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expanding her activities outside the home, taking on new responsibilities with 

POSC, and joining other groups.  Looking back, she sees divorce from her 

former husband as a major turning point that freed her from many of the bonds 

placed on women in a machista society.  She goes on to explain the process by 

stating, 

From there I went on losing my fears.  Now I also work in the church.  I 
work here with my group [POSC] and I go to other groups.  This is how it 
is.  Now they [ATQ] call me and select me because they see that I’m not 
timid like I was before.  It’s a lot to do because I now have to work and 
don’t have as much time…I don’t have time to go to all of the 
meetings…The church calls me for meetings…and I go to various 
places…I have to represent my community…This, I can say.  Perhaps 
God did it.  I don’t know...separated me from my husband.  Because if I 
were still with him, I wouldn’t have been able to learn everything I’ve 
learned.  With a husband, one has to be at home.  One doesn’t leave.  
Many of the women tell me, “Our husbands won’t give us permission to go 
to group [meetings]. We [can] rarely come.” They tell me this.   Because 
sometimes I go three days…two days…I go to group [meetings].  I do 
what others don’t want to do because they have their husbands.  They say 
that they have to stay home and have no time…With a husband, he’d be 
angry because there wasn’t any food ready…But now I have opened 
myself up a little.  I am not closed.  Some people can’t interact with others.  
It gives them fear…Now I don’t have fear.  One goes on losing this 
fear…I’ve learned many things here.  It’s not the same as being in your 
house.  There, one is fearful….But I can tell you this, I’ve now sat in front 
of people…who are graduated professionals [licenciados].  We’ve learned 
to interact with them…like those from…perhaps you’ve heard of 
AGEXPORT?5

 

  With the [ATQ] engineers, I’ve also gone to El 
Salvador…I’ve interacted with a lot of different people.  Now I say to 
myself, “Look where I’ve arrived!” (Josefina, interview, May 11, 2010) 

                                                           
5 AGEXPORT “(The Guatemalan Exporters Association) is a private non-profit entity, established 
in 1982; that represents, promotes and develops non-traditional exports of Guatemalan 
companies.” (AGEXPORT 2011) 
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When discussing key advantages of the ATQ/Negocio Orgánico program, 

one POSC member indicated that she was most interested in growing and 

securing vegetables for consumption within her own household.  She states, 

“Vegetables…yes, that’s it.  We grow just a little bit of vegetables to have 

something to eat.  This is because vegetables are very expensive in the market.  

And the market in Quetzaltenango is far from here.” (Marisol, interview, April 20, 

2010).  Touching again on the issues of cost and time, another member 

described the benefits of cultivating vegetables over purchasing them in the 

market by indicating, “[Having] these vegetables throughout the week can only 

help us…to not have to buy them over there [in Quetzaltenango].  It’s also very 

far…from here to Quetzaltenango.  To go…if I want some herbs for my food…I 

have to go on foot from here to there in order to buy them…It’s better that we 

sow them ourselves.” (Ingrid, interview, May 18, 2010) 
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FIGURE 6.6: NON-TRADITIONAL VEGETABLE GARDEN OUTSIDE POSC MEMBER 
HOME 

 
 Many other interviewed members brought up production for home 

consumption when discussing the importance of cultivating vegetables 

introduced by the ATQ program.  Because the proportion of member harvests 

purchased by Negocio Orgánico was generally low, producers saw a key benefit 

in being able to save some of the surplus food for home consumption.  

Discussing how she distributes her vegetable harvests, one interviewee 

explained, “Yes, half for home and half to be sold…That is the benefit that we 

have.  Because now we don’t have to go to buy [vegetables].  We just go and cut 

them [in the fields].  What we do now is go to the ‘market’ behind our house!” 

(Josefina, interview, May 11, 2010).   Forgoing sales almost entirely, another 

member indicated that home consumption of vegetables was the only reason she 

planted at all.  She explained,  

I sow carrot, but only a single bed…I sow cauliflower, but only a single 
bed.  I sow broccoli, but just a bed.  I don’t sow cabbage anymore…and 
lettuce either because the kids won’t eat it.  Just a little…half a bed.  I 
don’t grow any more...And in the beds I sow onions but also only to eat.  
This is because sometimes [the prices for] onions rise and they become 
expensive.  I can’t buy onions because, really, I’m a widow and can’t buy 
all of this.” (Irma, interview, May 24, 2010) 

 
Overall, POSC farmers are generally poorer, plant smaller tracts of land, and 

tend to engage in paid employment away from their own fields.   As a result, they 

report frequent market purchases of agricultural goods for household 

consumption.   Accounts given by these farmers express an anxiety over their 

vulnerability to spikes in market prices for food.      



260 
 

According to recent evidence presented by De Janvry and Sadoulet 

(2010) on food price fluctuation in Guatemala, the concerns of these interviewees 

reflect the fact that they are particularly at risk when food prices change in the 

global market.  Presenting survey evidence concerning household consumption 

and food prices in Guatemala during the “global food crisis” that occurred 

between 2006 and mid 2008, the authors conclude that, “…the main social 

categories negatively affected were not the urban poor, as per conventional 

wisdom…but the rural poor.” (De Janvry and Sadoulet 2010: 1328)  Despite the 

fact that the authors found only a minor transmission of price spikes for staple 

foods in global market to domestic prices in Guatemala, they found that, “small” 

and “marginal” farmers (farming less than 2.86 hectares) were most vulnerable to 

sudden spikes in food prices.  They argue that this is because, even though 

these farmers produce some food for household consumption, they remain net 

purchasers of staple foods like maize, beans, and rice.  Such a situation, 

combined with the fact that small farmers tend to be the country’s poorest class 

(making up 66% of the country’s total poor), makes them particularly susceptible 

to the negative effects of sharp rises in prices for staple foods.  This evidence 

leads the authors to conclude, “In Guatemala, farmers represent 45.6% of the 

population and 66.6% of the poor.  Because most of the poor farmers are net 

buyers [of staple foods], we find that 64.7% of the poor who lose are farmers with 

domestic price changes, and 63.6% with international price changes.” (De Janvry 

and Sadoulet 2010: 1336).  Further, in the interests of building the food security 

of these producers as a protection against price volatility in food markets, they 
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argue, “Rising productivity in production for home consumption can thus be an 

important instrument to meet the food deficits of all farmer categories.” (De 

Janvry and Sadoulet 2010: 1332) 

 Overall, for POSC producers experiencing increased difficulty affording 

foods in the context of volatile market pricing, the ability to meet even a part of 

their households’ consumption needs by growing vegetables with ATQ is a 

significant step toward establishing food security.   As mentioned by many of the 

interviewees, even the time and costs associated with going to Quetzaltenango 

to make purchases in the market is a significant investment.  Because this 

segment of the Guatemalan population is particularly vulnerable to spikes in 

international and domestic prices for staples such as maize, beans, and rice, 

their food budget is often stretched to the point where it is not possible to include 

essential foods like vegetables.  By assisting and often subsidizing small farmer 

cultivation of non-traditional vegetables, the ATQ program fills a real need for 

members by helping them to secure the basic dietary requirements of their 

households. 

Producer Participation and the Benefits of Development 

 The current chapter has emphasized many of the secondary and often 

unintended impacts of integrated rural development programs in the Guatemalan 

countryside.  The primary aims of the ATQ/Negocio Orgánico program are 

economic development through market integration and key changes to 

conventional commodity chains for commercial vegetables.  Through diagnostic 

reports and other official documents, the researchers for the NGO discursively 
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create a construct of villages in San Carlos that, though ideally suited for these 

approaches to the problem of rural development, is inaccurate in many 

fundamental ways.   The systematic portrayal of villages as primarily agricultural, 

in a transition from subsistence to commercial cultivation, and isolated from 

markets has lead to the generation of program activities that are not highly 

ranked among producers as important reasons for their participation.   

Instead, farmers from these communities in San Carlos are not isolated 

from markets or other economic activity.  Interviewees reported regularly 

participating in agricultural markets in nearby Quetzaltenango.  Further, residents 

of the communities do not necessarily engage in agriculture as their primary 

economic activity.  As indicated by survey responses, the majority of households 

take on at least some form of paid work apart from agriculture.   

Beyond the demographic features just listed, POSC members hold several 

other demographic characteristics in common that further influence how they see 

the benefits of the ATQ/Negocio Orgánico program.  Related to several of the 

community-level structures discussed above, participants in the ATQ program 

also tend to engage in paid work outside of agriculture.  Further, they generally 

have less experience farming, dedicate less land to cultivation and report, on 

average, lower incomes than neighboring farmers.   Also, due in part to changing 

occupational profiles at the community level, 93% of POSC members are 

women.  For these reasons, producer interviews suggest that participants are 

taking something very different away from their experience with the program than 

those economic and commercial agricultural goals outlined by the organizations. 
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 Association member survey and interview responses demonstrate that 

participating producers are likely to rank noneconomic aspects of the program as 

more valuable than any benefits related directly to profits from agriculture or 

forward integration into new aspects of the commodity chain.  Instead, producers 

focus on the value of the opportunities offered by the program for education, 

participation in a community-wide group, and food security for their households.  

Due to increases in prevalence of migratory labor and women working outside 

the home, POSC membership is predominantly comprised of female associates 

with firsthand experience with the restrictions of living in a machista society.   

Largely shut out of formal education that was often extended to their male 

relatives, these producers see education through the ATQ/Negocio Orgánico 

program as an opportunity for personal betterment and growth via exposure to 

new things.  In some cases, these opportunities have provided valuable human 

capital to members who then transfer these skills and experiences to other 

employment scenarios.    

Female producers also expressed value for increasing their participation in 

community groups outside the home.  Many viewed opportunities for participation 

presented by POSC and ATQ programs as ways to overcome their own timidity 

and increase their self-worth by assuming a role in and making a contribution to 

the activities of a larger group.  Such a  perspective, combined with a general 

concern for deteriorating social ties between competing farmers within their 

communities, inspired many producers to join POSC and remain active in 

ATQ/Negocio Orgánico programs.      
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Other values expressed by respondents were directly related to members’ 

status as poorer individuals who work in a variety of income generating activities 

and are less engaged in agriculture.  For these interviewees, producing small 

harvests of vegetables is a way of reducing household expenditures on food and 

establishing food security against sudden changes to domestic food prices.  This 

is especially important for small producers who are the most vulnerable to shocks 

in global pricing for staples that constitute a large part of the diets Guatemalan 

households.  

Overall, producer values for ATQ/Negocio Orgánico program activities do 

not always match the goals put forth by the NGOs in official documents and 

diagnostic investigation reports.  Instead, it is often the secondary, less 

emphasized aspects of integrated rural development programs that make the 

greatest impacts according to participants.  Modestly successful in their central 

goals of producer market integration and direct economic enrichment, the NGOs 

are nevertheless able to make true contributions in the eyes of producers in the 

areas of education, food security, and women’s participation. 
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VII. ECO-VEGETABLE CONSUMER PARTICIPATION AND ALTERNATIVE 
VALUES FOR FOOD 

 
 A central focus of existing research on the formation of alternative food 

chains is the specific ways that involved individuals exercise agency through 

collective action in an attempt to foster change to conventional food systems 

(Goodman 2003, Murdoch et al. 2000, Sayer 2001, Callon 1998).  Many studies 

of local food systems in Europe and North America have explored the unique 

aims and values held by consumers for restructuring conventional chains.  In 

doing so, they have identified numerous combinations of consumer values, goals 

for political economic restructuring of food chains, and reasons for participating in 

alternative food systems (Marsden and Smith 2005, Winter 2003, Hinrichs 2000).   
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The purpose of the current chapter is to characterize the unique 

configuration of aims and values for consumers of Negocio Orgánico’s eco-

vegetable bag in Quetzaltenango. In the chapter’s first section I will do this by 

contextualizing the rise of this alternative consumer market within the greater 

milieu of mainstream food consumption in the city.   To do so, I detail prominent 

notions of value for food held by consumers in open farmers markets and 

transnational supermarket chains in the city.   The section will therefore show 

that eco-vegetable consumer values diverge from established trends in 

consumption in several fundamental ways. I will argue that many of the unique 

values held by eco-vegetable consumers express a desire to reconfigure global 

currents in food production manifest in conventional chains for NTAE in 

Guatemala.  Still other consumer values represent reactions to macro-level 

political economic trends that hamper their access to diverse and clean foods. I 

will then move on to explore the innovations, tradeoffs, and compromises made 

by eco-vegetable consumers as they attempt to realize these unique aims 

through participation in new networks of food provisioning.   

 I will then show how several aspects of the food network for eco-

vegetables parallel those of mainstream markets for non-traditional vegetables.   

As in many of the North American and European case studies mentioned above, 

Negocio Orgánico consumer values and aims reflect a desire for specific kinds of 

change to conventional food chains.  At the same time, the new alternative food 

system is inextricably tied to these conventional chains and the greater political 

and economic context that sustains their configuration.  Focusing on how 
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consumer aims and values are formed in the context of non-traditional vegetable 

consumption in western Guatemala, the chapter will show how eco-vegetable 

consumers enjoy differing degrees of success in reinventing aspects of 

conventional food chains while at the same time reinforcing others.  The food 

system, like the North American and European examples mentioned above, is a 

hybrid that encompasses a mix of competing values and aims.  However, the 

case remains uniquely Guatemalan.  The fusion of competing values by 

responding consumers in Guatemala reveals the unique ways that this 

alternative food system is embedded in the greater political economy of 

consumption in the country and is inextricably tied conventional systems of food 

production specific to Guatemala. 

 

Open Produce Markets in Quetzaltenango 

 Because Quetzaltenango is located in the center of several non-traditional 

vegetable growing regions in Guatemala’s west, there are numerous open 

produce markets throughout the city.   Five major markets within the city are 

supplemented by numerous neighborhood markets, serving thousands of urban 

consumers of farm produce on a daily basis.   Mainly indigenous vendors from 

rural areas within the department are joined by others from the neighboring 

departments of San Marcos, Huehuetenango, Chimaltenango, and Retalhuleu in 

daily sales of a variety of farm produce and livestock.  In such markets large-

scale farmers and intermediaries from reputable growing regions like Almolonga 
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or “the garden of Central America”, Tecpán, and Totonicapán sell vegetables to 

urban consumers alongside small-scale farmers from nearby villages.   

 
FIGURE 7.1: THE DEMOCRACIA MARKET, QUETZALTENANGO 

  
Within the larger markets, competition is fierce between growers selling 

non-traditional vegetable crops not already sold in bulk to local intermediaries 

and exporters.  Prices for vegetables in open markets are highly variable and 

dependent upon the individual vendor, time of day and year, and the overall 

availability of specific items. Numerous vendors consulted for the study 

complained in informal conversations and interviews that others had planted the 

exact same crops at the same time, thus flooding the market and forcing prices 

down for their produce.  

 However, pricing for vegetables in such markets goes beyond simple 

supply and demand calculations.  According to unspoken cultural tradition, 

haggling over prices is the rule.  One consumer explained,  
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It’s like a negotiation.  Some say, ‘How much for the tomato?’ The other 
responds, ‘Ah. Four quetzales and fifty cents per pound’ So the other one 
says, ‘Oh no.  Four fifty is very expensive.  Three fifty!’  The other then 
responds, ‘Three fifty?  No.  But because it’s you: three seventy five.’  And 
they are negotiating the price the whole time.  In reality, the vendor says, 
‘four fifty’ thinking that you will say ‘three fifty.’  They will then say, ‘Okay 
four.  Four is okay. (Luis, interview, April 28, 2010)  
 

Competition, variability in pricing, and the possibility of getting more for less 

through negotiation contribute to an overall market logic of getting the best deals 

possible on any given day.   

