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PROJECT SUMMARY
Founded by Maya women, Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal 
is an organic farming and agroforestry initiative that 
works to promote forest conservation, secure indigenous 
land rights, encourage environmental education, and 
implement community-level disaster risk reduction 
strategies. The association advocates for public policies that 
stop deforestation and offer alternatives to input-intensive 
commercial agriculture. An organic beekeeping model has 
been shared across more than 20 communities, providing 
an economic alternative to illegal logging. Drawing on Maya 
identity, the initiative is a best practice in multi-stakeholder 
dialogue; forest protection; and free, prior, and informed 
consent. The initiative recently won a legal battle with the 
state government that requires Maya communities to be 
consulted before large-scale agricultural projects can be 
approved.

KEY FACTS
EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2014

FOUNDED: 1995	

LOCATION: Ich-Ek, Hopelchén, Campeche, Mexico

BENEFICIARIES: 15,490 individuals

AREA OF FOCUS: Indigenous land rights; free, prior, and 
informed consent (FPIC); and organic apiculture and 
agriculture 
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Geography and environment  

Campeche is a state located in Southeast Mexico, on the west side of the 
Yucatán peninsula. It borders the states of the Yucatán, Quintana Roo, 
and Tabasco, with Belize to the east, Guatemala to the south and the 
Gulf of Mexico to the west. The state has 523 kilometres of shoreline on 
the Gulf of Mexico, the Sierra Mountains run through the northern and 
eastern parts of the state, and a great plain stretches to the south. 

Campeche is covered by savannahs and rainforests, with many 
species of trees, including huapaque, cedar, pukte, sapote, dyewood, 
and dzalam. Coastal areas include coconut and royal palm trees, 
as well as sand dunes, mangrove wetlands, and estuaries. These 
ecosystems house an abundance of wildlife and biodiversity, 
including populations of jaguar, ocelot, puma, deer, wild boar, ring-
tailed cat, spider monkey, coral snakes, boa constrictors, various 
species of sea and land turtles, iguanas, and crocodiles. 

Ich-Ek is approximately 70 kilometres east of the city of Campeche, 180 
kilometres south of Merida, 400 kilometres west of the Caribbean Sea, 
and 450 kilometres northwest of Belize City. Ick-Ek is home to the centre 
of a strong and effective movement that has evolved for the protection 
of Maya beekeeping traditions and the preservation of forests. 

Traditional land management practices

The population of Ich-Ek is of Maya origin and maintains cultural 
practices that allow them to identify as Maya, including the 
use of their language, the election of authorities in community 
assemblies, the resolution of conflicts in their own communities, the 
implementation and utilization of traditional knowledge with regard 
to herbal medicines, and the use of honey in pharmacopoeia. 

Agriculture is an important part of Maya identity. Local farmers 
cultivate crops and manage land using the milpa system, a crop 
diversification approach used extensively in the Yucatán peninsula 
for the production of food. The milpa system is a traditional Maya 

agricultural system that intercrops maize, beans, and squash – as well 
as other locally-adapted crops – to obtain high yields and maintain soil 
fertility without the use of artificial pesticides or fertilizers. Farmers use 
slash-and-burn cycles on a rotating basis, with other plots maintained 
to meet local food security needs. The milpa system involves two years 
of cultivation on a plot of land, followed by eight years of letting the 
area lie fallow, which allows for soil and ecosystem regeneration. This 
rotational system creates ecosystems favourable to traditional forest 
management practices and subsistence hunting. Fallow areas of 
the milpa serve as habitats for birds and other wildlife, allowing for 
the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity alongside food 
production. Over many generations, this system has aided in the 
preservation of local species by avoiding intensive levels of cultivation 
and allowing sufficient time for fields to lie fallow and regenerate. 

The majority of communities in the region are organized around an 
ejido system, which means land is held collectively. The people of 
the ejidos have a property title; a parcel certificate, which stipulates 
they can use the land so long as it is not used destructively; and a 
certificate of agrarian right, granted to all people of the ejido that 
empowers them to determine the use of common pool resources. 

