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What does food justice mean to the people, to the land,
to the communities that are the most vulnerable, the
most affected and the most disenfranchised? How do
these communities practice and define food justice?
The hopeful Sonoran desert monsoon rains
and the magical sunrises and sunsets that
accompany them lead me to daily dreaming
and critical thoughts about what justice
looks like in the beautiful borderlands of my
home. I think about food justice: about what
it means to the peoples in this region who
feel under attack and to the most vulnerable
and disenfranchised communities confronting
injustice in these lands―and about the
homegrown grassroots power that will
transform the injustice.
These thoughts take me back to my roots
―to being born just meters away from
the Santa Cruz River. They remind of the
experiences of my family’s migration to
‘el otro lado,’ moving from the southern side
of the U.S.-Mexico border to the northern side,
literally just meters away; north, just like the
river flows. I think of growing up in a bicultural
and bilingual world in the borderlands, with
loving and nourishing parents who taught my
sisters and me the English language without
knowing it themselves.
When I was young, I experienced the Sanctuary
movement, a movement led in our region by
people on both sides of the border to ensure
the safety of indigenous Central American
refugees who feared for their lives and had
been forced into landlessness by a U.S. foreign
policy of intervention in their home countries.
How amazed and hopeful it made me, once I had
the critical skills to understand it, that I grew
up in an underground trans-national liberation
theology Mexican community led by secular
and faith-based families alike, freedom fighting
nuns, Father Tony and Father Cayetano.

But the hopeful memories of my youth track
quickly back to those of despair. I grew
up in the midst of social, economic and
environmental devastation created by the
explosion of the maquiladora, or sweatshop
industry―devastation that, among other
consequences, led both the U.S. and Mexico
sides of the border town of Nogales to
set world records for rates of cancer and
lupus. We witnessed the many destructive
effects of the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) and saw the border
become militarized. As high school students,
we watched the violence caused by the new
border wall built in our backyards by the U.S.
Army. The wall further destroyed the economic
and bicultural life of our river valley, and,
shockingly, almost overnight, separated our
families, our cousins, friends, our lovers, our
aunties and grandmothers.
I think of the experience of watching our
people cross through the underground of
Nogales, coming up from manholes, storm
drains and concrete river washes in search of
a better life for their families―and witnessing
hyper-militarized Border Patrol agents chase
them down, capturing them with violence
and humiliation. I think of the sadness of
watching the daily stream of privatized prison
buses transporting people to the port of
entry for deportation; thousands of people
daily being separated from their families
by U.S. immigration policy. I think about the
landlessness and forced migration of our
people since NAFTA; for far too many people,
the migration in search of a better life has
ended in death. In recent years, annual deaths
of migrants have topped more than 500. ▶
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That’s 500 people dying each year in our
desert, most of them less than 40 miles from
our homes; people dying from desert heat
and cold because of U.S. economic and border
militarization policies. 50 more people, most
of them teenagers, have been killed by Border
Patrol agents in the last few years, as part of
a system of policies that enables abuse and
murder by immigration agents. These practices
also separate and alienate the people of the
Tohono O’odham nation, who have called the
vast Sonoran Desert, on both sides of what is
now the border, home for millennia. But even
this is not enough.
Our desert and people continue to be
speculated on for profit by the U.S. military
industrial complex, supported by an
immigration reform proposal that will only
further militarize our communities and benefit
corporations that make equipment for war.
The rage and anger this makes me feel is
immeasurable.
And in the midst of this context of
militarization, violence and despair, people
have to figure out how to eat. The food
landscape in the borderlands is not unlike
the larger context, rife with inequities and
desolation. Food justice, like any justice, is
hard to find in our region.

insecure regions in the US, according to the
USDA. For seven months of the year, 60% of
the fresh produce eaten in the U.S. is grown
in Mexico and transported directly through
the borderlands, while farmworkers in Mexico
suffer from hunger, inhumane labor standards
and poor wages, and people on both sides of
the border go hungry.
Those are numbers. The reality hits home on a
grocery shopping trip for dinner with members
of my community and farmers in Nogales,
Sonora, on the Mexican side of the border.
There, I witnessed a gross and traumatic fact:
a head of lettuce cost almost 40 percent of
the daily minimum wage earnings of the people
I was with.
Is food justice about hunger alone? Ultimately,
food justice is simply about justice, period.
The disparities in political and economic
opportunity for the most vulnerable in the
border region are wide. But in this desert
reality of poverty, landlessness, abuse of
indigenous nations and territory, lack of
healthy foods, walls, systemic violence,
sickness, racism, checkpoints, deportation
buses, minutemen, ultra-militarization,
joblessness and exploitation for profit, there is
also hope, as we blaze another trail. Among the
many liquor stores, the diseases, vacant lots
and “comida chattarra” (junk food) there is
also dignity, as we work for food justice. ▶

How can people in the borderlands be healthy
and empowered when their communities are
under attack?
Numbers paint a picture of the economic
and food situation: The U.S.-Mexico border
is the geopolitical boundary with the widest
economic disparity in the world. A person
north of the border makes six times more
for the same work than someone south of
the border. Nonetheless, U.S. Border counties
experience poverty levels twice as high as the
U.S. average, and are some of the most food
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Our desert and
people continue
to be speculated
on for profit by
the U.S. military
industrial
complex,
supported by
an immigration
reform proposal
that will
only further
militarize our
communities
and benefit
corporations
that make
equipment
for war.