  Many respondents, both consumers and farmers, viewed this form of 

bargaining and deal seeking as part of a broader logic having to do with the 

popular concept of the “three Bs.”  Used by Guatemalan consumers to describe a 

good deal, the three Bs refer to the Spanish words for “nice, good looking, and 

cheap,” all of which begin with the letter “B” (bueno, bonito, barato).   Reinforcing 

industrial and commercial standards for farm produce regarding shape and size, 

the three Bs emphasize the idea that the most desirable transactions occur when 

one acquires nice, good looking products at the lowest cost possible.   

The overarching logic of the three Bs is tied in numerous ways to open 

market transactions as described by respondents in this study.  The importance 

of vegetable size as a prime determinant of value is a prime example of the logic 

of three Bs.  Speaking on this, one vendor states, “…when we go to sell in the 

city, in the market, people say, ‘Ah no.  These habas (broad beans) are very 

small.  We want the big ones and these are small.”  (Miriam, interview, May 21, 

2010)   For many, size is tantamount to the notion of quality itself. One producer 

indicates, “If it’s of quality…a big cabbage…people pay a good price.  However, if 
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not, the price is regular.” (Ruth, interview, May 11, 2010).   Referring to 

consumers in the market, another argues, “People often go for quality…for size, 

not for flavor…there are people who simply say, ‘Okay.  I want the biggest 

cheapest one.’ (Josue, interview, May 28, 2010) 

In addition to size, cosmetic value for market produce is determined by 

uniformity in shape and color.   Consumers seek out unblemished produce with 

little variation in shape and few deformities.   The desirability of uniform produce 

is such that some farmers are forced to let large portions of vegetable harvests 

rot in the fields due to malformations tied to poor quality seed, nematodes, or 

other pests.  One respondent describes such a scenario involving a lost carrot 

harvest,  

In the case of carrots, much of the produce can be deformed…and in the 
market people only want top quality…uniform produce.  What then 
happens is that, instead of selling the [deformed] carrots, people bury 
them in the soil and till it again, losing more than they have sold. (Julio, 
interview, October14, 2009)   
 

Speaking more generally, another producer explains that purchasers, “…want 

vegetables of the same quality…of only one size.  If the harvest comes 

small….they won’t buy.  By contrast, what they will buy is only that which is of the 

same size.” (Miriam, interview, May 21, 2010) 

A final component of cosmetic quality valued in open market transactions 

is visible cleanliness.  Consumers in open markets can often be seen inspecting 

produce closely in search of evidence of caterpillars, aphids, or other pests. 

Produce containing insects is largely considered to be of lower quality and can 

be grounds for rejection by consumers.  One farmer explains, “Sometimes 
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people…when the vegetable occasionally has a worm, people say, “Oh!  It’s sick.  

No [I don’t want it.].” (Josue, interview, May 28, 2010)  When asked about 

vegetable quality in the market, another farmer adds, “It depends.  If the 

vegetable doesn’t have any worms or anything and is very clean, people will pay 

a good price.  If they find a cauliflower that has a worm, then no.   They won’t pay 

a good price.” (Ruth, interview, May 11, 2010)   

Based on these and other reports it is clear that cosmetic quality for 

produce is valued in terms of larger sizes, uniformity in shape and color, and 

cleanliness as reckoned by the product’s freedom from visible markers such as 

worms, bugs, and blemishes. By the logic of the three Bs, vegetables of these 

qualities are sought by consumers only at the cheapest prices possible.  Quality 

often takes a backseat to price concerns, as many consumers aren’t prepared to 

pay the rates asked for rare or cosmetically superior produce.    

The combination of price and cosmetic quality considerations on the part 

of market consumers contributes to the bargaining scenario described above as 

well as a good deal of time spent in the market, as consumers choose between 

products and vendors, select only those products that they need, and navigate 

the highly variable pricing systems for different products.   By doing so, 

consumers have the opportunity to personally select a mix of products tailored to 

their household needs at the prices they are willing to pay.  For these reasons, 

open markets are the most popular sources of farm products for residents of 

Quetzaltenango and the surrounding areas.   

Transnational Supermarket Chains 
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 Within Quetzaltenango, a second strand of household food provisioning 

takes place through supermarket chains like Paiz and HiperPaiz as well as 

several affiliated stores bearing the name Despensa Familiar.   Owned and 

maintained by the transnational corporate entity Wal-Mart México y 

Centroamérica, these stores tend to carry similar produce to that sold in the 

markets.  However, pricing for items in the stores tends to be higher than for 

comparable items found in open markets.  This is because supermarket items 

are generally considered by consumers to be of higher quality than those in the 

open markets.  As a result, many consumers are willing to spend a few extra 

quetzales to do at least part of their food shopping in these chains. 

                             
FIGURE 7.2: HIPERPAIZ SUPERMARKET, QUETZALTENANGO 

 Responding consumers in the current study tended to associate 

supermarket items with the highest possible cosmetic quality for vegetables.  

Unlike those in the market, fruits and vegetables in Paiz rarely have blemishes or 
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marks due to disease or ripeness.   Further, they are generally of a more uniform 

shape and size than the mixed qualities sold in markets.    One respondent 

claimed that vegetables in supermarkets were cleaner than those sold in open 

markets.  Unlike in the market, the vegetables in the supermarkets are rarely 

dirty or tarnished.  They appear clean and dust free.  She therefore feels 

confident that the vegetables she purchases in Paiz have been washed and are 

safe to eat.  In the case of packaged heads of lettuce and prepared foods, she 

even sees this printed on the packaging and is reassured that she will not get 

sick from eating them raw. 

 One major factor that reinforces the notion of product quality and 

cleanliness in the supermarket is the level of trust consumers have in the 

company’s reputation.  Unlike open markets, where quality and sanitation are 

only guaranteed by appearance and trust in vendors, supermarkets are able to 

draw on consumer confidence in quality standards for food enforced by national 

and international regulatory bodies.  More generally, it is a confidence in the 

operation of expert systems of food regulation behind such standards.  Markers 

of this regulation can be seen throughout the store, reminding consumers that 

produce meets standards for quality and safety mandated by the company and 

regulating agencies.  Produce bears barcode stickers and labels concerning its 

country of origin.  Other food products include ingredient labels, registration 

codes from governmental regulatory bodies, and nutritional information. Instead 

of having to ask questions of vendors concerning product quality, supermarket 

consumers can place their faith in the quality control mechanisms of the 
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company and related regulatory bodies.  In describing the potential for selling 

eco-vegetables in Paiz, a promoter from Negocio Orgánico explains the involved 

process of product registration,  

The Guatemalan Ministry of Health would have to come to see the plant 
[for postharvest handling of eco-vegetables] and evaluate it.  With this 
evaluation they would say, “Look, this is okay.  You pass.”  Then we would 
need licenses…one license for health and safety and one for food 
handling for all of the women [employees].  With this, they would say, 
“Okay señores, our product needs a barcode, nutritional content labels, an 
analysis of disinfection, and a registered location of production.”  The thing 
we lack now is a registration of sanitation. (Julio, interview, October 14, 
2009)  

 
It is to this type of regulatory framework that produce must conform before being 

sold in a supermarket like Paiz.   These standards for product inspection provide 

a basis for consumer confidence in supermarket products. 

 Another aspect of shopping in supermarket chains that draws consumers 

is the fact that many out-of-season vegetables and fruits can be purchased there 

when they are no longer available in the open markets.  Because the 

supermarket chain can import produce from faraway locations throughout the 

region, it has the power to provide consumers with items typical to the 

Guatemalan diet even when they not locally available.  One consumer indicated 

that she shops more in Paiz when avocados are out of season in Guatemala.  

Although she can find them in the open market, they are nearly as expensive as 

those sold in the supermarket.  As a result, she prefers to go to a supermarket 

where she knows they will be of higher quality. 

 Consumers claimed that supermarkets also tend to outperform open 

markets in terms of the security they provide.  Respondents often expressed 
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concerns about going to open markets due to fear of being robbed or 

encountering pickpockets.  Personal security was an especially prevalent theme 

when consumers discussed the open market near the city’s bus terminal.  One 

respondent indicated that consumers in this market, “…run the risk of being 

robbed or having their cars broken into and their radios stolen.  They [thieves] 

rob them of their wallets, purses, or their telephones.  This is a risk that they 

have.” (Julio, interview, October 14, 2009)  Unlike the scenario described by the 

respondent, all supermarkets in the city have one or more armed security guards 

stationed at all entrances and exits.  Security cameras watch over cashiers and 

customers as they shop.  Supermarkets like Paiz even have lockers where 

valuables can be stored while customers shop. 

 Respondents also value the supermarket for the convenience of products 

and service it provides.  One of the major cited differences between shopping for 

produce in a supermarket versus in the open market is that consumers don’t 

have to spend time searching for the best quality items at the best prices.  They 

are instead given the opportunity to shop leisurely and select vegetables at their 

convenience.  Rather than seeking out quality products among various vendors, 

consumers select their own produce, knowing that they will pay exactly the price 

displayed near the product. 

  In other ways, the convenience of shopping extends beyond the 

supermarket doors.  Paiz and Despensa chains offer a variety of packaged and 

prepared convenience foods that require little, if any, effort in preparation.  

Commenting on the growing popularity of convenience foods among city 
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dwellers, one consumer explained that, “Including here in Xela [Quetzaltenango] 

people...often don’t have time to even prepare agreeable foods, let alone time to 

go and look for vegetables.”  As a result, many consumers pass over locally 

produced items to buy their already prepared counterparts in the supermarket.  

This same respondent goes on to say that, “…in big cities people eat a lot of fast 

food and items from the supermarket that are pre-cooked or pre-prepared and 

that you only need to put in the microwave, open, and serve.” (Luis, interview, 

April 28, 2010) 

 Finally, purchasing vegetables from a supermarket provides some 

consumers with something unique that open markets simply cannot.  This is the 

prestige and symbolic capital afforded by consumption of products from an 

international supermarket chain.  As discussed above, products in the 

supermarket tend to be regarded as being of higher quality than those in the 

open market.  Further, in the supermarket even food items tend to bear the label 

of transnational manufacturers and distributors.   Several respondents in this 

study referred to these labels and names of specific manufacturers as markers of 

product quality.  Even the name “Paiz” confers a degree of status.  Discussing 

consumer preference, a promoter from Negocio Orgánico explained,  

Why do people so often shop at Wal-Mart?  Because it’s “Wal-Mart.” Many 
people go to shop there, even if it’s just to buy a bar of soap, just because 
when they leave, they leave with a bag that says “Paiz.”  Then everyone 
sees that they were shopping in Paiz.   It’s the same all over the world.  
You go to a high quality shop and buy something so that you can say, “I 
bought this in blank store.”  This is so the people will say, “ahh!”  It’s the 
label that they’re selling.  Therefore, people prefer to buy a cauliflower in 
Paiz for ten quetzales instead of buying it from us for four. (Julio, 
interview, October 14, 2009)  
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In this way, shopping in supermarkets offers consumers something beyond 

cosmetically superior products and a quality guarantee tied to national regulatory 

standards.   It offers a degree of prestige through conspicuous branding of 

products with the labels of major international distributors.  

Negocio Orgánico Eco-Vegetable Consumers 

 Consumers in the eco-vegetable food network described numerous 

values, motivations for participation, and objectives for reshaping prevailing 

systems of food production and provisioning that cannot be neatly classified into 

the above categories.    As will be shown in the following discussion, the 

emergence of new values and objectives for consumption on the part of Negocio 

Orgánico subscribers represents an effort to contest several aspects of 

conventional food chains for non-traditional vegetables.  For participating 

consumers, the effort has involved numerous divergences from the general 

patterns of consumption in Quetzaltenango described above.  Further, purchase 

of the eco-vegetable bag has entailed various tradeoffs with competing values for 

food as well as lifestyle changes on the part of some consumers.   

At the same time, eco-vegetable consumer values are formed in constant 

dialogue with and constrained by the context of conventional agricultural 

production and consumption in Guatemala.  As a result, the new political, 

economic, and social forms maintained within the food network surrounding eco-

vegetables cannot exist as completely independent from conventional market 

imperatives and the greater political economy of consumption in Guatemala.  



278 
 

Subscribing eco-vegetable consumers expressed several values in common with 

the broad trends for consumption in Quetzaltenango described above.  

Expressed values reveal the fact that, even as consumers challenge some 

aspects of the conventional food system through alternative consumption, they 

continue to reinforce other elements and structures related to mainstream chains 

for non-traditional vegetables in Guatemala.    

Persisting Ethnic Divides in Consumption and Production 

“We don’t buy the bag”, reported one Negocio Orgánico worker, referring 

to the indigenous inhabitants of her rural hometown in San Carlos.  She chuckled 

as she said this while we rode together one Friday morning along the central 

delivery route for the eco-vegetable bag in Quetzaltenango. She surely found 

humor in my asking if any Maya people bought the eco-vegetable bag.  For her, 

my question demonstrated a failure to understand what was a taken for granted 

fact of the organic vegetable trade: producers are indigenous and consumers are 

ladinos.  She illustrated the ethnic divide by going down the list of consumer 

addresses for the day’s route, pointing and saying “ladina” for each of the fifty or 

more homes appearing on the paper.  For her, it was clear that 35Q would be far 

more than most Maya people would be willing or able to spend weekly on 

specialty organic vegetables, even if they had the desire to do so.  Instead, it was 

the mid- to upper-class urban ladino population that constituted Negocio 

Orgánico’s customer base.  “Doctors, lawyers, and professionals…” she stated, 

describing the consumers to whom she delivered vegetables on a weekly basis.  
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She was extremely confident in this assessment, as she was personally charged 

with contacting all consumers each week to confirm the bag’s delivery.   

The situation illustrated by this informant demonstrates clearly the 

reproduction of unequal power relations along ethnic lines that characterize 

Guatemala as a whole.  Economic, sociopolitical, and historical inequalities 

between the country’s indigenous Maya and non-indigenous ladino populations 

are so ingrained in new market relations in this local organic food chain that 

these divides are a foregone conclusion for participants.  For my informant, 

paying 35Q per week for a bag of organic vegetables is something that the 

majority of poorer indigenous families that she knew would find unaffordable and 

unacceptable.  It was simply not done.   

Mirroring mainstream commercial agricultural chains, economic inequality 

leads to the division of roles in this food system according to ethnicity, with 

producers being 100% indigenous and consumers and NGO workers being 

100% ladino.  For this reason, the power to define preferred modes of agricultural 

production and the products themselves lies with these urban ladino 

professionals. Indigenous production conforms to the notions of food quality and 

value put forth nearly exclusively by such consumers.  If current modes of 

conventional agricultural production undertaken by Maya farmers do not suit the 

consumption needs of these elite groups, a new market can be created that 

caters to their specific tastes and concerns with production.   