Land use change and demographic tensions 

Agriculture and beekeeping (apiculture), are two of the most 
important sources of livelihoods for local Maya communities in the 
Yucatán. These practices have sustained the Maya people over time. 
While both sectors are still prevalent today, their sustainability is 
being threatened by political policies and demographic changes 
that represent a new model of development and land management. 

Twenty-five years ago, the arrival of Mennonite farmers to the region 
dramatically changed the nature of agriculture. The Mennonites 
introduced a model of industrial agriculture that led to the deforestation 
of thousands of hectares of forest that had been conserved by the Maya 
communities for generations as part of the rotational milpa system. The 
effects of these incursions are both cultural and economic. Culturally, 
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the destruction of natural ecosystems central to Maya traditions has 
been devastating to local communities; the arrival of settlers has 
prompted a cultural clash between the groups over the stewardship of 
natural resources. Economically, these industrial farming projects have 
encroached on Maya lands, decreasing land available for the milpa rotation 
and therefore leading to a reduction in fallow time and consequent 
reduction in agricultural productivity of milpa plots. This has led to a cycle 
of decreased yields and increasing debt for Maya community members. 

The cultural and environmental impacts of incursions by new settlers 
have been compounded by the fact that large-scale agribusinesses are 
buying up large tracts of land that Maya smallholder farmers cannot 
sustain due to a lack of productivity or a lack of resources. These large 
companies are better positioned to weather variability in crop yields 
and the vagaries of the market. Local farmers with limited investment 
capability are simply unable to compete. When ejido lands are sold to 
large agribusinesses, they are deforested for commercial agriculture, 
rendering the land barren and infertile. This has been particularly true 
of soybean cultivation, where forests are cleared for monocultures. 
In Campeche alone, 10,000 hectares of forest have been cut down to 
grow monocultures of soybean, maize, and sorghum. 

Increased rates of deforestation

One of the primary environmental threats in Campeche is 
deforestation. Forest loss and degradation is destabilizing local 
ecosystems and changing the integrity and quality of local soil, 
which is in turn impacting agriculture. Between 1980 and 2005, 
practices of agroforestry, sedentary agriculture, and apiculture led to 
active reforestation and ecosystem conservation across the region. 
These practices, however, have given way to large-scale agriculture 
projects that have cleared the land and reduced forest cover, with 
severe impacts on biodiversity and ecosystem health. 

Forest loss in the Yucatán peninsula has contributed significantly to 
deforestation in Mexico as whole. The southern Yucatán has been 
identified as a hot spot for both deforestation and biodiversity loss. 
This area represented Mexico’s third largest area of forest in 2012, and 
as such, the high rates of deforestation mean an undermining of one 
of the country’s greatest areas of forest cover. Between 2000 and 2012, 
Campeche accounted for over 16 percent of Mexico’s total forest loss.

Beekeeping and Maya culture

Beekeeping has been an important part of Maya culture and 
livelihoods for thousands of years. Since pre-Columbian times, 
apiculture in the region has used an endemic bee species the Mayas 
call xunan kab (Melipona beecheii). Honey and wax are sold, but also 
used in cultural rituals relating to the agricultural harvest. The Maya 
conception of bees and honey is emblematic of the responsibility 
they hold for forest protection, maintaining ecosystem health, and 
respecting environmental limits. 

Apiculture depends on managing natural resources in a sustainable 
way, especially the forest. Nectar and pollen trees need to be 
conserved. Bees forage widely and must have access to different 
floral species. The ecosystems in the region are characterized by low 
deciduous forests that yield hard woods such as jabín, rosewood, 
kitinché, sakcatzin. There are numerous types of mellifluous 

vegetation that create favourable conditions for beekeeping, 
including tsi tsil che, chakaj, kanchunub, xkan lol, yax jabin, boox 
katzin, tsolen ak, and tsoots ak. 

