varied internal land tenure practices, and specific needs for community mapping which would make them probably more receptive to the work: Lachixila, Yagalaxi, Tepetetula, Petlalpa, and Yatzonona. I had visited the first two communities in August 2007. During these four days, Angel and I visited Tepetetutla, a Chinantec community with a nascent ecotourism program and a similar ecological position to Tiltepec. We made contact with authorities of Petlalpa when they visited Ixtlan. The MI team discovered that much RAN (cadastral) data is now accessible online; I will soon investigate the degree to which each of these communities has undertaken internal PROCEDE work. If none have, I will substitute one or more with nearby communities (such as La Josefina) which have had such work done. In any case, I will obtain complete data from some PROCEDE communities when I do supplementary fieldwork in the Huasteca Potosina region (state of San Luis Potosi), where the MI team worked in 2005 and 2006.