In spite of Negocio Orgánico’s attempts to integrate indigenous farmers 

into the marketing and distribution processes in this food chain, producers remain 
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disempowered in that they are excluded from making key decisions about 

agricultural production. Inequality is reflected in the ways that new definitions of 

quality for local organic foods reflect the concerns and needs of ladino 

consumers and rarely the goals of indigenous producers.  Despite the fact that 

Maya producers can and do see the benefits of new forms of production taught to 

them by the NGOs, they do not have the power to condition consumption or 

educate the desires of consumers to the same extent that  consumer values 

condition their production methods. 

 In discussing non-traditional vegetable marketing, many interviewed 

producers noted the fact that consumption of organic vegetables is an exclusive 

affair, reserved for ladino professionals or other non-indigenous groups.   When 

asked what types of consumers look for organic products, one producer noted, 

“It’s rare that people ask if a vegetable is organic or not…For example [only] in 

cafes do they ask if products are organic…More in the cafes where gringos eat.  

There, yes.  They ask for organic more…because they know.  They understand.  

It’s not as important to us [Maya consumers].” (Rigoberto, interview, May 1, 

2010)   Others spoke of organic vegetables specifically in terms of the tastes of 

ladina housewives in markets.  When asked what types of customers buy organic 

vegetables, one respondent replied, “It is the ladinas in Xela [Quetzaltenango] 

who know [about organic vegetables].  They know how to prepare them, too.” 

(Rosa, interview, May 24, 2010) 

Just as in the case of NTAE and other agricultural products before, rural 

indigenous production is largely conditioned by the consumption needs of elite 
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socioeconomic classes and non-indigenous ethnic groups. The power to define 

food quality in this chain remains the domain of ladinos, a persisting pattern of 

non-indigenous tastes shaping agricultural production and food provisioning by 

Maya farmers.  The pattern follows historically worn paths of urban market 

building that can be traced to Guatemala’s colonial period.  As Goldín (1985) 

demonstrates, the current system of agricultural markets existing in Guatemala 

and neighboring countries is a result of the efforts of Spaniards during the 

colonial era of the 16th through 18th Centuries.   Since the time of Spanish 

colonization, production by the conquered indigenous inhabitants of the region 

has been conditioned to meet the tastes and economic interests of non-

indigenous urban elites.   

In the case of the colonial Spaniards, the relocation and reorganization of 

pre-Colombian markets and goods flows was largely accomplished through royal 

edict, systems of tribute, and legal regulation of market participation and 

production by Maya people.  Elites thus arranged specific market days and 

locations for sales of goods by indigenous producers in order to better serve their 

need for agricultural and other goods.  Goldín (1985:11) describes an example of 

direct Spanish intervention in the agricultural production of indigenous market 

participants dating back to the 16th Century.  In a remarkably similar situation to 

the present research, colonial authorities attempted to alter existing modes of 

milpa cultivation by Maya farmers based on their own outside understandings of 

agricultural production.  They simultaneously attempted to control both market 

participation and agricultural production of nearby indigenous farmers. 
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 A continuation of the power dynamic in which non-indigenous consumers 

and purchasers in urban centers condition Maya production and marketing can 

be seen throughout Guatemala’s history of commercial agricultural development.  

Just as Conroy et al. (1996) and Thrupp et al. (1995) note, the power to condition 

production of small indigenous farmers in NTAE chains is held by intermediary 

purchasers and contractors, exporters, and retailers.  Through their specifications 

of product quality and official regulation, standards for production are applied to 

the work of indigenous farmers.  Though the efforts of Negocio Orgánico are 

concentrated on producer empowerment, historical power asymmetries and 

ethnic inequality dating back to the colonial period are reproduced in the 

alternative food system built around their products.  As ladino tastes and goals 

shift away from conventional norms of quality for agricultural goods in chains for 

non-traditional vegetables, indigenous production is again conditioned to meet 

these needs.   

Consumer Characteristics and Values 

The Negocio Orgánico eco-vegetable bag delivery scheme serves 

between 100 and 150 consumers per week.  Consumer residences are 

distributed throughout the city, making it necessary for Negocio Orgánico to 

organize 2 separate delivery routes.  However, homes tend to be situated in 

more wealthy areas such as the suburban neighborhood of Olintepeque and in 

the more remote 7th and 9th zones of the city.  The delivery personnel for Negocio 

Orgánico’s northern route drive pickups full of eco-vegetable bags past guard 

stands to reach homes situated in gated communities to the city’s north.  They 
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ring bells and deliver bags to large 2 and 3 story homes and new looking 

condominiums in communities with paved streets lined with decorative trees and 

ornamental plants.  The more southern delivery route includes homes as well as 

several restaurants and professional offices situated near Quetzaltenango’s 

popular historic central park.  The delivery personnel rarely have face-to-face 

contact with the purchasing consumer.  They instead leave the eco-vegetable 

bag with office managers, secretaries, or in-home domestic help, who make the 

weekly payment on their employers’ behalf.   

 
FIGURE7.3: ECO-VEGETABLE BAG DELIVERY IN QUETZALTENANGO 

The 29 consumer questionnaires that I collected for this research project 

confirmed this profile in many ways.  Overall, 89.7% of responding consumers of 

the eco-vegetable bag were Guatemalan nationals.  Other reported nationalities 

included Spanish, Honduran, and Italian.  Seventy percent of consumers 

reported engaging in professional work, including teaching, law, medicine, and 
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administrative or other professional positions. Housewives and retirees were 

predominant among the remaining 30 percent.  Responding eco-vegetable 

consumers ranged in age from 25 to 69 years old, with a median age of 40.  The 

overwhelming majority of respondents were women, who constituted 93% of the 

total sample.   Consumer dedication to the bag scheme was varied.  The time 

over which respondents purchased the eco-vegetable bag ranged from one week 

to several years.    Median purchase time was 18 months, with 31% of the 

sample having purchased the bag for one year or less, and 27.6% having 

purchased for three years or more.   

Consumer Values Questionnaire 

 Like the face-to-face interviews I conducted with Negocio Orgánico eco-

vegetable consumers, the self-administered questionnaire discussed above 

included several items concerning consumer values for food and reasons for 

participating in the alternative food network for eco-vegetables.  Derived from 

preliminary conversations and  19 face-to-face interviews with consumers, a 

section of the 11 most commonly cited reasons for purchasing Negocio Orgánico 

products was included in the questionnaire.  Respondents were asked to indicate 

whether or not they participated in the eco-vegetable network for each reason 

with a “yes” or “no” response.  The reasons included in this list were: the flavor of 

eco-vegetables (“Flavor”), the products’ meeting basic household consumption 

needs (“Utility”), a desire for increased profits going to producers (“Producer 

profits”), support for producer organization in a cooperative (“Cooperative”), value 

for eco-vegetable pricing (“Price”), variety/diversity of eco-vegetable bag contents 
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(“Diversity”), the desire to support a local business (“Local business”), support for 

traditional modes of cultivation (“Traditional”), the perception that eco-vegetables 

are healthier than other products (“Health”), value for the home delivery of the 

eco-vegetables (“Delivery”), and support for environmental conservation in 

agriculture (“Environment”).  

 Immediately following the section, respondents were asked to list their top 

three reasons for purchasing the eco-vegetable bag.  Table 6.1 below shows the 

frequency that each of these reasons appeared in the top three reasons for 

participation as reported by responding consumers. 

 

 
TABLE 7.1: REASONS FOR PURCHASING NEGOCIO ORGÁNICO’S ECO-VEGETABLE BAG 
CITED BY CONSUMER QUESTIONNAIRE RESPONDENTS 
 

Overall, the most frequently cited reasons for participation were the 

delivery service aspect of the eco-vegetables (“Delivery”), the diversity of 
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products within the eco-vegetable bag (“Diversity”), the value of products relative 

to price (“Price”), and the perceived health benefits of consuming eco-vegetables 

(“Health”).  These most popularly cited reasons are treated in detail in the 

following sections.    

Value for Negocio Orgánico’s Eco-Vegetable Delivery Service 

 Negocio Orgánico offers consumers mixed bags of eco-vegetables 

delivered to their doorstep on a weekly basis.  This service element is a popular 

theme discussed in consumer interviews and the questionnaires alike.  Overall, 

the benefits of delivery were ranked among the top reasons for participation by 

over 60 percent of responding consumers in the questionnaire, nearly doubling 

the frequency of the next most cited reasons.   Eco-vegetable consumer 

preference for vegetable delivery is a reaction to several aspects of shopping in 

the mainstream outlets for non-traditional vegetables discussed above.   

Throughout interviews, respondents frequently came back to the theme of 

the difficulty they face accessing quality foods in the city’s numerous open 

markets.  One eco-vegetable purchaser described her admiration for Negocio 

Orgánico’s service element, asserting that the delivery is, “…really efficient.  It’s 

so easy.  That’s the part that I just can’t get over.  It’s not like I have to bike eight 

miles to the farmers market only to find out that, you know, half of the vegetables 

that I want aren’t there…it [the eco-vegetable bag] just appears at your door.” 

(Hannah, interview April 23, 2010)  For her, the convenience of the delivery 

scheme was central. 
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 Several interviewees mentioned personal health issues as barriers to their 

accessing quality foods in open markets.  These respondents claimed that their 

access to non-traditional vegetables was greatly facilitated by their participation 

in Negocio Orgánico’s eco-vegetable delivery network.  Previously, physical 

health issues were a significant hurdle for these consumers to shopping for 

produce in the open markets.  One respondent who had recently undergone 

surgery for a hernia claimed that the strain of walking to markets and back with 

her purchases was too great for her to handle.  For this reason, she claimed that 

the eco-vegetable delivery scheme was crucial to her ability to purchase fresh 

farm produce. 

 Though physical barriers related to age and medical conditions were a 

significant theme in consumer interviews, the issue of time constraints to market 

access was most prominent.  One restaurant owner explained,  

Tangibly I can easily tell you that the foremost benefit [of buying the eco-
vegetable bag] is the question of time.  Not everyone has the opportunity 
to spend a half-hour, forty-five minutes, or an hour shopping in the market, 
choosing from whom and which products to buy.  So here we have a bag 
of products, already selected and cleaned…it’s a complete package of 
assorted vegetables that, for you to put together yourself, would take a lot 
of time.  Further, they deliver directly to wherever you like.  This is yet 
another tangible benefit.   [The benefit of] This is easy to understand. 
(Luis, interview, April 28, 2010) 
 
Expressing the same sentiment, numerous working professionals 

complained that, because of work obligations, they simply didn’t have time to pick 

through produce from multiple vendors in the market or go bargaining for the best 

prices.  According to some accounts, choice isn’t even an option by the time 
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working consumers arrive at the market in the evenings after work.  A Negocio 

Orgánico employee explains, “Due to the employment situation these days, many 

working housewives pass through the markets in the afternoon.  By then the 

remaining produce is already covered in dust, has been burnt by the sun, and is 

generally covered in diesel fumes and exhaust.  However, people still go and 

buy.” (Julio, interview, October 14, 2009)  A similar situation is likely faced by a 

significant portion of the 70% of responding eco-vegetable consumers who 

claimed to engage in paid work outside the home.   

 As mentioned above, nearly all responding consumers for the eco-

vegetable questionnaire are women.  The result is not surprising, considering the 

fact that women are generally responsible for family food purchases and 

preparation in most Guatemalan households.  However, the issue of finding time 

to make food purchases in open markets takes on special significance for 

Guatemalan women when one considers changes in their participation in the 

paid workforce over the past several decades.  According to national level data 

taken from the 2007-2008 UN National Human Development Report for 

Guatemala (PNUD 2008: 271), women, as a percentage of the employed 

population, steadily grew from 25.2% in 1989 to 38% in 2006.   This rise 

represents a near tripling of the number of formally employed women at the 

national level, accounting for more than two million workers in 2006 (PNUD 2008: 

272).  In a section entitled, The Growth of Women’s Involvement in the Labor 

Market, the report goes on to explain that women have been increasingly 

compelled to engage in formally paid work outside the home due to a variety of 
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factors that include the growth of factory work in garment production and other 

industries as well as a general decline of real worker salaries in terms of 

purchasing power over time.  The report finds that women’s participation in the 

workforce has spiked between 1989 and 2006, especially in commercial, service, 

and healthcare sectors of the economy (PNUD 2008). 

 Like paid workers, numerous full-time housewives consulted in this study 

mentioned time-saving as a principal benefit of Negocio Orgánico’s eco-

vegetable bag.  Like wage employment, domestic work places a huge limit on 

women’s time.  However, women’s engagement in formal wage work is 

especially constraining in that most work shifts require that they be present at the 

workplace during the prime hours for open market purchasing.  As the 

respondent above pointed out, it becomes a question of access to clean, quality 

foods on the part of working women, whose time is increasingly constrained by 

formal work obligations and the double burden of domestic and professional 

employment.   

More and more, due to national economic trends, Guatemalan consumers 

seeking access to quality foods are unable or don’t have time to bargain in open 

markets or physically visit supermarkets.  They instead forgo the option to 

choose and bargain for their own vegetables according to the logic of the three 

Bs in favor of the pre-selected and delivered eco-vegetable bag from Negocio 

Orgánico.  In this way, eco-vegetable consumers are able to access clean food 

at acceptable quality without facing the time investment or other barriers 

inhibiting their access to produce in the open markets or supermarkets.  
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Value for Diet Diversification and Variety 

          Among interviewees, many contrasted the diversity of products in Negocio 

Orgánico’s eco-vegetable bag with that of typical Guatemalan diets.  Numerous 

respondents associated a perceived decline in the diversity of foods consumed 

by Guatemalans with the issues of time and work discussed above. Issues of 

changing diets were also tied to corresponding rises in the consumption of 

convenience foods from supermarkets and fast food chains.   Many respondents 

blamed these trends for reduced longevity, spikes in vascular disease and 

obesity, and a general increase in early dependence on medical treatment and 

medications.  Overall, among questionnaire respondents, diet diversification and 

nutrition (“Diversity”) tied with price (“Price”) as the second most frequently cited 

reason for purchasing the bag of eco-vegetables. 

 In discussing the benefits of purchasing the eco-vegetable bag, many 

interviewees brought up the importance of diet diversification and nutrition.   

Several contrasted the diversity in their own diets with that of other Guatemalan 

consumers.  Eco-vegetable buyers lamented a perceived tendency for more and 

more urban Guatemalans to consume greater amounts of uniform, processed 

foods from supermarkets and fast food chains.   Diet diversification was often 

related to the issues of work and time discussed above. One consumer 

elaborated on this trend by stating, 

When you pick up a broccoli for one sixty or one sixty nine [USD], it seems 
very expensive, right?  This is because people think, “Well, this I’ll have to 
wash, cut into pieces, cook, prepare, season, and serve with something 
else.”   You’re not just going to eat a broccoli for lunch, right?  So, you 
have to spend more time, more resources, more energy, and more 
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ingredients to make it into a meal.  And with this, just the broccoli will cost 
you one sixty nine.  Meanwhile, a complete hamburger, prepared and 
served without need for a plate or anything else, will cost you ninety nine 
cents.  So people say, “Ah.  Let’s all go to Burger King.  It’s cheaper, 
easier, and faster.”  (Luis, interview, April 28, 2010) 
 

Reflecting on her personal observations, another eco-vegetable consumer 

discussed the inadequate diets of her younger relatives,  

I have a few grandchildren and grandnieces and nephews. I babysit the 
little ones while their parents work.  They mainly feed the children 
potatoes.  I have nothing against this, but just potato is no kind of nutrition.  
Or often they give them hamburgers to split between two, because the 
children don’t eat much.  However, the kids’ stomachs were always 
growling…Suddenly, one day the parents told me, “We don’t know what to 
do [about the children’s nutrition]!”…They both work all day.  They begin at 
eight in the morning, dropping the kids off here, and working until six in the 
afternoon.  For this reason they can’t [feed the children well]. (Roselia, 
interview, November 2, 2009) 
 

 According to some interviewees, processed convenience foods have 

come to replace whole foods as the most common ingredients in typical 

Guatemalan diets.  One interviewee explained,  

There are several classic ingredients in Guatemalan cooking.  One, for 
example is, bouillon (consume)...It is chicken or beef bouillon.  If you look 
at the television marketing for it, you will see a chef in his uniform telling 
people to put it in everything.  He’ll put it in beans, meats, any vegetable 
stew, and even tortillas.  Bouillon…So you could say that this is the 
education that people receive.  And in every house you will always see 
three things: instant coffee, chicken bouillon, and some form of 
monosodium glutamate. (Luis, interview, April 28, 2010) 

 
He later went to discuss how this has affected his own family.   