Honey productivity in deforested areas decreases substantially 
because of the loss of biodiversity and consequently the plants 
necessary for nectar extraction. At the same time, the increased use 
of agrichemicals in converted lands is resulting in the loss of plant and 
vine species like xtsolen ak, tsost k’a, xtabentun, and el tajonal that are 
used in beekeeping. Further, exposure to pesticides and chemicals 
may be a leading driver of colony collapse disorder, a phenomenon 
resulting in the dramatic decrease in the bee population worldwide.

Pesticides and colony collapse

In recent decades, there has been a dramatic decrease in the number 
of honeybee colonies in worldwide, a phenomenon sometimes 
referred to as colony collapse disorder. There are a range of possible 
causes for colony collapse disorder, including parasitic mites, viruses, 
and bacterial diseases. One of the primary drivers suspected in colony 
collapse, however, is the use of pesticides, including neonicotinoids, 
which are neuroactive chemicals. Neonicotinoids are the world’s 
most widely used insecticides, both in genetically modified and non-
genetically modified crops. Their base is nicotine, which is a neurotoxin 
for most insects. Bees that come into contact with neonicotinoids are 
believed to lose their sense of direction, which disables their ability 
to fly back to their hive. Neonicotinoids break down in all plant cells, 
including in plant flowers, pollen, and nectar. When bees collect 
pollen and nectar, they are exposed to these chemicals, which can 
be absorbed and exert effects on a bee’s nervous system. It is not 
the pesticides that are killing the bees outright, but rather sub-lethal 
exposure to neonicotinoid-contaminated nectar and pollen that may 
be interfering with the internal radar of bees, preventing them from 
gathering pollen and then returning to their hive. There have yet to be 
reports of massive colony collapses in Mexico, and scientists believe 
that the prevalence of small scale agriculture Mexico has been crucial 
to keeping the spread of collapse disorder at bay. The increasing 
turnover of land to agribusinesses such as Monsanto therefore poses a 
major threat not only to Maya agricultural systems but also to the bee 
populations that constitute a major component of Maya livelihoods. 

An alliance for community-led beekeeping

Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal is an alliance of two distinct but 
complementary organizations that came together to sensitize local 
communities to the importance of defending beekeeping activities. 
The main objective of Koolel Kab is the sustainable, value-added 
production of honey. Muuch Kambal’s main objective is to promote 
sustainable development, community-based democracy, and 
gender equality in the Maya region of Los Chenes in Campeche. The 
intention of the alliance is to use beekeeping as a way of defending 
Maya lands, territories, and resources. The alliance was formed 
in 1995 with the aim of rescuing honeybees in the region and 
protecting the ecosystems and biodiversity that depend on bees for 
pollination. Both sides of Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal have their own 
assembly and an administrative branch that comprises a president, 
treasurer and secretary. Given the relatively small size of the two 
organizations, most decisions are made directly by members. 
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Key Activities and Innovations

The main activities of Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal include the 
rescue, conservation, and breeding of honeybees; conservation and 
sustainable use of biodiversity; and the formation of partnerships 
and alliances that advance the rights of Maya people. The alliance 
works to establish protected areas, build local capacity to produce 
and market organic honey, and form collectives to address issues 
such as disaster risk reduction. 

In addition to its sustainable honey production and marketing 
activities, Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal has emerged as a leader 
in advocating for the effective implementation of the right of 
indigenous and local communities to free, prior, and informed 
consent (FPIC) – the principle that a community has the right to give 
or withhold its consent to proposed projects that may affect the 
lands they customarily own, occupy or otherwise use – and to the 
protecting local territories and forests from incursions by companies 
that grow genetically modified organisms (GMOs). 

