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PROJECT SUMMARY
Ixpiyakok Women’s Association (Associación de Mujeres 
Ixpiyakok - ADEMI) brings together 30 groups of Maya 
women in Chimaltenango to improve local food security 
and nutrition through organic family farms and seed banks. 
Originally launched as a credit and savings program for 
local women, the association has expanded into health and 
education service provision, as well as advocacy for women’s 
rights. The association supports the creation of family farms, 
provides guidance on organic farming techniques, and 
promotes the cultivation of native heirloom species such as 
chipilín, quilete, and native chilies.  
Training is also provided to ‘community educators’ on 
health, food security and nutrition. Household gardens 
provide local women with surplus crops that can be sold in 
local markets to generate an additional source of income.  
Each self-help group maintains a central seed bank, which 
has increased local access to native plants and reduced 
dependence on external inputs.  Each group also maintains 
a tree nursery for fruit tree propagation, which adds diversity 
and earning capacity to family gardens and farms.

KEY FACTS
EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2012

FOUNDED: 1984 

LOCATION: Tecpán, Chimaltenango Department

BENEFICIARIES: 125 families in 35 rural communities

BIODIVERSITY: Reintroduction of indigenous vegetables
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The Highlands of southern Guatemala lie between Sierra Madre de 
Chiapas to the south and the Petén lowlands to the north. In addition 
to containing many of the most famous of Guatemala’s ancient 
Mayan archaeological sites, including Zaculeu, Kaminaljuyu, Iximché 
and Mixco Viejo, the Highlands are home to much of the country’s 
rural indigenous population. The department of Chimaltenango, 
to the west of Guatemala City, has a particularly large indigenous 
population (around 75 per cent in 2006), dominated by the Kaqchikel 
people, an ethnic subgroup of the Maya.

Critical gaps in health service provision

Guatemala’s 22 departmnts exhibit an unfortunate correlation 
between high concentrations of indigenous people and low 
human development indicators. Indigenous peoples in rural parts 
of the country tend to be both geographically and economically 
marginalised, with limited connectivity with basic public services. 
Almost 75 per cent of Guatemala’s indigenous population lives in 
poverty, and incidence of child malnutrition reaches 80 per cent in 
some areas. Globally, Guatemala is the sixth worst country in the 
world for chronic malnutrition in children. 

Chimaltenango is a microcosm of these two challenges. Twenty per 
cent of its residents were living in extreme poverty in 2006, while 
the department’s level of chronic child malnutrition stood at 53.3 
per cent in 2009. Guatemala’s indigenous population is also beset 
by high maternal mortality rates, with stark discrepancies between 
urban and rural areas. For example, maternal mortality is up to five 
times higher in some rural areas compared with Guatemala City.

The raft of health challenges facing Guatemala’s rural indigenous 
communities can be attributed in large part to failures in service 
delivery. The Ministry of Health’s budget has sunk to just one per 
cent of Guatemalan gross domestic product (GDP) in recent years, 
disproportionately affecting those programmes that serve the most 
remote and vulnerable populations: the extension of coverage 

programme, vaccine and contraceptive procurement, and human 
resource development, to name a few. This has resulted in a critical 
need to improve health services in rural areas to reduce maternal 
and infant mortality, combat malnutrition, increase access to 
family planning, and help prevent the spread of HIV, among other 
challenges.

Civil war and cultural decline

In addition to a lack of public spending, many of the institutional 
problems facing the indigenous communities of Chimaltenango 
Department stem from Guatemala’s immersion in a protracted 
civil conflict. Following the country’s liberation in 1821, military 
dictatorships, social unrest and guerrilla uprisings culminated in a 
36-year civil war that ended in 1996. The conflict was one of the most 
brutal in the northern hemisphere. Up to 200,000 people were killed 
or declared missing, while between 40,000 and 50,000 reportedly 
‘disappeared’. Mayan communities living in rural areas were acutely 
affected as the Guatemalan military led counter-insurgency 
campaigns against revolutionary groups. 