 
I have several uncles who are diabetic.  Last year they [medical 
personnel] informed my mother that she was at high risk for developing 
diabetes.  They tried to change her diet.  It’s very difficult and I understand 
this. She is fifty-four years old and, at that age, one can’t just come and 
radically change a person’s lifestyle in a day.  However, I as said before, 
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these are clear indicators of very simple things.  These being that nutrition 
and our diet have a huge influence on our health.  This is very easy to 
see.  You don’t have to be a scientist or have advanced education to 
realize this.  This is a fact that we can’t change.  So, if you are aware of 
this, it means that you need to be conscious of what you put into your 
system.  Pay attention to what you are consuming. (Luis, interview, April 
28, 2010) 

 
A Belgian expatriate respondent and consumer of the eco-vegetable bag 

indicated that a major benefit of the eco-vegetables for her was that they, “…will 

help [people] to eat more vegetables, especially Guatemalans.  Like, I think I 

always know I’m not eating less vegetables [sic] if I don’t have the bag. But I 

think for Guatemalans, maybe it stimulates [them] to eat more vegetables…to 

have that bag coming.  And, yeah, another advantage, I guess, is you also eat 

vegetables you otherwise wouldn’t buy.” (Emma, interview, May 10, 2010)    

 Recent data from INE concerning consumption and body mass index 

(BMI) shows that these respondents aren’t far off in their estimations.  The data 

set, collected between 1999 and 2000 contains information on the food 

purchasing habits and BMI of Guatemalans based on a nationally representative 

sample of 7276 households across 38 municipalities in all 22 of the country’s 

departments.   Based on these data, Asfaw (2011: 185) finds that, all other things 

equal, a 10 percent increase in household expenditure on partially processed 

foods is significantly tied to a 3.95% increase in the BMI of members.  Further, a 

ten percent increase in household expenditures on highly processed foods is 

significantly tied to a 4.25% increase in family member BMI, all other things 

equal.   
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 The article goes on to argue that Guatemala, like much of Latin America, 

is undergoing what is referred to as the “nutritional transition”.  The transition 

entails a rise in the consumption of processed foods that are heavy in sugar, fat, 

and sodium.  Obesity tends to rise in parallel fashion, as these foods increase as 

a percentage of food consumption at the expense of unprocessed staples.  Like 

many interview respondents consulted in this study, the article ties this transition 

in diet to the expansion of transnational supermarket chains and an increasingly 

sedentary lifestyle.  Guatemala, for example, has seen a doubling of the number 

of supermarkets countrywide in the past two decades.  Their share of the retail 

food market grew steadily at around ten percent annually between 1994 and 

2002.  Because supermarket chains are the principal suppliers of mass 

produced, cheap, canned, and processed foods in the country, their proliferation 

has gone hand in hand with a rise in obesity throughout the country in recent 

years (Asfaw 2011: 184-185). 

 Further, Asfaw (2011) finds that high BMI in Guatemalan households is 

significantly tied to other lifestyle characteristics identified by interviewees in this 

study.  According to the report, urban households had significantly higher BMI 

levels than rural households.  This would make sense, considering the fact that 

most supermarket chains are concentrated in the country’s urban areas.  

However, the report goes further, arguing that the sedentary occupations of an 

increasing number of city dwellers were at least partly responsible for raised BMI 

levels.  The author found that employment in mostly professional, sedentary 

occupations was significantly tied to higher BMI.  Specifically, employment in 
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“managerial” positions had a relatively large, positive effect on BMI levels of 

participants (Asfaw 2011).         

 The decision to purchase the eco-vegetable bag can, therefore, be seen 

as an effort on the part of many urban Guatemalans to establish a healthier and 

more diverse diet with less reliance on the processed, uniform foods circulated 

by supermarkets and fast food chains.  In the process of national level shifts 

toward increased consumption of processed convenience foods, eco-vegetable 

consumers seek to reestablish the place of unprocessed whole foods through 

consumption of the diverse products contained in the eco-vegetable bag.  In this 

way they attempt to counter global trends in post-farmgate food processing and 

supermarket distribution that are tied to increased rates of obesity, vascular 

disease, and other health problems. 

   The respondent from above decided to take personal responsibility for 

her young relatives’ nutrition using the contents of the eco-vegetable bag.  She 

describes this process and transition,  

The parents [of the child relatives] allowed me to find places for 
vegetables in their diets.  The base of my diet is the vegetable.  We only 
consume meats about two, maybe three times a week.   The vegetable, 
however, is my base.  At first they wouldn’t eat any vegetables.  But now, 
they eat habas [recadito de haba]!  They also eat what we call “small 
green trees”—broccoli, and “small white trees”—the cauliflower…Now, I 
tell their parents, “Your children eat habas!” (Roselia, interview, November 
11, 2009)    
 

Another eco-vegetable consumer indicates that diet diversity should reflect the 

diverse activities in which people are engaged.  He contrasts this with the 

uniformity of food in Quetzaltenango’s restaurants by saying,  
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All the time we vary, right?  This means that we should be varying our diet 
all the time as well…Maybe restaurants should think about expanding their 
menus…This way you wouldn’t be tasting exactly the same flavor 
hamburger on any given day or hour of the year…To the contrary, we 
have a good deal of versatility [in our diets]…It is very, very healthy and 
perfectly possible to live without meat as well as this mountain of canned 
products, filled with preservatives, chemicals, and artificial flavors and 
colors.  These actually go against nature and human nutrition. (Luis, 
interview, April 28, 2009) 

Value for Sanitation and Health 

 A significant number of interviewees and questionnaire respondents 

indicated that eco-vegetables are valued because they are healthier (“Health”).    

As demonstrated in the preceding section, one key dimension of this is diet 

diversification and variety.  However, a second dimension of health that was 

repeatedly brought up in both consumer and producer interviews was the 

connection between health, cleanliness, and a food’s freedom from agrochemical 

contamination and residues.  Unlike purchases in open markets, where 

cleanliness is primarily determined by a vegetables’ freedom from insects, eco-

vegetable consumers were primarily concerned with cleanliness in production 

and postharvest handing of vegetables.  Interviewees repeatedly expressed 

concern over poisonings from chemicals and other forms of contamination in 

farm produce.  Nearly everyone consulted had either heard stories of or had 

personal experience with chemical poisonings or other illness from contaminated 

vegetables that they had purchased in the open markets.    

 Eco-vegetable consumer concerns about these issues reflect growing 

trends in open market consumer preferences as described by producers 
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interviewed for this study. Many claimed to have seen a few but increasing 

number of consumers expressing interest in cleaner products that are free from 

contamination by toxic agrochemical residues and unsanitary post-harvest 

handling procedures.   Producers characterized rising consumer demand for 

cleaner foods by describing a growing avoidance of produce from specific locales 

where agricultural production is reputed locally to be unclean or otherwise 

contaminated.  This reputation is nearly always pinned on the town of Almolonga, 

a community of farmers outside Quetzaltenango that is famous throughout 

Central America for NTAE production.  Though regionally known as, “The 

Garden of Central America”, locally the town is increasingly associated with 

produce contaminated with chemical residues and the use of polluted waters for 

irrigation and post-harvest washing.   One farmer explains,  

You see, many from Almolonga come here (San Carlos) to buy 
vegetables…because in Almolonga there are vegetables but they irrigate 
them with dirty water.  Therefore, people don’t often buy from them….In 
the market…the people ask if the vegetables are from Comunidad de la 
Montaña.  If so, then they are good.  However, if they are from Almolonga, 
people will refuse because the vegetables are contaminated by the dirty 
water…from the River Samalá.  The disease is this dirty water that they 
use to irrigate there. (Ruth, interview, May 11, 2010)   

 
Another vendor in the market argues that, more and more, city residents refuse 

products from Almolonga.  This is because,  

…the Almolongueño only farms with chemicals and poisons.  This is true.  
This is the only way they work.  And so what are they doing to our health?  
Well, for us maybe not as much because we sow [our own] vegetables.  
But for you [the interviewer]…by doing this they are poisoning you and 
themselves.  As you know, they have public bath houses.  There, the 
water from the baths drains into the drainage channels.  The farmers then 
use these streams to irrigate their vegetables…But already people in the 
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city, especially the ladinas, are not accepting vegetables from Almolonga. 
(Sara, interview, May 21, 2010) 

 
Eco-vegetable consumers themselves produced numerous personal 

accounts of illness or other bodily harm caused to themselves or family members 

by consumption of contaminated vegetables from Almolonga.  This was a reason 

frequently given by consumers for purchasing Negocio Orgánico’s eco-

vegetables.  Consumers were confident because they knew the vegetables to be 

from San Carlos and not Almolonga.  Describing her reasons for buying from 

Negocio Orgánico, one consumer stated, “For us, we have more confidence in 

[produce from] Comunidad de la Montaña.  This is because in Almolonga people 

harvest many vegetables that are watered with water from drainage channels…It 

has always been known, that the vegetables from Comunidad de la Montaña are 

cleaner.” (Roselia, interview, November 2, 2009)  Discussing his purchasing 

habits and the issue of chemical use, another purchaser of the eco-vegetables 

indicated that,  

We try to purchase as much as possible from these people [Negocio 
Orgánico].  You can see the difference, right?  When a carrot is this size 
[gestures by spreading arms widely] you think, “No.  This isn’t normal.”  
So, in Almolonga, for example, there is a whole lot of this type of 
cultivation.  It’s more of an industrial system, right?  It’s excessive…For 
me, it’s very important that a vegetable be as organic as possible.  (Luis, 
interview, April 28, 2009)   
 
Eco-vegetable purchasers’ desire to minimize their risk of consuming 

contaminated vegetables sold in open markets can be seen as a response to the 

effects of increased agrochemical use in non-traditional crops across the nation.  

Lack of regulation of agrochemical imports from developed nations and the 
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promotion of chemical use by development agencies and chemical distributors 

have resulted in growing concern over the safety of non-traditional vegetables 

produced in Guatemala.  For example, in the early 1990s the Guatemalan NTAE 

industry was devastated by extremely high rates of product detentions at U.S. 

ports of entry due to unacceptably high levels of toxic agrochemical residues 

(Thrupp et al. 1995).   The export of Guatemalan NTAE vegetables continued to 

decline throughout the decade and beyond, resulting in the loss of tens of 

millions of dollars in revenue due to import rejections for chemical residue levels 

and the presence of banned or unidentifiable agrochemicals in NTAE shipments 

(Julian et al. 2000).    

 Consumption is even riskier with produce purchased in open markets 

within the nation, where no comparable regulations for contamination in food 

exist.   Lax regulation and weak policy regimes at the national level do little to 

protect the Guatemalan population from the threat of food contamination or 

toxicity, especially in open market purchases (Julian et al. 2000).  The town of 

Almolonga in particular has been cited by one researcher as, “probably the best 

Guatemalan example of the detrimental effects of incorrectly used pesticide on a 

human population.” (Arbona 1998: 55)  Confirming the anecdotal evidence 

provided by respondents in this study, Arbona (1998) notes that interviewed 

farmers from Almolonga claimed to rinse pesticide receptacles and sprayers in 

the same irrigation canals used to wash vegetables before bringing them to the 

market.  She also found most farmers in the town, “…apply pesticides too 
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frequently and at dosages higher than those that are recommended by the 

makers.” (Arbona 1998:54)    

 The author the practices to significantly higher rates of upper respiratory 

tract infections in the town relative to neighboring communities as well as 

anecdotal evidence of increased congenital malformations in newborns delivered 

in the town.  She concludes that the overuse of agrochemicals in towns like 

Almolonga is responsible for these kinds of health threats to exposed farmers as 

well as to consumers of the contaminated produce.    For some consumers in 

nearby Quetzaltenango, the choice of eco-vegetables over open market 

purchases is a direct response to this aspect of non-traditional vegetable 

production in Guatemala.  

Tradeoffs, Innovations, and Compromises in Food System Restructuring 

 In many ways the newly defined modes of consumption for eco-

vegetables and the values upon which they are based constitute a direct 

challenge to existing modes of consumption surrounding non-traditional 

vegetables.  For consumers, participation in the eco-vegetable market has 

involved new forms of consumption and other lifestyle transformations.   

However, as scholarship on alternative food systems has pointed out (see Sayer 

2001, Hinrichs 2000), such changes require tradeoffs and compromises with 

competing values that are tied to conventional food systems. As a result, even as 

groups of food providers and consumers define new relationships surrounding 

exchange, systems of provision, and values for food, these sometimes reinforce 

and grow out of the conventional food systems that they oppose.   To illustrate, 
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the current section will review how the reported consumer values discussed 

above contrast with and are in some ways parallel to prevailing values in 

Quetzaltenango’s open markets and supermarkets.    

 As discussed above, the service and delivery aspect of Negocio 

Orgánico’s eco-vegetable scheme was the most popular value mentioned in 

consumer questionnaires.  It was shown that, for consumers, this value is tied to 

problems of access to clean, quality vegetables on the part of urban working 

persons.    In an effort to remedy the situation, consumers of the eco-vegetables 

participate in an innovative form of exchange that diverges from open market and 

supermarket transactions and values.  Eco-vegetable consumers broaden their 

access to quality foods via doorstep delivery but, in this process, forgo the 

opportunity to bargain in the open market and hunt for the greatest deals 

according to the logic of the three Bs.   By allowing Negocio Orgánico to pre-

select and mix vegetable combinations in the weekly delivery, consumers blindly 

pay a fixed price for their vegetables before having the opportunity to inspect 

their quality.       

 In the area Negocio Orgánico’s delivery scheme reproduces several 

aspects of the supermarket shopping experience for consumers.  The reliance on 

a 3rd party distributor’s ability to pre-select quality conforms very much to those 

notions of value held by supermarket consumers.  Like the supermarket, Negocio 

Orgánico offers to purchasers the time-saving option of having their produce pre-

sorted, selected, washed, and made available at their convenience.    Further, 

like the supermarket, Negocio Orgánico offers consumer the security of avoiding 
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the open market and any potential robbery of possessions or money.  Instead, 

the eco-vegetable bag arrives at the consumer’s doorstep, eliminating any and all 

risk tied to market visits.  