Free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) and genetically 
modified organisms (GMOs) 

Honey produced by Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal is marketed for 
sale domestically and in overseas markets, notably to the European 
Union. In 2011, the European Court of Justice issued a ban on the 
importation of honey containing traces of genetically modified 
organisms. This decree would not normally have affected the viability 
of the organic, non-genetically modified honey produced by Koolel 
Kab / Muuch Kambal. However, in 2012, the Ministry for Public Health, 
Food Safety, and Quality Assurance Services (SENASICA) granted 
the agribusiness goliath Monsanto access to commercially cultivate 
more than 253,500 hectares of genetically modified soybeans in 
seven states of Mexico, 60,000 hectares of which were within the 
Yucatán peninsula, including the states of Campeche, Quintana Roo, 
and Yucatán. The permit was issued by the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Livestock, Rural Development, Fish, and Food (SAGARPA) with the 
support of the Ministry of Environmental Protection (SEMARNAT) 

and SENASICA. Maya authorities and communities were outraged 
by the government decision to give Monsanto access to these lands.

Studies conducted in Campeche showed bees kept by Maya 
communities were visiting the flowers of soybean plants for nectar 
or pollen in the Yucatán peninsula, contaminating the organic 
honey being harvested by local beekeepers with the pollen of the 
GMO soybean flowers. Given the important economic role the 
sale of honey plays in the region for Maya families, the community 
organized to ensure that the honey produced in the region would 
not be shut out of the European Union market. At the same time, the 
community was determined to limit the exposure of their bees and 
the wider environment to Monsanto’s use of chemical pesticides, 
which are strongly suspected to be responsible in part for the 
dramatic declines in honeybee populations around the world. 

Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal and various associations of Campeche 
beekeepers came together to stop the planting and to appeal the 
decision in court. The argument offered by the Maya communities 
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was threefold: (i) that government agencies had failed to carry out 
free, prior, and informed consultation with the Maya peoples, as 
specified in the International Labour Organization Convention 169; 
(ii) that planting genetically modified soybeans negatively impacted 
traditional Maya beekeeping practices; and (iii) that the excessive 
use of herbicides and related deforestation violated the right of 
resident communities to a healthy environment. 

After nearly two years of litigation, the Second District Court 
supported the community claims. The Second District Judge found 
the right to free, prior, and informed consultation had been violated: 
upon granting the permit to Monsanto, SAGARPA had not informed 
the indigenous communities of their right to decisions regarding 
their land and territory, nor did they establish a suitable mechanism 
to consider culturally adequate procedures that would respect the 
traditions, customs, and decision-making institutions of the Maya 
people. Deforestation was halted, a ban on GMOs upheld, and 
community livelihoods protected. 

The case established an important legal precedent. The judge ruled 
that all municipalities where the planting had been proposed were 
directly affected by the ruling and that the project would be halted 
across the state of Campeche. As a result of the ruling, SAGARPA is 
now legally obligated to guarantee that no genetically modified 
soybean is planted in the state. By leveraging strong alliances with 
other actors in the municipality and the state of Campeche, as well 
as other neighboring states like Yucatán, Quintana Roo, and Chiapas, 
including environmental NGOs, researchers from various universities, 
small and medium enterprises, Greenpeace, the Mexican National 
Commission for the Knowledge and Use of Biodiversity, the National 
Commission of Natural Protected Areas, and the National Institute of 
Ecology, among others, the community has been able to put forward 
a public political agenda that protects community land and resources. 

Through their legal action, Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal has been 
able to establish two protected areas that prohibit the cultivation 
of genetically modified soybeans. The protected areas cover 
eight of the eleven municipalities in Campeche and benefit 
more than 7,000 Maya families that depend on beekeeping for 
their livelihoods. The protected areas also guard against greater 
deforestation and agrochemical use, both of which have negative 
impacts on beekeeping and environmental health. For Koolel Kab / 
Muuch Kambal then, beekeeping is not only a means for economic 
development and sustainable livelihoods, but has emerged as a way 
of unifying the community to protect forests and secure their rights. 