By the 1980s, the conflict had wreaked havoc on rural Guatemala, 
disrupting already limited public services, infrastructure and rural 
economies. Child malnutrition in Chimaltenango became especially 
grave and agricultural production came under great strain. These 
challenges were compounded by the steady erosion of indigenous 
cultures and identities – deeply rooted in cosmology and 
inextricably linked to natural resource management – by processes 
of modernization and acculturation. 

The decline in traditional farming practices in Chimaltenango 
was exacerbated by government policies that promoted the 
more profitable cultivation of vegetables for export , often using 
synthetic fertilizers and pesticides. Many smallholder producers, 
motivated by the higher premiums associated with cultivating 
vegetables for export, stopped growing staples such as corn and 
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beans. Low commodity prices, however, have meant that trade-offs 
in household food security have not been rewarded with improved 
income. This process also led to the loss of many native plant species 
in the region, while farmers became increasingly reliant on outside 
assistance for seeds, fertilizers and pesticides. The soil became 
heavily contaminated from years of increased pesticide and fertilizer 
use, while native varieties of seeds and traditional farming practices, 
both potential buffers in times of economic, environmental and 
social upheaval, were largely discredited or forgotten.

While elections and a new constitution in 1985 saw a return to civilian 
rule and less formal discrimination against the Maya, conditions 
for Chimaltenango’s indigenous communities did not noticeably 
improve. Discriminatory legislation against women still existed and 
de facto discrimination continued to exclude the Mayan population 
from the legal, political, economic and social systems of Guatemala. 
Ten years after the adoption of the country’s new constitution , 
which recognized the existence of Mayan groups and provided 
for the state to respect their rights to use indigenous languages, 
traditional dress, customs and forms of social organization, more 
progressive legislation had still not been enacted. Where concessions 
were made, as in the limited government bilingual education 
programme, these were largely designed to assimilate the Maya into 
mainstream national culture. Indigenous women, meanwhile, have 
traditionally been economically dependent on their spouses, with 
high rates of illiteracy and maternal mortality contributing to their 
disempowerment.

Roots of activism in Santa Apolonia

It was against this social backdrop that, in the mid-1980s, a new 
wave of indigenous organisations and leaders began to emerge, 
most famously in the case of the 1992 Nobel Peace Prize award 
winner Rigoberta Menchú, who played a key role in bringing 
international attention to the plight of her people. One of several 
grassroots outgrowths of the movement was the Ixpiyakok Women’s 
Association (Associación de Mujeres Ixpiyakok - ADEMI), which was 
established in Santa Apolonia, a municipality in the northern part of 
Chimaltenango, in 1984. 

ADEMI brought together a group of 30 Mayan widows who had 
lost their husbands in the war, and was created with the aim of self-
organization to address issues of basic nutrition and survival. Starting 
from the belief that food sovereignty – the right of a people to define 
their own food systems – is a fundamental right, ADEMI focused on 
educating women in the cultivation of native fruits and vegetables. 
With help from a local religious organization, the women set up a 
microcredit system, the profits from which allowed the community 
to begin farming small plots of land to ensure adequate supplies 
of staple foods. ADEMI has a highly responsive, community-driven 
governance structure. All 18 members of the Board of Directors are 
women who are elected for two-year terms by the General Assembly 
of members. A total of 60 women, each of whom is elected from the 
450 indigenous women who are associates, comprise the General 
Assembly. The General Assembly holds ordinary sessions once a 
year, but may have more sessions if deemed necessary. 

As ADEMI has grown in size over the decades since its inception (it 
now serves 35 Kaqchikel Mayan communities surrounding Santa 
Apolonia and neighbouring Tecpán) it has evolved to combat the 
interrelated challenges of food insecurity, loss of indigenous culture, 
gender inequality, and lack of access to formal health services. 
ADEMI currently promotes land conservation, improved nutrition, 
education, and sustainable income-generating opportunities 
among poor, rural families. Its activities include the promotion of 
local and indigenous crops through community and family vegetable 
gardens, providing education and health outreach to geographically 
and economically marginalized communities, and educating local 
indigenous peoples on their political and economic rights. 