Like the supermarket, the eco-vegetable delivery moment offers to 

consumers, at least to some degree, the opportunity for conspicuous 

consumption.   Though it would be difficult to measure with certainty the extent to 

which consumers purchase the eco-vegetable bag for these reasons, the 

manager of Negocio Orgánico offered this explanation for the spread of eco-

vegetables among consumers in the city,  

Our delivery trucks pass through the same predetermined routes of the 
city every week.  Consumers can observe them passing by and selling 
vegetables to their neighbors.  Within a week or so they see the truck 
again and by the third time they say to themselves, ‘I want one as 
well.’…and among themselves the neighbors communicate with their 
friends and tell them that they are now receiving the bag of vegetables as 
well. (Julio, interview, October 14, 2009) 

 
Among questionnaire respondents, 20% reported first finding out about the eco-

vegetables by seeing the truck delivering to neighbors.  Further, 48% were 

referred to the business by friends who were already purchasing eco-vegetables.   

Though not directly indicative of consumer motivations or their value for the 

prestige of being seen receiving weekly deliveries of vegetables, these data do 

point to the importance of social connections in the spread of the delivery 

scheme.   

 At the same time, eco-vegetable consumer values diverge from trends in 

consumption prevalent in supermarkets like Paiz and HiperPaiz.  The divergence 
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can be seen in respondents’ expressed value for diversity and the variety of 

foods found in the eco-vegetable bag.  In the face of rising consumption of 

processed, convenience foods that are made increasingly available by 

supermarket chains, eco-vegetable consumers expressed interest in diet 

diversification and the consumption of whole foods.  Instead of raising their 

consumption of nutritionally deficient, highly processed foods, consumers of the 

eco-vegetables are choosing a diverse array of whole foods in hopes of securing 

better health outcomes through nutritional improvement.  

   However, the divergence also entails tradeoffs with conventional values 

and requires some innovation and lifestyle change on the part of consumers.  In 

opting for the mixed bag of eco-vegetables, consumers accept that this may 

mean more time in preparation relative to that of convenience foods.  Further, 

purchasing eco-vegetables also means that consumers are bound to consuming 

seasonally available produce from local sources instead of imports available all 

year round in the supermarket.  For some, the diversity itself can be 

overwhelming, as the eco-vegetable delivery often includes vegetables that are 

unfamiliar to consumers.    Expressing the difficulty that she and her household 

have, one consumer indicated, “And actually we [her household] haven’t 

gotten…the bag in maybe like three weeks or so because sometimes you just 

need a break from it because it’s so much…so many vegetables that it forces us 

to cook a lot and forces us to cook certain foods and every once in a while you 

want just like a grilled cheese.” (Hannah, interview, April 23, 2010)  An ex-

subscriber to the eco-vegetable offered this explanation, “But also after almost 
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two years of having the bag I got a bit tired of that.  Like eating always 

vegetables I don’t like.  Although it’s good to eat different things you normally 

don’t eat because you have other vitamins.  So, for example, now I don’t eat any 

remolacha [sugar beets].”  (Emma, interview, May 10, 2010) 

 According to many consumers, coping with the diversity of the eco-

vegetable bag has led them to new and innovative cooking strategies.  One 

consumer describes the transformation in her cooking habits, “One day I told 

them [Negocio Orgánico delivery drivers], ‘I don’t know how to cook beets.’  The 

man told me to make chalupas.  I didn’t know what those were…but then I went 

to my neighbors and asked…and they each told me how to prepare them the 

way that they preferred.” (Roselia, interview, November 2, 2009)  Another 

respondent indicated that she valued the fact that, It’s [the bag] delivered to you 

and you get some vegetables that you don’t normally use.  You learn about 

different ways to cook it.  Or you’re like, ‘Oh.  How should I cook this güisquil 

[chayote]?’...which I wouldn’t ever buy normally.” (Hannah, interview, April 23, 

2010).  In this way, the diversity of eco-vegetables is simultaneously a way to 

ensure nutritional balance in one’s diet and a barrier that must be coped with 

through new and innovative cooking strategies and recipes. 

 Eco-vegetable consumer values depart from the market logic of the three 

Bs that evaluates produce only in terms of the best size and visual appeal that 

can be fetched at a good price.  Unlike in the market, consumers see beyond 

superficial indicators of cleanliness like the presence of insects.  They instead 

demonstrate concern for transparency concerning production practices, 
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guaranteed product sanitation, and freedom from agrochemical contamination. 

However, unlike in the supermarket or open market, the guarantee that these 

standards are met is not derived from a label or direct contact with the vendor.  It 

is instead based on consumer trust in the association farmers and the distributor 

Negocio Orgánico. 

At the same time, eco-vegetable consumer values are not free from 

commercial considerations like those reinforced in mainstream vegetable 

markets.   Evaluations of a product’s worth in terms of price and commercial 

qualities (“Price”) tied consumers’ value for diversity of foods (“Diversity”) as the 

second most important value among questionnaire respondents.    Although eco-

vegetable consumer values for food diverge in several fundamental ways from 

those in conventional markets for non-traditional vegetables, they are not without 

some commercial valuation of food in terms of price.  Echoing recent literature on 

alternative food systems (see Murdoch et al. 2000), the mixing of conventional 

and alternative values is a testament to the hybrid nature of alternative food 

systems in general.   Eco-vegetable consumers held price and the commercial 

value of the eco-vegetable bag as centrally important aspects of the scheme.  

The limit to consumer desire for altering conventional food systems can be tied to 

the greater political economic context surrounding consumption in Guatemala.  

At some point, consumers are unable or unwilling to pay higher prices for 

alternative foods that meet new criteria for value and quality. The coordinator of 

Negocio Orgánico’s eco-vegetable scheme summed this situation by 

complaining, “No matter what, people don’t consider quality.  They consider only 
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price because they don’t have the money to buy the product…People are only 

interested in buying what they can afford.  Therefore, this becomes one of the 

problems…the limits that Negocio Orgánico has.” (Julio, interview, October 14, 

2009)      

Food System Reconstruction Through Consumer Values 

 Recent literature on alternative food systems (Marsden and Smith 2005, 

Murdoch et al. 2000) has emphasized the central significance of consumer 

values for food as a basis for collective action for redefining conventional food 

chains.  Researchers have focused on how consumer values reflect a host of 

goals and aims for alternative food systems that are formed in reaction to 

broader political and economic contexts.  In the case of non-traditional vegetable 

consumption in western Guatemala, the growth of a market for Negocio 

Orgánico’s eco-vegetable bag is a clear expression of consumer reactions to 

several political and economic structures surrounding mainstream non-traditional 

vegetable production and provisioning.  

  Rather than bargaining in open markets to acquire the cheapest mix of 

foods according to tangible cosmetic qualities like size, color, and uniformity, 

eco-vegetable consumers forgo these things and prioritize delivery. Through the 

delivery system they increase their access to quality vegetables, given time 

constraints imposed by paid work schedules.  Cleanliness, rather than being 

defined as simply the absence of visible insects or disease, is defined as 

freedom from chemical residues and the use of sanitary postharvest handling 

procedures.    For consumers, the change has meant avoiding produce from 
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specific locales known for agrochemical overuse and purchasing the Negocio 

Orgánico bag of reduced chemical eco-vegetables from San Carlos.   In these 

ways eco-vegetable consumers reach beyond the market logic of the three B’s 

by expressing value for intangibles like convenience, access, health, and safety 

in foods. 

 Eco-vegetable consumer values also diverge from trends in consumption 

reinforced by transnational supermarket chains.  Many respondents embraced 

seasonal variation in their foods as opposed to the year-round availability of 

imported foods on supermarket shelves.  They expressed value for diet 

diversification and increased consumption of whole foods for health reasons.  

Rather than purchasing more processed, convenience foods in supermarkets, 

eco-vegetable consumers see value in consuming a variety of whole, locally 

produced foods. 

 Divergences in value reflect consumer reactions to the unique structures 

that support conventional chains for non-traditional vegetables in Guatemala.  

Further, these values provide the basis for cooperation in refashioning 

commercial agricultural chains through alternative forms of exchange.  It has 

been shown that these are in direct dialogue with one or more aspects of the 

greater political economy of food provisioning in Guatemala.  Consumer value for 

the eco-vegetable delivery system is related to diminished market access felt by 

an increasing number of urban women working outside the home.   Finding no 

time to visit open markets and bargain for quality foods, these working women 

find that eco-vegetable delivery facilitates their access to quality foods.   
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Consumer value for diet diversity can be seen as a reaction to national level 

trends in decreased nutritional health and increased consumption of high fat, 

high sodium processed foods in the wake of transnational supermarket 

expansion.  Eco-vegetable consumers reject these trends and opt for increased 

diversity of whole, locally grown foods.  Finally, consumer value for lower 

chemical contamination in foods and sanitary postharvest handling is a direct 

reaction to a weak regulatory context that facilitates the overuse of toxic 

agrochemicals in non-traditional vegetable cultivation and the use of 

contaminated irrigation water on such crops.       

 Such divergences have led to numerous innovations and changes in 

consumption habits for eco-vegetable consumers.   In agreeing to pay a fixed 

price for delivered vegetables, consumers pay in advance for a mixed bag of pre-

selected vegetables, trusting in Negocio Orgánico and association farmers to 

assure vegetable quality and that their values for production are being met.  They 

forgo their right to choose vegetables personally, as they would in the open 

market or supermarket.  Instead, they are satisfied with the diversity of 

seasonally available vegetables selected by Negocio Orgánico.  For some, this 

has led to lifestyle changes and changes in diet.  Numerous respondents 

reported having tried and prepared new vegetables with which they were 

unfamiliar before subscribing to the eco-vegetable bag.   Others claimed to have 

made significant changes in home food preparation, integrating new recipes 

learned from friends and neighbors.   
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 At the same time, many eco-vegetable consumer values parallel those 

reinforced in conventional markets.  The importance of commercial value as 

measured by price is still intact among eco-vegetable consumers.  This remains 

a principal constraint that imposes a limit on consumer willingness to pay for 

specific qualities in the foods they consume.   Further, it reinforces an economic 

barrier to the consumption of potentially safer, less hazardous, and diverse foods 

from local producers on the part of poorer consumer.  Though consumption of 

organic foods challenges aspects of producer-consumer relations, it continues to 

rely upon historical inequalities along ethnic lines.  Specifically, agricultural 

production by indigenous Maya farmers continues to be refashioned to fit the 

tastes and consumption habits of urban ladino professionals.   Further, like in the 

supermarket, consumers of the eco-vegetable bag receive a third–party 

guarantee that their standards for production and postharvest handling are being 

met.  Finally, the delivery scheme of the eco-vegetable bag may also bestow 

upon consumers a degree of prestige similar to that which comes with 

conspicuous consumption of name brand items from Paiz or other supermarkets.     

 Similarities between the eco-vegetable market and mainstream outlets for 

non-traditional vegetables point to the fact that, as consumers challenge certain 

aspects of conventional food systems through alternative consumption, they 

continue to enforce other key elements and structures tied to mainstream food 

chains.  Consistent with previous conclusions drawn from North American and 

European case studies, consumers in the alternative food market for eco-

vegetables in Guatemala simultaneously contest and reinforce many aspects of 
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conventional chains for non-traditional vegetables.  Consumer preferences are a 

hybrid of industrial trends characteristic of conventional agricultural markets and 

diverging norms and values related to expanding access and food diversity as 

well as promoting health and environmental safety.  

 Though similar in many ways to the North American and European 

examples of alternative food movements cited above, the case of Guatemala 

stands as an example of how the trajectory of alternative food chains and 

consumer values are largely conditioned by the specifics of context.   As has 

been shown, eco-vegetable consumer values are formed in direct dialogue with 

the unique political, economic, and cultural issues surrounding non-traditional 

vegetable production and provisioning in western Guatemala.  New values result 

in the formation of a distinct system of alternative food provisioning to meet 

consumers’ specific aims and goals.  It also results in unique lifestyle innovations 

and tradeoffs with other values held by consumers.  Further, reactions to 

conventional chains for non-traditional vegetables in western Guatemala 

influence the types of interactions, compromises, and conventions that uphold 

social relations between groups of actors involved in the eco-vegetable food 

system.        
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VIII. CONCLUSION 

 The current work has been an effort to render new insights in the fields of 

rural development and alternative food movement formation by focusing on the 

networks of social and economic relations that form between involved actors.  

Following the work of Murdoch (2000) and others from the ANT (Law 1998) and 

Conventions theoretical (Boltanski and Thevenot 1991) traditions, I have 

employed a framework that focuses on these types of networks  formed between 

various individuals and institutions at each stage of the development process.  

Like Raynolds (2003) I have also extended the approach to the networks of 

interaction that develop around each node in a commodity chain for alternative 

food.  My framework has allowed me to bring to the fore the ways in which 
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motivations and values of different actors are blended through conflict and 

compromise, how this results in specific types of partnering relationships, and 

why these are or are not successful in realizing actor goals for changing the 

conventional food chain for non-traditional vegetables in Guatemala.    

My approach has also served to redirect my emphasis away from the 

established but not always appropriate binaries of development theory such as 

“top-down” versus “bottom-up”, “state” versus “market”, and “exogenous” versus 

“endogenous” development models.   Rather than forcing these complex webs of 

interaction and collaboration into discrete categories or attaching them to a 

specific point on a continuum, I have instead shown the conditions that give rise 

to their specific character, how power is or is not maintained through them, and 

how they accomplish what they actually realize on the ground.   By maintaining 

an emphasis on the form taken by these points of interaction between actors in 

ATQ/Negocio Orgánico’s development program, I have shown the complexity of 

motivations and the messiness of the alliances that are formed within a 

seemingly simple plan for promoting sustainable rural development and the 

consumption of local organic foods in Guatemala.     

The goals and corresponding efforts in these areas are truly inseparable 

on the ground.   In the interests of clarity and theoretical consistency, however, I 

have treated them separately – first, as they pertain to the realm of rural 

development and then, in the area of alternative food chain formation.  In 

analyzing the sustainable rural development efforts of these NGOs in the Valley 

of San Carlos, I have followed Ferguson’s (1994) approach by focusing on what 
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the relationships they form with funders and participating producers actually 

accomplish.  Rather than judging them as simple successes or failures, I have 

instead focused on their actual impacts and what they succeed in doing.  This 

has involved a deeper interrogation of how program goals are set and carried out 

by producers and development workers.  It has allowed me to address the 

research question set: “How are the needs of funding agencies, NGOs, and 

actors on the ground combined in discursive representations of the problems of 

and solutions to rural development?”, “How does this give rise to specific 

relationships of cooperation and power in the development process?”, and “What 

do these accomplish in terms of the goals of involved actors?”   

In answering the questions,  I show that the relationships the NGOs 

establish with international funding agencies through program progress reports 

and proposals is one that seeks to secure legitimacy for the organizations and 

their programs on the ground.  Discursively creating a space for themselves in 

the development process by proposing a set of measurable outcomes and 

interventions, the NGOs structure subsequent relations with producers.  In the 

case of the rural development NGO ATQ, this process has direct implications for 

the execution of program activities and the organization’s relationships with 

outside actors.  Because program goals were developed without significant 

producer input, they are often inapplicable to participating farmers, not 

immediately understood or accepted by them, and require developers to again 

establish their own legitimacy and that of their recommended technologies and 

practices.   The process itself indicates that NGOs per se do not necessarily 
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represent a more “bottom-up” form of development compared to state agencies.  

Instead, they themselves often assume the role of brokers of development that 

are forced to find ways to balance the stipulations of external funders with their 

own goals and those of other actors on the ground.  