Forming collectives for social and environmental justice

Koolel Kon / Muuch Kambal has been successful at mobilizing Maya 
communities to meet social, environmental, and economic challenges. 
The alliance has formed apiculture collectives to address a number of 
community and environmental needs, including conservation and 
sustainable use of biodiversity, forest management and restoration, 
women’s leadership and empowerment, and the commercialization and 
marketing of organic honey products. Since 2009, when the communities 
first faced the prospect of large-scale soybean plantations, collectives 
have also been used to stage social and legal resistance to land conversion 
efforts. Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal has used apiculture collectives to 

defend community forests and territories from the rapid expansion of 
Mennonite groups and large-scale industrial agricultural projects in the 
region. Through these collectives, traditionally marginalized groups such 
as Maya women and youth have assumed important leadership roles, 
providing much of the creative and strategic direction. 

Apiculture collectives have become a platform for shaping political 
action and public discourse on land use, indigenous rights and culture, 
and environmental conservation. Collectives are represented in the 
majority of communities at the municipal level across Campeche. They 
have become conduits through which community needs are discussed, 
shaped into proposals, and taken forward as a political agenda. 
Participation in the cooperatives is substantial, with contributions 
coming from all segments of the local population. Collectives serve 
as a mechanism for local democracy and community-based decision-
making on a range of issues.  The formation of apiculture collectives 
as a space for analysing problems that are shared by communities 
across Campeche – and developing political proposals – has led to 
the resolution of many identified problems. Because of its legitimacy 
with local stakeholders through these collectives, Koolel Kab / Muuch 
Kambal has been able to effectively negotiate with the government, 
private sector businesses, and groups from various cultural and 
ideological backgrounds in order to find common ground to address 
social, environmental, and economic challenges. The alliance, which 
is grounded in Maya cultural traditions, has served to strengthen the 
social fabric across Campeche. 

The alliance has additionally used its base of collectives to form 
alliances with other stakeholders to strengthen the scientific case 
against the use of genetically modified seeds, deforestation, and the 
indiscriminate use of pesticides. Through these multi-stakeholder 
alliances Koolel Kab / Muuch Kamal has promoted the importance of 
defending biodiversity, encouraging sustainable land management, 
and designating conservation areas through local, national, and 
international media in both Spanish and Mayan languages. 

Disaster risk reduction

The alliance has also been particularly effective at mobilizing local 
communities for disaster risk reduction strategies and actions. As a 
result of climate change, the region faces prolonged droughts, off-
season rains, flooding, and soil loss. Biodiversity loss is diminishing the 
strength and integrity of local ecosystems, making the community 
more vulnerable to climate-related disasters. The disappearance of 
certain seed varieties is likewise limiting the communities’ adaptive 
capability in the face of climate change. To meet these challenges, 
Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal mobilizes cooperatives, NGOs, and 
other stakeholders to carry out projects and investments in disaster 
risk reduction. New land management plans have helped farming 
communities to move planting seasons to coincide with new rain 
cycles. A regional committee has also been formed to address issues 
such as floods, droughts, hurricane preparedness, and forest fires. 
The committee has helped put in place strategies for local recovery 
and response to natural disasters. The alliance is also pursuing 
biodiversity-based solutions to strengthen resilience, notably the 
cultivation, storage, and exchange of seeds that are drought-resistant 
and more directly meet the changing needs of farming households. 
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ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS
Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal works to advance Maya community 
beekeeping in ways that respect, protect, and restore the natural 
environment. Biodiversity conservation, sustainable use of forests, 
organic farming and beekeeping practices, and efforts to preserve and 
expand genetic diversity are all core values, activities, and operating 
principles for the alliance and its collectives. Environmental conservation 
is realized through agricultural and beekeeping practices as well as 
political movements, legal action, and grassroots mobilization efforts. 