Since its inception, notable results have been achieved in 
improved environmental management along with corresponding 
improvements in agricultural productivity and food security. Land 
has been rehabilitated as soil health has improved.  Malnutrition 
has plummeted thanks to improved food security.  Eleven rural 
communities have reintroduced and reinvigorated traditional Mayan 
culture, preserving an ancient cultural heritage and strengthening 
the social fabric. Meanwhile, by offering small loans, ADEMI has 
allowed many women to pursue commercial activities that were 
previously impossible, providing extra income and lifting their 
families out of extreme poverty.

Current challenges

ADEMI’s successes have been achieved in the face of seemingly 
insurmountable odds. Having overcome the debilitating effects 
of civil strife, declining agricultural productivity, decline of local 
culture, and persistent social barriers facing indigenous peoples and 
women, ADEMI still faces a range of residual and newly-emergent 
threats. Despite the 1996 agreement to promote indigenous 
cultural and social rights, for instance, the free expression of Mayan 
religion, language and other cultural manifestations continues to be 
hampered by a lack of political will to enforce laws and implement 
the peace accords. 

Among the key grievances of Guatemala’s indigenous population is 
the fact that less than one per cent of agricultural producers (export-
oriented) still control 75 per cent of the most productive farming 
land, leaving indigenous people to continue to seek wage labour 
through internal and external seasonal migration. Higher prices for 
food on the global market, meanwhile, coincided with a recession-
induced fall in remittances sent back from Guatemalans working in 
the United States (notable, as remittances account for 12 per cent 
of the country’s GDP), although this was showing signs of recovery 
by 2012. Increasing climate variability and environmental disasters 
such as landslides and extreme weather events are among the other 
challenges the communities of Santa Apolonia and Tecpán face. 

Against this backdrop, ADEMI’s status as a bastion of women’s 
rights and indigenous cultural heritage – and as a provider of credit, 
education and health services in this area of Chimaltenango – is as 
vital today as at any point in its quarter-century history. 
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Key Activities and Innovations

Across its portfolio of activities, ADEMI’s role as a local bank for 
women is arguably still its defining feature. This role has filled a 
significant gap in essential service provision, as rural, indigenous 
women have historically had extreme difficulty accessing formal 
credit and savings services.  ADEMI also conducts a range of 
activities to promote improved nutrition, better health care and civic 
education, including operating a seed bank, a nutrition education 
programme and a women’s empowerment programme that focuses 
on community leadership.

Microcredit

Through its microcredit system, ADEMI dispenses loans of an average 
of GTQ 2,500 (quetzales; approx. USD 325) exclusively to women 
in 30 of its member communities. Micro-loans are offered at a low 
rate of interest. Each loan must be approved by local community 
boards organized by ADEMI, allowing for more localized oversight. 
In addition to providing a service in its own right, this activity allows 
ADEMI to fund locally-driven initiatives that focus on agriculture, 
nutrition and health.  Small loans are providing women with the 
opportunity to gain a measure of financial independence, to start 
small businesses that provide alternative sources of income and new 
revenue streams, and to pull their families out of poverty.  The micro-
credit programme has also improved social cohesion and the ability 
and willingness of local people to undertake collective action that 
addresses common local challenges.    

Seed banks 

An important activity to meet food security objectives, is the 
association’s promotion of community seed banks.  The goal is to 
maintain localized production and reduce dependence on outside 
sources of agricultural inputs, directly combating the trends set in 
place by Guatemala’s agricultural policies. Currently 15 community 
seed banks provide access to traditional and non-traditional 
vegetable species, including native heirloom vegetables such 

as chipilín (crotalaria longirostrata), quilete (solanum sp.), white, 
red, black and fava beans, colored maize, güicoy (cucurbita pepo), 
güisquil (sechium edule), passion fruit, and pepper varieties. Each 
variety is produced organically without the use of agrochemicals. 
ADEMI trains participating communities in organic farming 
techniques and seed bank maintenance. Crop surpluses are sold in 
local communities, with the additional income dispersed among 
the association members. Each community group trained by ADEMI 
must recycle seeds during harvest and contribute to the seed bank 
reserve. In this way, the organization is able to continually replenish 
its seeds, maintain a diverse gene bank, and improve its collective 
ability to adapt in the face of climate variability. 