Directly addressing the literature on the diffusion of agricultural 

innovations, I focus on how diffusion is accomplished through the organization’s 

relationships with producers, asking “What characteristics of the development 

specialist-producer interface foster the transfer of organic agricultural techniques 

and agroecological farming methods?”   Here, I argue for the central importance 

of the channels of agricultural information chosen by farmers.   For successful 

transfer of new technologies and agricultural practices, establishing the credibility 

of NGO agronomists as trustworthy “change agents” (Rogers 2003) and sources 

of information for farmers is crucial.  I argue that credibility in the eyes of farmers 

is less based on disembedded (Giddens 1990) forms of knowledge like 

educational qualifications or other expert-based systems and centers more on 

forms of locally demonstrated experience, firsthand displays of a technology’s 

effects, ownership of agricultural plots in the community, years of farming 

experience, and other forms of symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1986).    I conclude 

that long-term contact between the same extension agents and participating 

producers as well as agent availability to address farmer problems or questions 

on site are effective tools for establishing their credibility as sources of 

agricultural information in the eyes farmers.   In Rogers’ (2003) terms, the 
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receptiveness of farmers to NGO information tended to be facilitated by a 

perceived “homophily” between themselves and NGO agronomists.  

I further argue that effective development of new, more environmentally 

benign farming technologies must begin with sufficient farmer education, hands-

on experimentation, and the establishment of the technologies’ benefits through 

demonstration or participatory goal setting involving farmers themselves.   Broad-

based adoption of organic farming techniques is greatly increased when the risk 

of investment in inputs shouldered by farmers is partially reduced with subsidies.  

Confirming the arguments put forth by Holt-Gimenéz (2006:65) concerning 

farmer-to-farmer methods of technology transfer, hands-on education and the 

ability of farmers to experiment with a technology and directly observe its benefits 

are essential for broad adoption.    

The reverse is also true. Adoption of new agricultural methods and 

technologies by farmers is hindered when they are left out of the planning and 

setting of program goals or the choosing of agricultural innovations.  When 

producers are excluded from these aspects of program administration, the 

“relative advantage” (Rogers 2003) of a given technology is not immediately 

established.  Further, hands-on experimentation and visual demonstrations of a 

given technology’s use foster what Rogers (2003:15-16) refers to as the 

“observability” and “trialability” of the technology.  As a result, I argue that these 

activities are crucial for the successful transfer of agricultural techniques, 

especially those that require significant investment in time, capital, or labor on the 

part of farmers or require specialized knowledge in their execution. 
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 In terms of addressing the environmental and human health concerns 

brought up in critiques of non-traditional vegetable production by small farmers in 

Guatemala, the current study shows that great strides can and are being made 

through development program activities.  Farmers consulted in this study 

demonstrated a greater awareness than neighbors of the deleterious effects of 

agrochemicals, the environmental benefits of multi-cropping, and the benefits of 

many agroecological farming techniques.  Further, POSC farmers were 

significantly more likely to engage in polyculture and have experience 

constructing terraces or drainage canals for soil conservation.  They reported 

using significantly less chemical pesticides per crop per cultivation cycle than 

neighboring farmers.  However, limitations tied to the issues outlined above can 

be seen in the lack of member farmer application of organic fertilizer, 

engagement in composting, and use of organic pest controls.  In these areas, 

uptake was low because the value of such technologies was not sufficiently 

established to farmers through NGO activities or incentives.        

Concerning attempts to secure agricultural sustainability through market-

based development and forward integration of producers in a new commodity 

chain for non-traditional vegetables, I respond to the research question: “How 

successful is the construction of a local organic food system in addressing the 

economic, ecological, sociocultural, and structural limitations of non-traditional 

vegetable commodity chains for small farmer development?”  I argue that the 

NGOs’ program for vertical and market integration of producers meets with mixed 

success, tied the nature of their relationships with producers and consumers.   
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In the economic realm, I argue that specialty food production in an 

alternative commodity chain does not result in significant economic benefits to 

producers in the current case.  Efforts on the part of Negocio Orgánico to 

increase prices received by farmers and mitigate risk associated with market 

volatility have little economic impact for members due to low amounts of product 

purchased.  The latter diminishes farmer confidence in the organization as a 

legitimate replacement for conventional forms of commercial vegetable sales, 

regardless of price guarantees and other forms of risk management.    

Another result is that, ecological sustainability in agriculture is less tied to 

the incentives offered by the new commodity chain than it is the development 

efforts outlined above.  Specifically, the ability to cater to new consumer 

demands for organic produce is not a significant motivation for farmers to use 

more environmentally benign agricultural practices.  Because sales through 

Negocio Orgánico are so low, the marketing opportunity opened by organic 

cultivation makes little difference in farmer decisions to implement the agricultural 

techniques promoted by the programmers.  Though there remains the potential 

for increased sales to bring direct economic incentives to farmers for organic 

cultivation and agroecology in the future, this is not currently influential in farmer 

decisions to implement more environmentally sound farming techniques.  

   In the realm of structural and sociocultural sustainability, I investigate 

NGO efforts at farmer vertical integration in the commodity chain, farmer human 

capital development, and microenterprise building.  Relating these to the debates 

surrounding the structural and sociocultural effects of conventional chains for 
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non-traditional vegetables in Guatemala, I investigate whether these efforts do or 

do not result in producer empowerment to determine their own development 

trajectories and secure greater value capture for their products.  Concerning 

farmer vertical integration, I conclude that human capital transfer and farmer 

integration into post-harvest tasks are not sufficient in themselves for the building 

of an entrepreneurial spirit among farmers.  As a result many producers in this 

case do not approach the Negocio Orgánico business as stakeholders with an 

interest in its long-term success.   I argue that development planners must find 

ways to put the newly learned skills of producers to use and that human capital 

development must be approached as a continuous process that constantly builds 

on skills previously taught to participants.  Further, NGO efforts to employ 

farmers must be carefully planned so as not to undermine the growth of the 

business itself.   

Overall, I find that the combination of market-led development and 

sustainability through alternative commodity chain formation contains a 

fundamental, often self-defeating contradiction between goals.  Syncing 

economic, environmental, and sociocultural sustainability with imperatives for 

market survival that include efficiency, competitive pricing, and mass-production 

is a task fraught with difficulty.  Including and training less-skilled farmers to 

participate in a microenterprise necessarily creates inefficiencies that hinder the 

ability of the new enterprise to scale up markets and meet consumer goals for 

service on a large-scale.  External funding for the development process may 

temporarily fill these gaps but it is the aid that is at the same time the making and 
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unmaking of the enterprise.  It allows the development scheme to be more 

inclusive and participatory but it can also shield the new enterprise from the need 

to build an efficient and competitive business model capable of surviving on 

profits from sales alone.  In this case, Negocio Orgánico is left in a space that is 

neither pure development project nor pure market-based business building. The 

microenterprise appears caught between a kind of dependence on development 

funds and the formation of a business that is viable, self-sustaining, and profit-

generating. 

Farmer motives for participation and goals for the rural development 

program diverge significantly from those of the NGO planners.   I connect the 

difference in motives to the NGOs’ failure to deliver significant economic benefits 

to POSC members as well as their planning of core development activities 

without the input of these producers.   Consistent with the observations of post-

development scholars concerning representation in discourses of development, I 

find that, in order to secure credibility for their program with funders, the NGOs 

discursively create a construct of villages in San Carlos that is consistently 

incomplete and misrepresentative. By presenting communities as agricultural, in 

transition from subsistence to commercial cultivation, isolated from markets, and 

suffering from low levels of economic diversification, these documents render an 

inaccurate image of community life and needs.  While these needs do fit well with 

the established solutions, development activities, and measures of program 

success proposed by the NGOs, they do not match the reports of producers in 

this study.       
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I argue that, as a result, participants in development projects often value 

those secondary, less tangible benefits of a program more than the core 

objectives put forth and used to gauge program success by project planners. In 

the case of ATQ and Negocio Orgánico’s program, these secondary benefits 

constitute the greatest impacts of the development project for participants.  

Producers regarded the opportunities for education and extradomestic 

participation in public groups provided by the NGOs’ activities as centrally 

important.  This was especially the case for female participants faced with limited 

opportunities for formal education and participation outside the home in what 

many describe as male-centered, machista communities. Beyond meeting 

participant goals of educational enrichment and the building of self-worth, these 

opportunities can and do provide community members with valuable human 

capital and occupational experiences that may open doors to new earning 

opportunities and paid work.  As a result, I find that even as development 

projects fail to meet their central objectives outlined in funding proposals and 

official documents, they may continue to make considerable impacts in those 

often overlooked and less tangible areas that elude direct measurement as 

outcomes of the program. 

Finally, the conclusions of my research shed considerable light on current 

theory concerning the formation of alternative food networks and local food 

systems by exploring popular themes and concepts from this literature using 

cases in the developing world.  The result has been a more critical and 

comparative analysis of established concepts like, embeddedness, trust, and 
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product value across cultural, historical, and economic contexts.  Overall, my 

research has shown how the establishment of an alternative food system 

designed to alter relations in conventional chains for non-traditional vegetables is 

bound in many ways to the same ethnic inequalities, socioeconomic imbalances, 

values, and power structures that condition conventional modes of agricultural 

production and consumption.   I emphasize the fact that “alternative” food 

systems are most often hybrid mixtures that grow directly out of the 

“conventional” chains they seek to change. 

Applying the findings from this study to existing literature on local food 

systems derived from ANT and conventions theoretical traditions, I answer the 

following question set: “How is the growth of an alternative food system shaped 

by context specific processes, politics, and structures of conventional food 

systems in the developing world?”, “Do the values and symbolic meanings 

attached to food in such systems truly work to resituate power to producers and 

consumers through the creation of new economic spaces outside conventional 

chains for non-traditional vegetables?”, and  “To what extent must alternative 

food systems be brought into accord with industrial and commercial imperatives 

to ensure their own economic survival?”   I do this by bringing agricultural 

production and rural development into dialogue with the marketing, 

commercialization, and consumption ends of the alternative commodity chain.  

 Following the ANT and conventions theoretical traditions, I document how 

new values concerning food are developed and embodied in alternative forms of 

exchange, cooperation, and compromise in networks of social relations between 
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consumers and other actors.  I argue that values for food are emerging among 

Guatemalan consumers that diverge significantly from those in conventional 

markets.  Values reflect not just cosmetic preferences or consideration of price 

but other things like transparency, cleanliness, freedom from contamination, and 

food access and diversity.  New values represent consumer desires for change 

to conventional systems of NTAE production and consumption.  These 

demonstrate a growing demand for accessible, diverse, and clean foods in the 

context of broad economic shifts, ineffective regimes of agricultural regulation, 

the rise of transnational supermarkets, and other changes to agriculture that limit 

consumers’ ability to secure these goals.   Not only do new goals inspire 

participation in networks of economic exchange reflecting new notions of quality 

for food, they also imply tradeoffs and lifestyle changes going beyond the 

transaction itself.   

However, even as these consumer values express a desire for change to 

specific aspects of conventional food systems, the leave untouched and reinforce 

others.  I argue that ethnic power asymmetries in Guatemala’s historical 

development persist in the alternative food chain.  The power to condition 

agricultural production of small Maya farmers continues to be the exclusive 

domain of ladino urban professionals, regardless of NGO efforts at producer 

vertical integration.  Maya farmers, on the other hand, have no comparable 

power to alter the consumption habits of urban ladinos.  Here is most evident the 

extension of ethnic inequality in Guatemala across successive waves of capitalist 

penetration and development in the agricultural sector.   
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   Further, the food system manifests hybridity in that it simultaneously 

works to embedded and disembedded agriculture in local social relations, 

economic institutions, and environmental conditions.  In this case, 

embeddedness in local production and environmental conditions often breaks 

down along the lines of established reputations held by NTAE producing towns.  

Consumer desires for foods free from contamination frequently translate into 

purchasing habits that seek out produce from specific villages while avoiding that 

from others.  Although trust in food quality is decoupled from the reputation of 

transnational supermarket chains or the logo of international food distributers, it 

is not fully reinvested in personal guarantees of farmers.  The NGO Negocio 

Orgánico continues to play a vital role in ensuring to consumers the standards for 

quality they demand in the bag of eco-vegetables. 

 Finally, purchases within the alternative food system are not free from 

consideration of price and a value for uniformity in product size and shape.  I 

maintain that the intermingling of established values with those that diverge from 

conventional markets gives rise to a hybrid food system that reflects the diversity 

of alternative food networks in general. The merging of values also shows the 

degree to which these food systems are inextricably tied to the conventional food 

chains that actors seek to redefine.   

Contributions to Theory and Practice 

Concerning Theory on Rural Development and Alternative Food Systems 
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 Building on the conclusions outlined above, the current research makes 

numerous contributions to theory and practice surrounding sustainable rural 

development and the formation of alternative food systems.  In the realm of 

development theory, the framework employed by this research demonstrates the 

usefulness of a focus on how the interests of numerous actors and entities are 

merged through networks of interaction in the development process.   By 

complicating established binaries of development theory such as “top-down” 

versus “bottom-up” approaches , “state” versus “market” based project,  

“participatory” versus “expert-driven” technology development, and NGOs versus 

the state, my approach provides a more nuanced understanding of how 

development goals are formed and met with varying degrees of success.    

Moving beyond production alone, the current approach has shown how 

the integration of all stages of the commodity chain for a nascent microenterprise 

presents a more complete picture of the dynamics driving market-led 

development projects and their potential to effect structural change.  Just as 

critics of traditional political economic approaches to food systems (see Sayer 

2001) have argued for an integration of consumption and notions of product 

quality into production-centered analyses, I argue that these are equally 

applicable in the realm of market-led rural development and microenterprise 

formation.  

In the current study I have shown that effective changes to an established 

commodity chain in the interests of rural development require the building of new 

relationships on the ground that work to secure the legitimacy of development 
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program activities, recommended practices, and the developers themselves in 

the eyes of all involved actors.    The results of my research facilitate a greater 

understanding of the transfer of agricultural information by showing that farmers 

more readily accept information from more homophilous (Rogers 2003, 

McPherson et al. 2001) sources that are able to garner and deploy sufficient 

symbolic capital and forms of locally-embedded credibility.   The work contributes 

to theory in small farm economics by demonstrating that market risk may not be 

as significant a consideration for small farmers in commercial markets as some 

theory may suggest (see Ellis 1993).  In this case, many farmers expressed a 

preference for playing the ups and downs of pricing in open markets over settling 

for a fixed, contracted price provided by purchasing NGOs.  Lastly, I argue that 

market-led development as a guiding principal for rural growth contains a 

fundamental, often self-defeating contradiction between the goals of meeting 

market imperatives of efficiency and large-scale production with the goal of 

broad-based impacts and inclusive program building.  Specifically, the dual 

commitment to inclusive rural development underwritten by international funding 

on one hand and increasing a microenterprise’s ability to scale up markets on the 

other leaves projects caught between diverging “development” and “market” 

trajectories. 