Among the most impressive environmental impacts has been the 
ability of the alliance to twice stop the conversion of local forests to 
agricultural plantations of genetically modified soybeans – once in 
2012 and again in 2014. Through alliance building and legal action, 
the group was able to stop Monsanto from planting these crops in 
the states of Campeche, Quintana Roo, and Yucatán. In doing so, 
Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal effectively prevented deforestation of 
150,000 hectares of land, which would have negatively impacted the 
livelihoods of over 3,500 families. This landmark case represents a ruling 
in favour of the rights of indigenous peoples to pursue beekeeping 
as a livelihood strategy that protects and conserves biodiversity over 
large-scale agricultural projects that fell forests, deplete soil, and often 
depend on pesticide use that negatively impacts the environment. 

Conservation and sustainable forest management guide land 
use decisions and business choices. The alliance uses its network 
of collectives to assess and analyse predominant environment 
problems, as well as to strategize on how to use community resources 
and collective action to create solutions. Various activities have been 
undertaken to reduce deforestation, the excessive use of pesticides, 
the planting of genetically modified seeds, and other agricultural 
activities that may be damaging to local ecosystems. 

The alliance has forged partnerships with universities, NGOs, and 
other stakeholders interested in sound environmental stewardship 
to monitor lands and potential threats to ecosystem health. 

Importantly, investments have been made in workshops for the 
children of collective members, to educate the younger generation 
on soil management, organic insecticides and fertilizers, biodiversity 
conservation and sustainable use, and the importance of healthy 
forests and ecosystems. 

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
Agriculture and livestock are an important part of the economy 
in Campeche. Fruit orchards produce mangoes, citrus fruits, 
watermelon, cantaloupe, and papaya. Other crops grown in the state 
include corn, rice, beans, sorghum, soy, jalapeño peppers, peanuts, 
and several varieties of squash. Beekeeping as well as cattle, pig, and 
goat production are other sources of income in the state. Average 
annual income in Campeche, at 117,580 pesos (approximately 
US$7,750), is well below the Mexican average income of 228,231 
(approximately US$13,085). 

Impacts
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Mexico is the sixth largest producer and third largest exporter of 
honey in the world. Over 25,000 families on the Yucatán peninsula 
alone depend on honey production, with the region producing over 
40 percent of the country’s honey. The Yucatán peninsula produces 
20,807 tons of honey per year and considerable wax from its 620,521 
colonies. For more than twenty years, Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal 
has worked to protect local organic beekeeping practices and 
ensure that they are commercially viable. The economic benefits 
that have resulted from the sustainable harvesting and sale of 
locally produced honey have allowed local beekeepers to invest in 
community infrastructure and services such as health and education, 
and in more productive and environmentally friendly technologies 
including irrigation systems and storage facilities.

The declaration of zones free of genetically modified seeds – 
which now span eight municipalities – has enabled the alliance 
to work through local collectives to launch bee farms, queen bee 
nurseries, tree gardens, fruit gardens, demonstration plots, and 
forest conservation areas. These activities have served to reduce the 
costs of production and protect the environment. The production of 
honey, fruit, and vegetables provides for local food security, creates 
revenue streams that are invested in education, and allows for 
improvements in land management. 

GENDER IMPACTS 
The alliance has been a platform for women’s leadership and 
empowerment. The majority of members and organizational leaders 
are women. Prior to the inception of the alliance, many women had 

never spoke in public, contributed to policy dialogues, assumed 
leadership roles, or participated in workshops. Koolel Kab / Muuch 
Kambal has created political and institutional space for women to 
be leaders in their community and to be champions of Maya culture 
and land management practices. Capacity building workshops have 
been used to bring women together to discuss issues of public 
participation, land rights, domestic violence, reproductive health, 
and conflict resolution as well as to discuss leadership vacuums in 
their respective communities and how to fill them. Women now 
hold all major roles in the alliance, including executive leadership, 
advisory services, project management, administration, accounting, 
and product marketing. All of the collectives and their activities 
foment respect for the Maya identity and culture, building a vision 
of cross-cultural understanding and gender equality that permits 
dialogue and exchange with other cultures. 

