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services in exchange for their political
backing. Usually the community receiving
the services is required to contribute labor
and money to the project as well. Private
companies also profit from contracts for
these public works projects. Through such
"clientelistic” politics, all parties can stand
to gain.

It is perhaps not surprising then that a
community-managed system such as the
SIRDO might initially be perceived as a
challenge by those having an interest in the
established way of doing things. Commu-
nity members with close ties to benefactors
worry that their position may be weakened
by such community initiatives. Some Gov-
ernment officials may be resistant because
they think such projects will make the urban
population less dependent on state support
and thereby increase their political indepen-
dence. And private firms may resent the loss
of profits from large public works contracts.
Added to the potential resistence of those
with vested interests in the status quo is the
natural skepticism that tends to surround
the introduction of any new techology and
where environmental benefits can only be
demonstrated through an educational pro-
gram.

There is, however, increasing support
among some Government officials for new
service delivery systems and technologies
such as the SIRDO because they stimulate
community self-help and are lower in cost
than traditional systems. This position has
grown stronger in Mexico as the Govern-
ment has become less and less able to
afford costly investments such as conven-
tional drainage systems. Furthermore, the
SIRDO has generated strong interest be-
cause of its role in reducing the risks of
environmental contamination and in educat-
ing the urban population about these
concerns. So despite some incidents and
harassment, the experiment went forward.

In October of 1981, to the astonish-
ment of the residents of the experimental
block, the first harvest yeilded nearly a ton of
fertilizer. Community members now needed
to organize the labor required to remove the
fertilizer from the chamber and to process it

for use or sale. This increased the workload
and required greater organization on the
part of the community. Thus the idea of
forming a cooperative was born. After
seeking information and technical advice
from several sources, the residents voted to
name their new cooperative Muchuc-Baex,
a Mayan term meaning "let's get together.”
The fertilizer itself was named tierra bonita
(pretty earty). By January 1982, the Coop-
grative Muchuc-Baex was legally consti-
tuted with 18 members, 14 of them women.

Dona Lucero is a wormman in her late 20s
who comes from a lower-middle class
background. She is trained in accounting
and holds a full-time job. She is articulate
and can both write and type (the only
Cooperative member with this skill). She has
two children. Her husband is a carpenter.
Because of her leadership abilities and
abiding interest in the SIRDO and the
Cooperative, she has been its president
since the beginning.
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The Cooperative's first economic activity
was the sale of the fertilizer. This required
modest capital to purchase plastic bags,
labels, stapler, a scale and a few other
essential tools. The GTA offered several
small loans during this initial period to assist
the Cooperative and was later repaid in
fertilizer.

Members set to work extracting the
fertilizer from the chamber, mixing it with
earth, and putting it into one-kilo bags for
sale. Initially the mocking remarks of neigh-
bors (“crazy women playing with shit")
discouraged some women from participat-
ing in these tasks. Others, however, per-
severed and by the end of 1982, the
Cooperative was selling its fertilizer in two
main supermarkets in the city, bringing in a
small, but symbolically important income to
the group

By September 1983, the GTA had
delegated most of the responsibility for
maintenance of the system to the com-
munity, the neighborhood's children had
written and performed their own play re-
counting the history of the Cooperative, and
Muchuc-Baex had reaped four fertilizer
harvests! The quality of the fertilizer was
evident both in kitchen gardens of the
members and through tests carried out by
the local agency of the federal agricultural
ministry (SARH). To promote its fertilizer, the
group used photographs of Dofa Lola and
the giant cucumber she had produced in
her garden.

Dona Lola is the only Cooperative member
who speaks Maya as a first language. She
comes from the henequen-growing zone
outside Merida. Abaondoned by her first
husband, Dona Lola moved to Mérida with
her second husband, Don Alvar, who had
been a peasant leader in their place of
origin. He works as a garbage collector for
the city. Both of them were interested in the
SIRDO from the very beginning, attending
all the talks given by the GTA before they
moved into the experimental block. Don
Alvar was interested in waste management
because of his job. Dona Lola was inter-
ested because she has always cultivated
her own kitchen garden to supply the family

with vegetables. She saw the systemn as a
way of improving her production and has
taken a leading role in experimenting with
the fertilizer in her own garden plot. The
giant cucumber is but one example of her
success.

Operating the System

With technical assistance from the
GTA, eight Cooperative members operate
and maintain the SIRDO. In general, the
men carry out the heavier, periodic cleaning
jobs for which they receive nominal pay-
ment. The tasks associated with day-to-day
operation, which are not too time consum-
ing, are taken care of by the majority of the
neighborhood's women who do not hold
jobs outside the home. The maintenance
tasks are periodically rotated among mem-
bers on a voluntary basis. The technical
requirements of the SIRDO are spelled out
in the "Biotics Manual" provided by the GTA
which serves as a reference guide for
community managers.
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While Cooperative members are now
convinced of the advantages of the SIRDO,
they also recognize that some problems
exist. Their housing development was not
designed with the system in mind, and its
piping and treatment sites occupy physical
space that is in short supply; nor is there any
work area for the maintenance operations
such as cleaning of filters. Other aspects
also could be improved: the cement covers
for the gray waters filters, for example, are
so heavy that women generally have to rely
on men to help remove them; and there is a
need for equipment, such as gloves and
masks, to protect workers from the fine dust
raised during the sifting and mixing opera-
tions.

The Fertilizer

To insure its economic feasibility, the
Cooperative's current need is to widen the
market for its fertilizer. Thus far they have
produced four harvests of about one ton
each—about half the maximum capacity of
their two units. Most earnings to date have
been re-invested in production (e.q., pur-
chase of earth for mixing) although small

amounts have been distributed to members
based on the amount of labor contributed. In
the future they hope to improve their enter-
prise through the purchase of a machine to
mix the fertilizer and construction of a
warehouse for storage.

At this initial stage, the Cooperative is
willing to sell below real costs in order to
build a market for its product. The good
results achieved in their own gardens have
given them confidence in their product and
the patience to wait for demand to grow in
the long run. Currently most sales are to
middle class urban dwellers who use the
fertilizer for gardening. Cooperative mem-
bers hope they eventually can get it into the
hands of farmers to improve the quality of
their overworked soil. Fertilizer could even
be exchanged for foodstuffs needed by
members’ families; however as yet they
have not found a mechanism to link them
directly to peasant producers in their region.

New Perspectives

Aside from the potential economic
return from fertilizer sales, Cooperative
activities take on a larger meaning for the
community. From the beginning, member-
ship has been made up almost entirely of
women, although several of their husbands
reqgularly help with specific tasks. In some
cases, husbands have tried to impede their
wives' participation, but the women recog-
nize the value of their collective activities
and continue to participate in the organ-
ization.

Dona Betty, her husband Don Tito, and
their children are all active in the coopera-
tive. Dona Betty is illiterate and has ten
children; she has never held a formal job.
Don Tito is a baker. They arrived in the
experimental block in November, 1981, and
began to take a personal interest in the
SIRDO when they witnessed, by chance,an
act of sabotage against the system. The
people who had closed the valves later
threatened them with a beating if they