The study also makes several contributions to theory concerning the 

development of alternative food movements and systems.  It breaks new ground 

in the area of alternative food studies by bringing many of the concepts and 

frameworks developed in the existing literature on food systems to a local 
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organic food system in the developing world.  As a result, it demonstrates the 

uniqueness of alternative food movements across cultures by showing how such 

systems in the developing world compare to and differ from those North 

American and European models in the established literature.  In doing so, it 

furthers understanding of how alternative food movements based on organic or 

local production are tailored to and often grow out of the context of conventional 

agricultural production and consumption specific to a location.  It also shows how 

alternative values and notions of quality for food vary across culture and are 

shaped by macro-level political economic forces, the context of existing 

conventional agricultural systems, and the perceived efficacy of agricultural 

regulatory regimes. 

  Often considered the hallmarks of alternative food studies in Europe and 

North America (see Winter 2003, Hinrichs 2000), the concepts of embeddedness 

(Granovetter 1985) and trust have been shown to assume new meaning in the 

Guatemalan context.  Demonstrating the need for further interrogation of these 

concepts in local and organic food systems, this study has shown that 

transactions in alternative food networks assume both embedding and 

disembedding aspects.  In the current case, transactions are socially embedded 

in local, face-to-face relations between farmers and consumers who have lost 

faith in the systems of expertise (Giddens 1990) and regulatory regimes for food 

safety maintained by the Guatemalan government.  At the same time, they 

continue to rely on a third party—the NGO— for transparency and the brokerage 

of trust through its official guarantee of minimal chemical use and sanitary post-
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harvest production procedures.  Just as agriculture becomes re-embedded in 

highly variable local environmental conditions and ecosystems through 

agroecology and community-specific production methods, there remains a strong 

consumer value placed on industrial conventions concerning uniformity in 

product ripeness and sometimes size.   Overall, my findings problematize these 

established concepts, revealing that even as notions of value for food shift away 

from instrumental considerations of pricing and cosmetic qualities alone, they 

remain tied to industrial and market conventions of quality in prevailing markets 

for non-traditional vegetables.       

 

 

Concerning the Practice of Development 

In the current study I also make numerous arguments concerning the 

design and implementation of rural development projects by practitioners, 

program designers, and funders.  In the realm of technology transfers, I argue 

that agricultural technology transfers go beyond direct economic incentives and 

must include crucial elements of participation, human capital development, and 

the long-term availability of extension agents for farmer consultations and field 

visits.  Specifically, I argue for more attention to hands-on education of farmers 

with new technologies and agricultural practices as well as more emphasis on 

the communication of the benefits of these to farmers.  Further, the results of my 

study underscore the importance of greater syncing of recommended practices 

with farmer needs and available resources.  Finally, I emphasize the value of 
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long-term contact between the same extension agents and producers as well as 

the availability of these developers for field visits and addressing farmer 

questions on site.  This was shown to be an effective tool for establishing 

development agents’ credibility as a source of agricultural information and the 

benefits of new technologies to farmers. 

More generally, I argue that the most successful aspects of rural 

development programs are those that conform to ongoing processes of change 

relevant to farmers at the community level.  In the current case, participating 

farmers even bypassed the central economic goals of the project held by 

planners and instead valued the program most for those secondary impacts that 

better conformed to their expressed needs and goals.  These fuzzier aspects are 

too often ignored by planners and funders in their search for tangible, concrete 

outcomes for programs in funding proposals and official documents.  Instead, 

these components must be accounted for through the design of new metrics for 

program success, as these have a direct bearing on the funding opportunities 

available to rural development projects. 

For farmer vertical integration and microenterprise building in market-led 

rural development schemes, this research shows that the goal of broad-based 

impacts for development projects interested in poverty alleviation can be easily 

muted by the limitations of market demand.   Integrating more producers into the 

scheme further divides an already small consumer demand and limits the 

economic impacts of a program for farmers.  Farmer integration into the 
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microenterprise should either be gradual or with the understanding that economic 

benefits will be increased over time with consumer market expansion.     

I find that human capital transfer and the integration of farmers into 

distribution and marketing aspects of the commodity chain is not sufficient on its 

own for engaging farmers as stakeholders in a business.  Instead, farmer skills 

must be put to use and learning must be approached as a continuous process 

that constantly builds upon and integrates already learned skills.  Farmers should 

be trained with the goal of administering the microenterprise. Therefore, the skills 

they learn must be useful for the coordination and organizational activities of the 

business.   Furthermore, once integrated into new aspects of the commodity 

chain, producers must be given the right kinds of economic incentives.  

Insufficient income results in less enthusiasm and less stake in a business’ 

success on the part of producers.  Some income schemes, like that set up by 

Negocio Orgánico for its drivers, pit the long-term survival of the business against 

the immediate economic incentives of workers.  The overall effect is that 

participants fail to see the enterprise as their own and do not approach it as 

stakeholders with an interest in its survival over the long-term.   

 Overall, for market-led development programs seeking broad based 

impacts and farmer inclusion through microenterprise building, care must be 

taken in the merging of market imperatives of profit generation and expansion 

with producer participation and human capital development.  My research has 

shown that, in the process of training and employing producers in new stages of 

the commodity chain, inefficiencies often result that endanger the economic 
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sustainability of the new enterprise.  Though these gaps can be temporarily filled 

with funding from external development agencies, a plan must be formed to 

address these, lest the business become dependent upon this aid.     

Recommendations for Development Practice 

 Based on the conclusions and arguments outlined above, I make the 

following recommendations for practitioners of development, including program 

designers, funders, and development organization staff.  In the area of 

agricultural technology adoption, my conclusions reveal how farmer confidence in 

developers’ knowledge and recommended agricultural practices is better 

established through hands-on demonstration and experimentation on site.  

Confidence is enhanced through long-term relationships between developers and 

farmers, producer participation, frequent field visits, and locally visible 

demonstrations of new techniques and technologies.  These are all crucial 

elements necessary for broad-based adoption of new farming practices.   

Also, results from my study highlight the need for more careful 

consideration of how the unique characteristics of a given technology or practice 

call for specific approaches to its transfer.  Practices that require less specialized 

knowledge, depend on resources farmers have on hand, require less time and 

labor, and whose benefits are immediately apparent are less likely to require 

participatory demonstrations, hands-on experimentation, or high levels of 

developer credibility for their transfer.  However, these are extremely important in 

cases when technologies have the opposite characteristics. 
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 In the area of general development planning and the tracking of project 

outcomes, the conclusions reached in the current study call for a greater 

recognition of the impacts of development projects that are outside strictly 

economic outcomes or core program objectives for market-led development.   

The research reveals the fundamental importance of inquiries on the part of 

development planners into participant reasons for involvement in a program and 

how this fits with the greater context of community life and producer livelihoods.  

As was demonstrated in the ATQ/Negocio Orgánico experience, due to 

economic shifts and migration, women are increasingly responsible for family 

agriculture in this part of the world.  As a result, development programs geared 

toward the goals of women in agriculture are extremely vital.  Also, participant 

motivations and values for a development project are often not at all tied to the 

direct goals of the program as outlined in NGO plans or funding proposals.  

Because these benefits are not as easily measured or quantifiable, they often go 

unmentioned in program reports.  However, they remain those that are most 

tightly bound to ongoing processes of cultural change at the community and 

regional levels.  It behooves developers to create ways to integrate these more 

slippery impacts into program evaluation plans and proposals. 

 In the realm of sustainable microenterprise generation, it is crucial to 

recognize that human capital development and employment alone are not 

enough to inspire entrepreneurial attitudes in farmers or for them to approach a 

new business as stakeholders.  Instead, human capital transfers need to be 

directly tied to producers’ actual involvement in the enterprise.  Further, human 
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capital development should be viewed as a process rather than as a one-time 

training or certification.  Collaboration between farmers and developers should be 

constant, with the aim of mastery of simple to more involved tasks and increased 

responsibility for the enterprise’s administration assumed by participants.    

Efforts should be carefully balanced with the goals of meeting market imperatives 

for profit generation and scaling up markets for the fledgling business. As was 

shown in the current study, it is easy to fall into singular pursuit of profit while 

neglecting producer integration into key tasks.  On the other hand, it is just as 

easy to focus too much on integrating producers quickly without sufficient human 

capital while remaining dependent on external funding to fill the gaps created by 

the resulting inefficiencies.  The conflicts between market- and development-

oriented goals must be balanced and reconciled through constant re-evaluation 

of program progress in these areas and how changes to one area invariably 

affect the other. 

 Finally, a general point of consideration that is evident in all aspects of the 

program in considered in the current study is that the most successful efforts are 

those that are aligned with existing economic, social, and cultural currents 

already at work on the ground. On the production end, ATQ/Negocio Orgánico’s 

greatest successes are those that conform to established producer goals of less 

exposure to and expenditures on toxic agrochemicals, a desire to fill gaps in 

education, play an active role in a public group, or gain transferrable skills and 

work experiences.  In the case of many women participants, this includes 

adjusting to new roles working outside the home or increasing one’s self-worth 
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and public role in a traditional machista society.  On the consumption end, the 

group has found an emerging niche market for organic, local produce that is 

sufficiently diverse and accessible by working consumers, especially working 

women.  By latching onto an already growing urban consumer demand for 

uncontaminated foods, the new enterprise is able to carve a small and potentially 

growing niche for their organic products in Quetzaltenango.  It is the 

organizations’ ability to ride these existing currents that represents some of their 

greatest achievements in both rural development and microenterprise 

development. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

 The findings of the current study raise just as many questions concerning 

agricultural change and rural development as they answer.  Many of the 

conclusions reached are just as likely points of departure for future research.  

Below I outline just a few of the major areas where I feel research along these 

lines may continue.   The current study has shown that a large part of the work 

conducted by local NGOs centers on maintaining their legitimacy as brokers of 

development to a host of actors.  However, a fruitful area for study that may 

facilitate understandings of how the practice of development is carried out is a 

deeper investigation into NGO worker perceptions of their own roles in the 

development process.  Beyond seeking legitimacy with external actors, how do 

local NGO staff members view their own responsibilities and roles, specifically in 

balancing the goals of funders, outside institutions, and individual actors on the 

ground?      
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 My research has also demonstrated that new, distinct values for food and 

food quality are emerging among urban consumers.  New values challenge 

prevailing modes of food production and consumption in Guatemala.  It was also 

shown that the conventional agricultural commodity chains that are being 

contested have been shaped by the country’s unique development history and its 

emphasis on traditional and non-traditional exports.  I feel that this relationship 

between a country’s development history and the emergence of alternative food 

movements is in need of further research.  The countryside of the developing 

world has for decades been a testing ground for a host of internationally 

sponsored agricultural development schemes.    How these histories of 

development give rise to unique values, relationships between actors, and 

notions of food quality in alternative food systems requires exploration.  Because 

the developing world has largely been left out of the North American and 

European centered literature on alternative food systems, this would be a fruitful 

area for future study.     

 Future research into the development of alternative food systems would 

benefit from greater exploration of how the staple concepts of “local” and 

“embedded” become grafted onto local sociocultural, economic, environmental, 

and political relations in a given context.  According to many respondents in my 

study, the quest for transparency in production method meant relying on the 

reputations of some non-traditional vegetable producing communities as cleaner 

than other neighboring ones.    This reliance on reputation indicates at least 

some degree of the shaping of notions of food quality and “localness” by existing 
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reputation and relations between production and consumption at the regional 

level.  New studies into local food system formation must begin mapping how 

consumer desires for local can mean specific kinds of local and not others.  

Investigations of alternative food movements would be well served by asking how 

the meaning of “local” is molded by historical, cultural, and economic forces 

specific to a given context.  Here the example of Quetzaltenango is revealing.   

The city contains numerous farmers markets where local farmers sell produce.  

However, for many consumers, the type of cultivation in which these local 

farmers are engaged is similar to conventional NTAE production insofar as it is 

based in an industrial model, reliant on high chemical applications and 

environmental degradation, responsible for the production of potentially 

contaminated produce, and dominated by large-scale exporters and distributors.   

 Finally, future studies of alternative food movements, particularly those 

that may come out of the developing world, could be greatly enhanced by a more 

thorough treatment of the ethnic and economic dimensions of alternative food 

consumption.  Ethnic relations were laid out in several sections of the current 

work but alone merit an entire study.  The fact that all producers in my study 

were impoverished, ethnically Maya farmers from the Guatemalan countryside 

and nearly all consumers were middle- to upper-class ladino urban professionals 

is extremely indicative of the persistence of historically and culturally established 

patterns of ethnic separation in the country.  Further, this casts light upon 

economic divides that affect access to and consumption of specialty foods like 

organic or local.  Greater emphasis on the economic and ethnic aspects of 
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alternative consumption is important for food movement studies across the globe.  

However, such considerations are especially important for alternative food 

movements arising in developing countries.  This is because, apart from 

marketing research, so little work has been done on consumption in this part of 

the world and because disparities in food access along economic and ethnic 

lines can be so pronounced.  This is truly the case in Guatemala where divides 

have persisted since the arrival of the Spanish and the beginnings of export 

agriculture.    

   Overall, my study has been an effort to bring the development project itself 

to the fore of studies in the anthropology of development.  Employing mixed 

methods of data collection and a framework that emphasizes the networks of 

individuals and institutions that form around these kinds of projects, I have 

attempted to show what various actors are attempting to do, their motives for 

doing so, and their ability to realize their goals through cooperation and 

compromise with others.  In the end, these points of compromise, where the 

interests of involved actors can be aligned and harnessed for meaningful change, 

are the keys to generating equitable development.  Further, it is where such 

interests represent ongoing cultural, political, and economic processes 

experienced by the broader population that truly sustainable development may 

take place.  While the impacts of programs like the ATQ/Negocio Orgánico are 

currently modest, their experiences provide valuable insights for researchers and 

development practitioners interested in rural development and microenterprise 

building.  Beyond this, they pave the way for future efforts and social movements 
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built around the idea of economic enrichment of small farmers and securing 

clean, healthy, and diverse foods for all people living in the developing world.  In 

the face of global food markets that have been increasingly fraught with volatility 

and crises in the past decade, the building of more equitable and sustainable 

food systems under local control has become an essential element to general 

human wellbeing and development throughout the world.    
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APPENDIX A—PRODUCER SURVEY PROTOCOL 

Información Demográfica 

Género: ____ 

Cuantos años tiene usted? ____ 

Cuál nivel en la escuela logró Ud.?     ____________ 

Es casado/a?    ____________ 

Cuantos hijos tiene?    ____ 

Cuantas personas viven en su casa?     ____ 

En cuál comunidad vive?    __________________ 

 -Desde cuando vive en esta comunidad?  ________________ 

Cuantas cuerdas del terreno tiene?     _____ 

 -Cuantas son cuerdas propias?    _____ 

 -Cuantas son cuerdas rentadas?     _____ 
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 -Cuantas son cuerdas sembradas en milpa?    _____ 

 -Cuantas son cuerdas sembradas en hortalizas?     _____ 

Cuales son las clases de hortaliza que ha sembrado en el último año?: 

____  Cebolla  ____  Zanahoria  ____  Rabano  ____  Repollo   

____  Brócoli  ____  Coliflor  ____  Flores  ____  Haba 

____  Apio  ____  Tomate  ____  Cilantro  ____  Remolacha 

____  Lechuga Salinas ____  Escarola  ____  Pepino  ____  Papa 

____  Chile  ____  Aselga  ____  Ayote  ____  Guisquil 

____  Ejote     ____  Espinaca 

Desde cuando cultiva hortalizas? _________________ 

Cuantas consechas tiene Ud. en un año típico?    _____ 

Tiene riego?   Sí / No 

Es miembro/a de la asociación de productores?:  Sí / No 

  -Desde cuando?  ______________________     

Sección Una 

1. Ha construido Ud. una abonera alguna vez? Sí / No 
 

2. Hace cuanto tiempo fue la última vez en que construyó una abonera?   ___________ 
 

3. Cada cuanto construye aboneras durante un ciclo agrícola típico? ___________ 
 

4. Cuantas ha construido Ud. en el último año (desde Julio 2009)?  ___________ 
 

5.  (Sólo socios) Síempre las construye así, como les enseñan los técnicos?  Sí / No 
 