In addition to a number of vegetables, the organization also 
maintains a tree nursery of both hardwood (alder, cypress, pine) 
and fruit-bearing (avocado, fruit vines, coffee) trees, which are 
strategically incorporated into community and private gardens.  The 
tree nursery has helped establish integrated farming systems and 
healthier ecosystems. An agricultural promoter provides follow-up 
support to the communities on organic farming techniques to 
ensure the effective uptake of best practices.

Health and nutrition services

High maternal mortality rates among Mayan women result not 
only from a lack of public health services, but also from language 
barriers that prevent many Kaqchikel from visiting formal health 
institutions. Hospitalization or in-patient treatment is also often 
prohibitively expensive. As a result, local midwives are the first 
port of call for many indigenous women during pregnancy. ADEMI 
has trained 10 health promoters and 25 midwives that work in its 
constituent communities. These “barefoot” health professionals 
provide education on reproductive health and family nutrition. For 
example, during visits, women learn about cooking without artificial 
ingredients. 
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Health promoters and midwives use nutritional booklets and 
cards to collect monthly data during counseling sessions from 
their respective patient groups. This information is then entered 
into computers to help track the nutritional status of each patient. 
Children and pregnant women at risk of malnutrition are monitored 
especially closely and regularly by the health promoters, their diets 
often supplemented with fresh produce from community vegetable 
gardens. ADEMI organizes food festivals to promote the exchange of 
recipes and nutritional information on native fruits and vegetables. 
To disseminate knowledge more broadly, the women of ADEMI 
published a cookbook in partnership with two NGOs (Christliche 
Iniciative Romero and Día Mundial de Oración de Mujeres) that 
includes nutritional recommendations in line with Ministry of Public 
Health and Social Services recommendations.

Political engagement and family planning

As part of their educational programming, ADEMI promotes the 
civic participation of young people, and training to help them 
avoid alcoholism, drug addiction, domestic violence and gangs. 
In combination with health outreach, ADEMI provides training for 
young people on sexual health, family planning and HIV/AIDS. 
Scholarships are provided for low-income teens to improve their 
level of education, with a special emphasis on disadvantaged girls 
who otherwise have little access to formal education. ADEMI has 
also trained women’s groups in its 35 constituent communities on 
national government policies that directly affect them. In the past, 
this has included matters that pertain to government-issued seeds 
and fertilizers and the potential effects of these on the land.

“ADEMI has made a clear investment in creating a model of sustainable socioeconomic 
development that practices values of solidarity and that guarantees legislative frameworks that 

ensure social, cultural and economic rights for women.”     
Maria Rodriguez, Cooperacción Guatemala
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Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS
ADEMI’s member groups are encouraged to use 100 per cent 
organic, locally-produced inputs in their community gardens. Across 
the eleven collective organic vegetable gardens and 125 family 
organic gardens, women use ingredients such as peppers, epazote 
(Dysphania ambrosioides), rue (Ruta graveolens), black soap (a 
mixture of charcoal and cattle fat typically used for washing clothes), 
pumpkin seed, avocado, and cypress seeds as natural fertilizers and 
pesticides. By providing training in the production of organic inputs 
and raising awareness of the harmful effects of chemical varieties, 
ADEMI has been able to turn the tide against government promotion 
of the latter. As well as beneficial effects for the soil and ecosystem 
health, reducing reliance on expensive external inputs has made 
ADEMI farmers more autonomous and self-sufficient.

Through the use of community nurseries to grow a range of 
hardwood and fruit-bearing trees, the association has encouraged 
women to practice small-scale agroforestry in community and 
household gardens, bringing a range of environmental benefits. 
These have included restoring soil fertility for food crops, cleaner 
water through reduced nutrient and soil runoff, and reducing 
deforestation and pressure on woodlands by providing farm-grown 
fuelwood. Vegetables and leguminous crops have been planted in a 
cycle that maximizes the use of rain water and irrigation, an example 
of the women of ADEMI applying technical knowledge to adapt to 
the effects of climate change.

