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Proposal Res. No. 1809-A

By: Council Members Freed, Eldridge and Oddo; also Council Members Foster, Harrison, Koslowitz, Michels, O’Donovan, Quinn and Rodriguez.

TITLE:
Resolution commending Rodolfo Montiel, Teodoro Cabrera and other members of the Organization of Campesino Ecologists of the Sierra de Petaltlan and Coyuca de Catalan for their courageous struggle to protect the forests of Mexico in the southern state of Guerrero, condemning the arrests of Rodolfo Montiel and Teodoro Cabrera, condemning the violent actions of the 40th Infantry Battalion and calling upon the Attorney General of Mexico to investigate the actions of the individual soldiers involved as recommended by Mexico’s National Commission for Human Rights of August 2000, and calling for the immediate and unconditional release of Rodolfo Montiel and Teodoro Cabrera and the payment of compensation by the Mexican government for their arrest and prosecution. 

Analysis and Background:

The following information was provided by the Rainforest Action Network.

Since the spring of 1995 when Boise Cascade  Corp., the Idaho-based multinational company, signed a five year deal with the state of Guerrero in Mexico to buy from local forestry ejidos (villages organized as communal production units), Mexican farmers, or campesinos, have watched as entire forests have been logged and hauled away by the truckload. The deal, made possible only under terms of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), caused a dramatic surge in the rate of destruction of one of North America’s last old-grown pine and fir forests.

As the logging continued, the healthy mountain forests—which are an essential component of the water cycle—began to show signs of strain as streams and springs began drying up. The farmers grew concerned about the area’s capacity to produce basic food staples like corn and beans. 

Rodolfo Montiel Flores and Teodoro Cabrera Garcia decided, along with many other farmers of the Sierra, that something had to be done to protest the massive destruction of their forests. In late 1997, Mr. Montiel and other farmer leaders formed the Organization of Ecologists of the Sierra de Petatlán. They wrote letters to government officials asking that the Mexican forestry agency evaluate the ecological effects of logging on the Sierra and distributed information sheets, educating other farmers of the consequences of indiscriminate logging. 

   On a few occasions their protests actually stopped the logging, forcing subsidiaries of Boise Cascade like Costa Grande Forest Products to sit at the table with the farmers and listen to their requests. Eventually, Boise Cascade left the area, claiming that the inconsistency of wood supply had forced them to close shop. But many others were convinced it was directly related to the activities of Mr. Montiel's organization.

   Among the people most angered by the farmer activists and community leaders were local overseer/agents who profited from selling the hardwoods to Boise Cascade. Many of these agents have close ties to the military and to corrupt government officials. They blacklisted several community organizers, including Mr. Montiel, and accused them of planting marijuana and belonging to leftist guerrilla movements. 

   The Mexican army began looking for Mr. Montiel and the other farmer leaders who were hiding in the Sierra. Mr. Montiel and Mr. Cabrera were arrested on May 2, 1999. On August 28, 2000, Montiel and Cabrera were convicted and sentenced to six years, eight months and ten year jail terms respectively. Hardwood logging resumed almost immediately after their arrests. On October 27, 2000 and on July 17, 2001, an appeals judge upheld these convictions.

   It has been reported that Mr. Montiel and Mr. Cabrera were tortured and forced to confess to crimes they did not commit. Forensic doctors working for the Danish section of Physicians for Human Rights confirmed the torture after examining Montiel and Cabrera, and concluded that the physical signs and symptoms coincide conclusively with the timing and methods of torture previously described by the two activists. They and over 100 Mexican environmental and human rights organizations are convinced that they have not broken any Mexican laws. Their lawyers are demanding that the charges against them be dropped immediately and unconditionally. This resolution calls for the immediate and unconditional release of Rudolfo Montiel and Teodoro Cabrera and the payment of compensation by the Mexican government for their arrest and prosecution.

   Meanwhile, Boise Cascade continues to log old growth forests around the world, with little regard for human rights or the local ecology.
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