POLICY IMPACTS
Among the many achievements of Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal has 
been the articulation of a public policy agenda for apiculture and, 
more broadly, forest protection. Recognizing the many environmental 
threats facing the region and the local beekeeping sector, the alliance 
organized the 20 resident communities of Campeche to diagnose the 
major threats to their way of life. What became immediately apparent 
as a common denominator across the communities was the perceived 
growth and threat of industrial agriculture. The need commercial 
agriculture companies have for large tracts of land was leading to land 
conversion and massive deforestation, which in turn was leading to 
biodiversity and species loss. In particular, the analysis considered the 
risks and threats to apiculture, which sustains many Maya families and 
relies upon healthy forests for its survival. Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal, 
acting as the voice of local communities, presented this information to 
the municipal government. Based on the intervention, changes were 
made to incorporate apiculture into municipal development plans 
for 2012-2015. Revisions to state apiculture laws are also being taken 
under consideration.

The communities were able to effectively advocate for these policy 
changes through what they call ‘community risk committees’. These 
committees have been designed to petition municipal authorities 
on improving public works projects – including the construction 
of embankments, expanding access to electricity, and creating 
potable water infrastructure – and have thereby established a 
citizen development agenda that is responsive to local needs. The 
communities of Sahcabchen and Cancabchen in Campeche, for 
example, were able to petition for the extension and modernization 
of the rural road that gives access to their communities. The 

“The partnerships that have been formed over the past twenty years represent not only the fruit 
of the initiative, but also the seeds for continued work on the long road towards community 

ownership and agency over land use choices in the Campeche region.” 
Koolel Kab/Muuch Kambal



10

community of Pakchen, as another example, lobbied for the 
installation of drainage channels on their roads to avoid flooding in 
the community. These community risk committees provided a means 
for expressing broader concerns regarding the path of development 
and agribusiness expansion in the Yucatán. 

Despite the strong political and economic capital of agribusiness 
actors such as Monsanto, Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal has also 
been able to utilize creative communications strategies to raise 
public awareness about the threats large-scale agriculture and 
genetically modified organisms pose to community livelihoods, 
environmental health, and the beekeeping sector. In 2012, the 
alliance rallied hundreds of Maya men and women to form the 
words ‘MA OGM’ (meaning ‘we don’t want GMOs’) on the esplanades 
of 11 archaeological sites, including the world famous Chichén Itzá, 
and in agricultural valleys. Images of these demonstrations were 
seen around the world. In another awareness-raising campaign in 
2013, the alliance rallied hundreds to converge on the coastal city 
of Campeche, a colonial port famous for its 17th century walls that 
were created to defend the city from pirate attacks. The apiculturists 
scaled the walls in their white beekeeping suits ‘shooting’ at a pirate 
ship entering Campeche Bay that was a replica of a famous 19th 
century pirate ship, Lorencillo, with the words painted on the side 
‘TRANSGÉNICOS – MONSANTO’ (GMOs – MONSANTO). 

As a result of their advocacy, Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal has helped 
put in place an important legal precedent regarding the right of 
indigenous peoples to free, prior, and informed consent. Through 
the legal battle with Monsanto, the group has been able to secure 

the right of the Maya people to be consulted and to make decisions 
regarding projects carried out in their communities and their 
territory. This victory highlights the obligation, ignored over decades, 
to consider Maya needs in the context of larger development 
decisions. It furthermore demonstrates the potential for federal 
and Campeche state authorities to implement public policy that 
benefits the indigenous peoples of the Yucatán peninsula rather 
than bending to the will of agribusiness interests. Any future land 
conversion or large-scale agricultural projects in the region will have 
to go through much more rigorous and extensive consultations with 
Maya residents to ensure that development happens on their terms. 
Although challenges remain, and large-scale agriculture remains a 
clear and present threat to forest-dependent communities in the 
region, the court ruling in favour of the beekeeping communities 
marks an important advancement in indigenous peoples rights that 
can be leveraged in the future. Aided by partnerships and various 
cross-sector networks, this legal effort was spearheaded by a small 
group of less than 20 indigenous Maya women, all from a community 
more than 1,500 kilometres from the capital of Mexico. 