Through the community seed banks, meanwhile, ADEMI has been 
successful in recuperating many native species traditionally used 
by the Kaqchikel and recovering the agro-biodiversity of this area 
of Chimaltenango. The preservation of genetic diversity is closely 
tied to the recovery of Mayan culture, cosmology and agricultural 
practices, and has therefore been embraced wholeheartedly by the 
communities in whch ADEMI is active.

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
ADEMI’s “Healthy Nutrition for Mayan Women, Girls and Boys” 
initiative began as a support system for the family economy, the 
improvement of nutrition, and the conservation of nature. The 
initiative spawned eleven collective, organic vegetable gardens, and 
subsequently 125 family organic gardens.  Importantly, the gardens 
have functioned as demonstration sites and a place for trial-and-
error experimentation with new crops and agricultural techniques. 
The gardens aim to provide transgenic-free, balanced household 
nutrition for association members. Participating families grow up to 
15 different species of vegetable, and often produce surplus that can 
be sold in local markets to cover around 15 perc ent of household 
expenses. To date, this has benefitted 375 women, 250 girls and 150 
boys, with an average potential saving for households of 60 per cent 
in food costs. Families following ADEMI’s prescribed nutrition and 
family gardening plan generate annual savings of up to GTQ 1,836 
(approx. USD 234) and provide 40 provide of their own nutritional 
needs, vastly increasing food security. 

Beyond economic gains, the initiative has improved nutrition 
for women and children. Based on guidelines established by 
Guatemala’s Ministry of Public Health and Social Assistance for 
recommended heights and weights of mothers, pregnant women, 
women that are breastfeeding, girls and boys, the nutritional state of 
ADEMI members has stabilized, and in many cases improved. 

All ADEMI promoters and administrative personnel are of indigenous 
origin, while the administrative management emphasizes a results-
oriented and responsible approach. A core value of ADEMI is to 
promote the participation of Mayan women in decision-making 
at the level of community institutions and in public spaces to 
overcome and eradicate gender inequality. For example, ADEMI 
provided 100 scholarships to local girls who were beyond school 
age to access primary education, notable in an area in which boys 
typically outnumber girls in primary schools. By empowering its 



members to pursue commercial activities and participate in civic 
organizations that were previously unavailable or inaccessible, 
ADEMI has provided marginalized women with new opportunities 
for sustainable livelihoods, income-generation and greater decision-
making power in a fiercely patriarchal society.

ADEMI is the principle driver of food security, public health, and 
improved nutrition in the region. The association has catalyzed the 
adoption and uptake of sustainable farming practices that have 
made a substantial difference in reducing rates of malnutrition, 
especially in children, and promoting healthy, organic diets. The 
association has strategically positioned health issues in public forums 
that promote the participation of women and have changed the 
prevailing food culture in households that had lost the knowledge 
and skills required to produce nutritious local diets and ensure food 
security and autonomy.

POLICY IMPACTS
Before ADEMI began its work, there was little or no political will to 
improve food sovereignty at the local level, and no incentive for 
rural women to become engaged in eco-agricultural production. 
By working closely with local Community Development Councils 

(Los Consejos Comunitarios de Desarrollo - COCODEs; established 
throughout the Guatemalan countryside after the civil war), ADEMI 
has brought native agriculture and food sovereignty to the forefront 
of local politics. These issues are now increasingly viewed as priorities 
in member communities. 

ADEMI has facilitated a process of shared understanding between 
rural populations and the local authorities of the necessity of finding 
new techniques for cultivation without harming the environment. 
Meetings held between ADEMI, individual community boards, 
and local authorities have resulted in the formulation of eleven 
proposals for organic agricultural production projects based on a 
food sovereignty approach. Some groups of women have already 
begun implementing proposals for planting organic vegetables 
in greenhouses, raising creole chickens and rabbits, and creating 
new seeds banks. Other groups in the communities of El Sitio and 
Camelias are working with local municipalities to acquire financing 
for their proposals.

The successes of the association have also been promoted and 
disseminated by the National Network for the Defense of Food 
Sovereignty in Guatemala (Red Nacional por la Defensa de la 
Soberanía Alimentaria en Guatemala - RedSAG).