6. En un año típico, cuantos quintales de abono orgánico aplica a sus terrenos sembrados 
en hortaliza? ___________ 
 

7. (Sólo socios) Aplica la cantidad de abono orgánico que recomiendan los técnicos?
 Sí / No   -Aplica más o menos de dicha cantidad?  ____________ 
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8. Ha comprado abonos químicos en el ultimo año?  Sí / No 
 
-Cuáles son los que compró? 
1.  _________________  4.  ________________  7.  _________________ 
2.  _________________  5.  ________________  8.  _________________ 
3.  _________________  6.  ________________  9.  _________________ 
 
-Cuantos (litros, libras, botellas) de éstos compró? 
1.  _________________  4.  ________________  7.  _________________ 
2.  _________________  5.  ________________  8.  _________________ 
3.  _________________  6.  ________________  9.  _________________ 

 
9. Practica Ud. rotación de cultivos en sus terrenos? (“Tiene extensiones de terreno 

dedicadas a la producción de solo una clase de cultivo o cambia el cultivo después de 
una cosecha?”)  Sí / No 
 

10.  Cada cuanto cambia el cultivo en una extensión de terreno?    ____________ 
 

11. (Sólo socios) Siempre sigue las recomendaciones de los técnicos sobre la rotación de 
cultivos?   Sí / No 
 

12. Construye Ud. (terrazas o canales) para conservar el suelo? Sí / No 
 

13. Aparte de la milpa, siembra Ud. más de una clase de cultivo en la misma extensión de 
tierra al mismo tiempo? (Asociación de cultivos)       Sí / No 
 

14. Ha comprado Ud. pesticidas químicos en el último año?  Sí / No 
 
-Cuáles compró? 
1.  _________________  4.  ________________  7.  _________________ 
2.  _________________  5.  ________________  8.  _________________ 
3.  _________________  6.  ________________  9.  _________________ 
 
-Cuantos (litros, libras, botellas) de éstas compró? 
1.  _________________  4.  ________________  7.  _________________ 
2.  _________________  5.  ________________  8.  _________________ 
3.  _________________  6.  ________________  9.  _________________ 

 
15. Ha comprado Ud. fungicidas químicos en el último año?  Sí / No 
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-Cuáles compró? 
1.  _________________  4.  ________________  7.  _________________ 
2.  _________________  5.  ________________  8.  _________________ 
3.  _________________  6.  ________________  9.  _________________ 
 
-Cuantos (litros, libras, botellas) de éstas compró? 
1.  _________________  4.  ________________  7.  _________________ 
2.  _________________  5.  ________________  8.  _________________ 
3.  _________________  6.  ________________  9.  _________________ 

 
16. Ha comprado Ud. herbicidas químicos en el último año?  Sí / No 

 
-Cuáles compró? 
1.  _________________  4.  ________________  7.  _________________ 
2.  _________________  5.  ________________  8.  _________________ 
3.  _________________  6.  ________________  9.  _________________ 
 
 
-Cuantos (litros, libras, botellas) de éstas compró? 
1.  _________________  4.  ________________  7.  _________________ 
2.  _________________  5.  ________________  8.  _________________ 
3.  _________________  6.  ________________  9.  _________________ 

 
17.  En el año pasado vendio Ud. alguna vez su producto en un mercado de Xela? Sí / No 

 
18. En el año pasado vendio Ud. alguna vez su producto a un comerciante en un mercado 

de Xela?  Sí / No 
 

19. En el año pasado vendio Ud. alguna vez su producto a un intermediaro que vino a la 
comunidad para comprar? Sí / No 
 

20. (Sólo socios) En el año pasado vendio Ud. alguna vez su producto a Negocio 
Organico/ATQ?   Sí / No 
 

21. De las maneras en que ha comercializado su producto, cuál es la manera que prefiere 
Ud.?   

-Y cuál sería la segunda manera?   Y cuál sería la tercera?    
____ Un mercado de Xela 

       ____ Intermediario que vino a la comunidad 
____ Comerciante en un mercado 
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____ a Negocio Organico/ATQ 
 

22. Como vende la mayoria de su producto?    
-Y  cuál sería la segunda manera? Y cuál sería la tercera? 

____ Un mercado de Xela 
____ Intermediario que vino a la comunidad 
____ Comerciante en un mercado 
____ a Negocio Organico/ATQ 

 
23. En que manera vende Ud. su producto con mayor frecuencia?  

-Y cuál sería la segunda manera? Y cuál sería la tercera? 
____ Un mercado de Xela 
____ Intermediario que vino a la comunidad 
____ Comerciante en un mercado 
____ a Negocio Organico/ATQ 
 
 
 

24. De ellas cuál ofrece el mejor precio?  
-Y cuál sería la segunda que ofrece el mejor precio?   
-Y cual sería la tercera que ofrece el mejor prceio? 
 

       ____ Un mercado de Xela 
       ____ Intermediario que viene a la comunidad 
       ____ Comerciante en un mercado 
       ____ a Negocio Organico/ATQ 

 
25.  Cuáles son los trabajos y empleos en que trabaja su familia para generar ingreso? 

1.  _________________  4.  ________________  7.  _________________ 
2.  _________________  5.  ________________  8.  _________________ 
3.  _________________  6.  ________________  9.  _________________ 
 

26. Y quién es la persona de su familia que trabaja en cada uno? 
1.  _________________  4.  ________________  7.  _________________ 
2.  _________________  5.  ________________  8.  _________________ 
3.  _________________  6.  ________________  9.  _________________ 

 
27. De los trabajos y empleos en que trabaja su familia, cuál contribuye más ingreso?     

1. ________________ 
Cuál sería el segundo trabajo que contribuye con más ingreso? 
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2. ________________ 
Cuál sería el tercer trabajo que contribuye con más ingreso? 

3. ________________ 
 

28. Cual trabajo es el más importante para el bienestar de su casa?   
1.  ________________ 

Cuál sería el segundo trabajo que es más importante para el bienestar de su casa? 
2.  ________________ 

Cuál sería el tercer trabajo? 
3.  ________________ 

 
29. Sí tendrían Uds. que dejar uno de estos empleos, cual sería? _______________ 

 
30.  Cuantas personas de su familia trabaja en la producción de hortalizas en sus terrenos?  

____ 
 

31. Paga Ud. a otras personas para su trabajo en el cultivo de hortalizas en sus terrenos?     
Sí / No 
-Cuantas personas? _____ 
-Cuantos días emplea a ellas en un mes típico?    ____ 
 

32. En un día típico, cuantas personas trabajan con Ud. en la producción de hortalizas en sus 
terrenos? ____ 

 
33. En una semana típica, cuantos días trabajan Uds. en el cultivo de hortalizas?    ____ 

 
 

Sección Dos 
 

1.  Cuando necesita Ud. ayuda o consejo sobre la agricultura, cuántas personas hay que 
puede consultar?    _____ 

a. De estas personas, cuantas son gente del agroservicio?      _____ 
b. De estas personas, cuantas son otros agricultores o vecinos?     _____ 
c. De Estas personas, cuantas son técnicos o agrónomos de una agencia?    _____ 

 
2.  De ellas, cuál ofrece el consejo más importante para Ud.?   

-Cuál consejo sería el segundo en importancia? 
____  Gente del agroservicio 
____  Otros agricultores y vecinos 
____  Técnicos y agrónomos de agencias 
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3. Cuando necesita información o consejo sobre el control de malezas o una plaga, a 

quiénes consulta usted pricipalmente? 
a. Técnicos y agrónomos de agencias 
b. Gente del agroservicio 
c. Otros agricultores y vecinos 
d. No lo hace 
e. No hay nadie 

 
4. Cuando necesita información o consejo sobre el cultivo de una clase nueva de hortaliza, 

a quiénes consulta usted principalmente? 
a. Técnicos y agrónomos de agencias 
b. Gente del agroservicio 
c. Otros agricultores y vecinos 
d. No lo hace 
e. No hay nadie 

 
 
 
 

5. Cuando necesita información o consejo sobre la fertilización de un cultivo, a quiénes 
consulta usted principalmente? 

a. Técnicos y agrónomos de agencias 
b. Gente del agroservicio 
c. Otros agricultores y vecinos 
d. No lo hace 
e. No hay nadie 

 
6. Cuando necesita información o consejo sobre la preparación de suelos, a quiénes 

consulta usted principalmente? 
a. Técnicos y agrónomos de agencias 
b. Gente del agroservicio 
c. Otros agricultores y vecinos 
d. No lo hace 
e. No hay nadie 

 
7. Cuando necesita información o consejo para hacer un presupuesto, a quiénes consulta 

usted principalmente? 
a. Técnicos y agrónomos de agencias 
b. Gente del agroservicio 
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c. Otros agricultores y vecinos 
d. No lo hace 
e. No hay nadie 

 
8. Cuando necesita información o consejo para invertir su dinero, a quiénes consulta usted 

principalmente? 
a. Técnicos y agrónomos de agencias 
b. Gente del agroservicio 
c. Otros agricultores y vecinos 
d. No lo hace 
e. No hay nadie 

 
9. Cuando necesita información o consejo para calcular sus gastos, a quiénes consulta 

usted principalmente? 
a. Técnicos y agrónomos de agencias 
b. Gente del agroservicio 
c. Otros agricultores y vecinos 
d. No lo hace 
e. No hay nadie 

Sección Tres 
1.  (Sólo socios) Piensa Ud. que las cosas siguientes son beneficios importantes que 

recibe Ud. de la asociación?  Responda con sólo un “sí” o “no”. 
a. más ganancias por el producto    Sí / No 
b. transporte para la cosecha de la comunidad  Sí / No 
c. la oportunidad de participar en un grupo  Sí / No 
d. la oportunidad de aprender algo nuevo   Sí / No 
e. ayuda como abonos, semillas, etc.   Sí / No 
f. un precio fijo para el producto    Sí / No 
g. educación para protejer las tierras para la agricultura Sí / No 

 
-Para Ud., de éstos cuál es el beneficio más importante?    _____   (“a”, “b”, “c”, “d”, “e”, 
“f”, “g”) 

 
2. (Sólo socios) En su opinion, de la cualidades siguientes, cuáles describen un producto 

orgánico? 
a. Más grande  Sí / No  f.   Más saludable para el consumidor Sí / No 
b. Más sabroso  Sí / No g.  Más saludable para el productor Sí / No  
c. Más limpio  Sí / No h.  Más facil cultivar   Sí / No 
d. Más sano  Sí / No i.   Mejor precio    Sí / No 
e. Mejor apariencia Sí / No j.   Mejor para la salud de la tierra Sí / No 
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Sección Quatro 
(Solo escoja una por cada numero) 

1.  Para Ud. cual es más importante?  
a. Proteger la fuerza del suelo por el largo plazo 
b.  Aumentar la producción por el corto plazo 

 
2. Para Ud. cuál es más importante? 

a. La experiencia y conocimiento de profesionales, técnicos y gente del 
agroservicio 

b. La experiencia y conocimiento del agricultor 
 

3. Hablando de la tradición agrícola de los abuelos, piensa Ud. que: 
a. Ya no sirve en la agricultura de hoy 
b. Es importante para la agricultura de hoy 

 
 
 
 

4. Piensa Ud. que el éxito en la agricultura depende más en: 
a. La cultura campesino 
b. La asesoría de técnicos y la gente del agroservicio 

 
5. Piensa Ud. que la agricultura de hoy es más como: 

a. Una empresa como cualquier otra 
b. Un modo de vida 

 
6.  Para Ud. cuál es más importante? 

a. Abonos químicos 
b. Abonos orgánicos 

 
7. Piensa Ud. que la agricultura moderna puede causar contaminación del agua? 

a. Sí 
b. No 

 
8. Piensa Ud. que la agricultura moderna puede causar contaminación del suelo? 

a. Sí 
b. No 

 
9. Para Ud. es más importante: 
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a. Aumentar la producción 
b. Mejorar las tierras 

 
10. Para Ud. es más importante: 

a. Dedicarse al cultivo de sólo unas pocas clases de cultivo 
b. Diversificar la finca con muchas clases de cultivo 

 
11. Hablando de insumos agricolas (como abonos, remedios, etc.), prefiere Ud.: 

a. Producirlos por usted mismo 
b. Comprarlos  

 
12. Emplea Ud. más: 

a. Las pesticidas químicos 
b. control biológico 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX B—CONSUMER QUESTIONNAIRE 

Información Demográfica 

Cuál es su género?   ____ 

Cuantos años tiene usted?  ____ 

Cuál es su país?   ________________________ 

Cuál es su profesión?  ________________________ 

Cuanto tiempo hace que compra Ud. la bolsa de ecoverduras? __________ 

Como supo Ud. de la bolsa de ecoverduras por primera vez? __________ 

Cuantas personas conoce Ud. que compran la bolsa?  

(numero de personas)  ____ 

Ha recomendado Ud. la bolsa de ecoverduras a otros consumidores? Sí/No 

 Cuantas personas?  ____ 

 

De la lista siguiente de razones para comprar la bolsa de ecoverduras, indique 
“sí’ si está de acuerdo que es una razon para Ud. y “no” si no. 
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1.  El sabor de los productos que lleva la bosla es mejor.   ____ 

2.  Los productos que lleva la bolsa son los que necesita Ud.   ____ 

3.  Comprando los productos que lleva la bolsa da más utilidad a los 
     productores.         ____ 

4.  Los productos que lleva la bolsa son hechos por una asociación de 
     productores.         ____ 

5.  El precio de la bolsa es bueno.      ____ 

6.  La bolsa lleva una variedad de productos.     ____ 

7.  Comprando la bolsa apoya un negocio de productos locales.  ____ 

8.  Los productos que lleva la bolsa son hechos tradicionalmente.  ____ 

9.  Los productos que lleva la bolsa son más saludables.   ____ 

10. Se entrega la bolsa a domicilio.      ____ 

11.  La producción de los productos de la bolsa es mejor para el medio 
       ambiente.         ____ 
Favor de escoger las tres razones más importantes pare Ud. en orden de 
importancia: 
 

1. ____  2.  ____ 3. ____  (numerous de la sección arriba). 
 
En su opinion, de las cualidades siguientes, cuáles describen un product 
ecológico en relación de otros productos?  (Responda con un circulo alrededor 
del “Sí” o “No”) 
 
a. Más grande Sí/No  f.  Más saludable para el consumido Sí/No 
b  Más sabroso Sí/No  g. Más saludable para el productor Sí/No 
c. Más limpio  Sí/No  h. Más facil de cultivar   Sí/No 
d. Más sano  Sí/No  i.  Más caro     Sí/No 
e. Mejor apariencia Sí/No  j.  Mejor para la salud de la tierra  Sí/No 
 
Que sugerencias daría Ud. para mejorar el servicio y la bolsa de ecoverduras?  
(Favor de usar el espacio siguiente para escribir sus sugerencias y opiniones.) 
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