Homero Aridjis, Mexico. A thematic essay which speaks to Principle 1 on the value
of all forms of life
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Principle 1. Respect Earth and life in all its diversity.

colonies of monarchs each year had no idea the butterflies
You who go through the day

the winter months and climbed to the butterfly sanctuary. Peas-

and unchecked cutting of oyamels on Altamirano Hill, the but-

ants told me about logging and fires. Each year more oyamels

terflies came but did not stay. They avoid cleared areas, so I felt

were felled in the Plain of the Mules, and fewer butterflies came.

sure that the delicate balance between climate and habitat had

The natural beauty which had inspired my writings was ravaged

been upset, that the spirit of the place had departed, and that
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the butterflies would never come back to Contepec. Near the
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other sanctuaries, the only sound heard at dawn was the buzz of
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In the unusually cold winter of 1992, a massive butterfly die-off

on the survival of a species which has been on Earth since time
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ished. We blamed this alarming mortality rate on excessive
deforestation. As the eminent monarch butterfly expert, Dr. Lin-

I understood that for people living in the region it was hard to
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monarch butterflies from severely inclement weather, had

own urgent needs to satisfy. I also knew that professional log-
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gers were doing more harm than local residents who cut down
trees. Once the trees were gone, the people were as poor as

At a meeting of scientists and environmentalists in February

ever; but now their surroundings were ruined. The loggers who

1993, we drew up recommendations for conserving the oyamel

were breaking the chains of life were committing a social and

fir forest, and we predicted the possible collapse of the overwin-

moral crime by destroying the forest, polluting the water, and

tering phenomenon in Mexico within fifteen years if cutting of

eroding the soil – all in the name of economic progress. But

trees in the reserve was not stopped. However, five months

what kind of economic progress cripples ecosystems and

later, new permits were issued for logging in the sanctuaries

makes the land barren and unlivable?

protected under the 1986 decree. When I toured the region by
helicopter with government officials, my conversations with the

I dreamed about Altamirano Hill becoming a national park,

ejidatarios, the peasants who earn their livelihood by chopping

although I knew a decree was no guarantee of survival for the

down the trees, left me with two overwhelming impressions:

butterfly sanctuaries when even the forests on the Popocatepetl

that they are wretchedly poor, and that they have a prodigious

and Iztac Cihautl volcanoes were being destroyed. In April 1986,

number of children. In the Asoleadero ejido, family size ranged

a year after the Group of 100 first spoke out demanding an end

from eight to fifteen children. The head of the Rosario ejido

to the environmental degradation of the Valley of Mexico, I con-

boasted he had fathered forty-five children. When I asked the

vinced the government to give the butterfly overwintering sites

men how they supported their families, they replied, “By chop-

official protection. The news was announced on Children’s’ Day,

ping down trees.” And when I asked them how their children

April 30, as a gift to Mexico’s children. Weeks later, I was sum-

and grandchildren would survive, they answered, “By chopping

moned to a meeting and I learned that only the core – and not

down trees.” And when I asked them what would happen when

the buffer zone – of each sanctuary would be fully protected,

there were no more trees, they said, “We’ll go to Mexico City or

and obviously not the entire hill. Worst of all, Altamirano Hill

to the United States.”
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was being left out because a conservationist at the meeting didn’t know about the Plain of the Mules. I succeeded in getting my

In the aftermath of 1997’s severe drought, lack of water forced

hill included in the presidential decree published on October 9,

the butterflies to leave Contepec almost immediately after their

1986, designating the areas known as Chincua Hill, Campanario

arrival. In the 1998-99 season, the monarchs returned to Altami-

Hill, Huacal Hill, Pelón Hill, and Altamirano Hill protected for the

rano Hill. On a visit to the Plain of the Mules with the Mayor of

migration, hibernation, and reproduction of the Monarch But-

Contepec, among the stumps and wood chips of freshly-cut

terfly. The core zones were meant to provide the indispensable

trees, we saw thousands of crushed butterflies

habitat necessary to ensure “the continuance of the migratory

littering the forest floor. Later, I learned that the ejidatario

phenomenon...and the gene bank of the various species which

charged with guarding the forest was selling wood to potters in

live there.” A “total and permanent ban on logging and use of

a neighboring town. In 1999-2000, the butterflies came to

the vegetation and wildlife” was decreed. The buffer zones were

Altamirano, but did not stay; and the cutting went on, with bur-

to “protect the core zone from outside impact, and productive

ros dragging logs to the brick makers at the foot of the hill.

economic

Since then, monarchs have been scarce in Contepec, and on the

activities

were

allowed,

within

environmental

norms.”

Plain of the Mules the oyamel forest is thinner every year.

However, the felling of trees and the setting of fires continued,

During negotiations for the North American Free Trade Agree-

even after the official decree. In the winter of 1989, after a fire

ment in the early 1990s, I suggested the monarch butterfly as
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the ideal symbol for a partnership between the United States,
Mexico, and Canada, elevating environmental protection to as
high a priority as business and trade. Preventing the monarch
butterfly migratory phenomenon from disappearing in the coming decades is up to these countries.
In 2000, the government greatly enlarged the size of the
Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve to nearly 140,000 acres. In
1996, Brower and I had suggested another possibility for saving
the forests: buying or leasing them from their owners, mostly
peasant communities, making it more profitable in the shortand long-term to preserve the trees rather than cut them down.
The new decree also approved the establishment of a multimillion-dollar trust fund to compensate the owners for not cutting
down trees, and payments have been made for several years.
However, nineteen years after the first decree, small- and largescale illegal logging continue; cattle graze in the forests; ecotourism is ravaging the sanctuaries; the human population
keeps growing; and the government seems unable or unwilling
to enforce protection of the Reserve. What was once an almost
continuous forest has become fragmented and degraded. The
2004-2005 winter population of monarchs in Mexico was at its
lowest since monitoring began in the late 1970s.
Principle 1 of the Earth Charter addresses the challenge of protecting the monarch butterfly overwintering phenomenon in
Mexico while ensuring a livelihood for human beings in the
region. If the people living around the sanctuaries could be
helped to understand their own interdependence with the forest
and the monarchs, and be brought to value the continued existence of the butterflies and the trees, they would be more concerned about preserving the sanctuaries for future generations.
Much depends on sincerity and political will on the part of local,
state and federal officials, and their ability to foster true participatory democracy among the local communities. Having a genuine and guaranteed stake in preserving their surroundings
would encourage residents to realize their full potential and to
act in environmentally responsible ways.
In a world where tigers and orangutans may become extinct,
where rhinoceri are slaughtered for their horns and elephants
for their tusks, where crocodiles are crushed by bulldozers,
Principle 1. Respect Earth and life in all its diversity.

where thousands of birds and monkeys are captured and sold
illegally every year, where nameless organisms disappear en
masse, perhaps a hill and a butterfly are not that important. But
if we can save the monarch butterfly and Altamirano Hill, the
landscape of our childhood and the backdrop for our dreams,
from the depredation of our fellow men, perhaps other human
beings can save their hill and their butterfly; and all of us
together can protect Earth from the biological holocaust which
threatens it. Because, after all, is not the long journey of this
butterfly through earthly time and space as fragile and fantastic
as the journey of the Earth itself through the firmament?
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