9
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY
Testament to ADEMI’s sustainability are the 27 years the association 
has spent operating on the front lines of local development in Tecpán, 
often under very challenging circumstances. Its organizational 
sustainability has been based on steady growth in membership 
via the extension of credit services, motivated by demand for the 
economic benefits, clearly visible to surrounding communities, of 
adopting organic farming practices. Responsible administration 
and sound financial management have also underpinned sustained 
success, while the association has been flexible in evolving to 
meet new and emerging challenges facing its members and their 
communities. ADEMI’s durability and resilience in the face of 
challenges are a testament to the resourcefulness and personal 
commitment of its members.

Based on the success of its Strategic Plan for 2006-2010, ADEMI 
drafted a strategic plan for 2011-2015 and began the decade by 
investing savings from member contributions over their many 
years of work to buy a house in Tecpán to use as a central office and 
training centre. Money saved by the association has also allowed it 
to maintain its revolving fund and an association savings fund, which 
currently covers basic staff and operational expenses. Previously, 
these expenses had been supported by donations from Spanish 
NGO, Cooperacció. 

Current areas of expansion include plans to grow the initiative’s 
eco-agriculture portfolio to include 20 species of vegetables and 
grains (an increase from 12 vegetables and six grains in early 2013), 
and to cover the entire food supply of 250 families. The goal for 
2013 is to increase the output of family plots to cover 50 per cent 
of nutritional needs. ADEMI also intends to establish 20 seed banks, 
and, in the medium-term, to develop local markets for the excess 
organic production from the local farms of Tecpán with the goal of 
increasing profit from sales by 30 per cent.

REPLICATION
The association has shared best practices with other organizations 
in cities and towns throughout the departments of El Quiché, 
Huehuetenango and Sololá. An initiative known as the Indigenous 
Cooperation for Integral Development (COINDI) is currently 
replicating the “Healthy Nutrition for Mayan Women, Girls and Boys” 
initiative in rural communities in Sololá. Meanwhile, the National 
Coordination of Indigenous Peoples and Peasants (CONIC) is 
replicating the organic food garden model at family level throughout 
Chimaltenango. Other knowledge sharing partners include the 
Association for Sustainable Development of the Commonwealth 
Huista (ASOSMHU) in Huehuetenango and the Association of 
Women in Solidarity (AMES) in Guatemala City.
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The primary means of replication and knowledge-sharing has been 
word-of-mouth and peer-to-peer exchanges. ADEMI has organized 
various fairs and tours for seed exchange and the sharing of the results 
of investments in sustainable agriculture. In addition, a sustainability 
study conducted within 11 member communities showed that 
women members of ADEMI have promoted the acquisition of 
technical knowledge among their families and communities, 
revealing the scaling potential of empowering women.

PARTNERS
• Cooperacció, a Spanish NGO, has supported the association  

in the past by supplying donations for the salaries of basic 
management and training staff. 

• The Kenoli Foundation, a Canadian charitable trust, has funded 
ADEMI’s work with schoolchildren and women.

• Christliche Initiative Romero (CIR), a German non-profit 
organization, supports ADEMI’s midwifery activities on 
preventive and reproductive health.

• The publication of the ADEMI cookbook was supported by ‘Día 
Mundial de Oración de Mujeres’, a movement of Christian women 
of different traditions who come together to observe an annual, 
worldwide ‘common day of prayer’.

• ADEMI partners with the Association of Community Health 
Services in Guatemala (ASECSA) to strengthen the capacities of 
midwives and nutrition promoters in the management and care 
of patients in the communities.

• ADEMI has publicized its experiences through the National 
Network for the Defense of Food Sovereignty in Guatemala 
(RedSAG).

• Many of ADEMI’s founders participate in the national community 
organization National Coordination of Widows of Guatemala 
(CONAVIGUA).

“ADEMI is based on their own efforts, tailored to the needs of their communities... With limited 
resources, they achieve significant changes for the good of women and their families.”     

Rodolfo Cardona Mansilla, Rainforest Alliance
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