The ruling also represents hope for those interested in seeing Mexico 
opt for sustainable development policies and legislation that advance 
economic prosperity, environmental conservation, and respect for 
indigenous rights and cultural practices. Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal 
has dramatically raised awareness across Mexico that the practice 
of monoculture is damaging not only to the environment but also 
to the local economy because of its negative effects on smallholder 
agriculture and beekeeping.
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY 
Central to the success of Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal has been a 
defined long-term strategy, a consistent and organized pursuit of 
the alliance’s objectives, and the ability to mobilize people to engage 
in a common fight on an emblematic issue. Working in a region 
marginalized by state and corporate actors, the initiative has been 
able to draw on human capital to create a movement with tangible 
impacts at the local, regional, and national level. Sustainability has 
been cultivated through the leadership of local stakeholders; the 
commitment of the men and women involved in the alliance; and 
the relationships, trust, and confidence built between all actors. 

Although the business Koolel Kab is already financially self-sufficient, 
the education and political advocacy organization, Muuch Kambal, 
continues to rely on funding from many private organizations, NGOs, 
international organizations, and agencies from the state and federal 
government. Despite its reliance on outside funding, Muuch Kambal 
has pursued ongoing projects for over twenty years, providing 
clear evidence of the sustainability and collective community 
commitment to this work. 

REPLICATION 
There is an effective model of knowledge sharing and replication in 
place within the alliance. Older beekeeping cooperatives – which 
are often the most productive cooperatives – are supported to share 
their best practices with less established, newer cooperatives. New 
communities to the alliance have also taken initiative to introduce new 
ideas and approaches to long-time member communities, leading 
to dynamic exchange of ideas and approaches to environmental 
management and sustainable livelihoods. Community collectives 
have also participated in knowledge exchanges with other civil society 
organizations in order to share best practices in different areas. The 
expansion of Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal has been remarkable: the 
organizations now coordinate apiculture committees, agriculture 

committees, and agroforestry committees in more than ten 
communities across Campeche. The movement against genetically 
modified seeds has been spread to other community organizations 
and civil society organizations across more than 200 villages. 

PARTNERS
Koolel Kab / Muuch Kambal has forged partnerships to overcome 
problems related to their isolation, to bridge knowledge gaps, to 
unite Maya communities, to gain access to technical and scientific 
information on environmental risks and changes, and, critically, to 
reverse the historical trend of marginalization from federal and state 
government policymaking. Impressively, the alliance was able to 
effectively use networks and strategic partnerships to match and 
defeat the lobbying power of Monsanto. Partnerships have spanned 
all sectors, including research institutes and universities, private 
sector businesses, NGOs, and local and federal government. 

•	 Research institutes and universities: La Universidad Autónoma 
de Yucatán, La Universidad Autónoma de Campeche, El Colegio 
de la Frontera Sur, La Universidad Nacional Autónoma de 
México, El Instituto de Ecología.

•	 Private sector: Miel Gabriela, AMMEMAC.

•	 Non-governmental organizations:  EDUCE A.C., IEPAAC, 
IndigNación A.C., Greenpeace, Fundación Ayuda en Acción, 
Oxfam México, and Red Sin Maíz No Hay País.

•	 Social businesses and cooperatives: Miel y Cera de Campeche, 
Apícola Maya, Cooperativa LolKax, Cooperativa Kab-jabín, Educe 
Sociedad Cooperativa, and Cooperativa Apicultores Cheneros.

•	 Government: National Commission for the Knowledge and 
Use of Biodiversity (CONABIO), Secretariat of Environment and 
Natural Resources (SEMARNAT), National Entrepreneurship 
Institute (INADEM), National Institute of Women (INMUJERES). 
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