In this land of deep
chasms of despair
and devastation,
we are also living
and fighting against
all odds for justice
for all.

On July 22, 2013,
undocumented
youth known as the
DREAMACTIVIST led
an unprecedented
transnational action
on both sides of
the Nogales border
wall called Bring
Them Home. The
action to reunite
deportees with their
families in the U.S.
gave new life to the
decaying national discussion of immigration
reform, expanding it past the anemic debate
in Congress―and further asserted the role
of undocumented youth as leaders of their
movement. The DREAM9 youth had the
support of many people and organizations in
the region. One of those groups is HEPAC, a
women’s collective working with few resources
in the barrios and colonias of Nogales, Sonora,
on food production, leadership development
and health with the most vulnerable women

and children. Another group building hope in
the region is Tierra Y Libertad Organization
(TYLO). TYLO works also with few resources
on barrio health, leadership and food
production and economic development in the
deep Southside of Tucson, Arizona.
Hope comes also from Puente, a Phoenix-area
migrant justice group expanding its work
into health and food justice through training
and start-up food production on a collective
small farm; from the family of 16 year old
José Antonio Elena Rodriguez in Nogales,
Sonora starting an action campaign led by
José Antonio’s mother, Aracely, to demand
justice for her murdered son, shot eight times
in the back by Border Patrol agents; to the
Colectivo Justicia Fronteriza, grassroots group
made up of border residents working to build
borderlands justice in the hands of the people
through community organizing, accompaniment
of Aracely, Jose Antonio's mother, leadership
development and food production in Los
Nogales; from Ismari, a teacher and school
administrator in Nogales, Arizona who has
been facilitating an intensive training on food
justice and food production for a group of
14-year-old Mexican and Mexican-American
students so that they will graduate as leaders
in their communities after working this year
to expand into the second phase of their
collective farm on an old asphalt parking lot. ▶
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60% of the fresh
produce eaten
in the U.S. is
grown in Mexico
and transported
directly through
the borderlands,
while farmworkers in
Mexico suffer from
hunger, inhumane
labor standards and
poor wages, and
people on both sides
of the border go
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These are but a glimpse of the many groups
and individuals in the Sonoran desert
borderlands fighting to heal from the trauma,
working to put an end to a destructive system
and doing the hard work of building dignity
through struggle from the ground up. The work
is led and supported by members of the desert
community, poor, undocumented, indigenous,
people of color, young and old. They are
women, youth and men who live everyday
working regular jobs, raising healthy families
and fighting without resources or pay to put
an end to the social and economic devastation
of our community and health. They bring fresh
and vibrant energy to build a foundation for a
strong movement led by the most vulnerable
and invisible.
The impact of these homegrown leaders
is hard to measure, and the importance of
change coming from the ground up cannot
be overstated. During a recent monsoon
rain, I watched a local TV news show with a
panel of “educated experts” on hunger, food
justice and water harvesting. They were all
from well-funded non- profit organizations
and universities, well-known and in Southern
Arizona "food justice" circles. They were all
anglo and none of them grew up here in the

Sonoran desert. Their responses to impacting
food insecurity in the borderlands were way
off target.
I mention this panel, not to exclude these
people, as everyone has a role and we all work
together towards the same goal. But we need
to question why this panel and so much of
the recognized food justice movement has no
representation from the people who can best
respond to the attacks that cause so much
despair in our communities. Why are resources
and support structured in a top-down,
trickle-down model? Why are those resources
not in the hands of the people? How can we
make space and elevate the voices of the most
impacted communities? The work of investing
in and supporting grassroots and independent
leadership development is difficult. With
little to no resources or money, or without
the proper documentation, how can someone
register and attend trainings and meetings?
But challenges like these must be addressed,
because these communities have the
knowledge and assets to make social change,
and the current practice of outsiders training
them to be leaders of their own communities is
a failed model. ▶
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In this land of deep chasms of
despair and devastation, we are also
living and fighting against all odds
for justice for all.
There is a new and vibrant energy in the
regional Sonoran Desert food justice
movement, led by poor people and people of
color. It is a movement working with little
to no resources but critically analyzing the
questions that most impact our lives.
Who are the “experts”? Who has access?
Who has power and control over resources,
and who should? How do we support new
leaders? Who has the power in the food
justice movement?
We will answer these questions from the
ground up―as we’re also at work producing
organic food for our neighbors, developing new
leaders, and building hope, dignity, wellness
and action in our desert community. ∎ ∎ ∎

This project is supported by the Community Food Projects Competitive Grants Program of the National Institute of Food and Agriculture, USDA Grant #2012-33800-20310.

To make lasting change in the desert, we must
recognize the leadership coming from desert
people. We must follow emerging trends of
thought and practice like the principle shared
by Alma Maquitico, a community organizer
from Texas, New Mexico and Mexico, who says,
“Our work is not to own food sovereignty as if
it were ours, but to support the development
of the political vision for the struggle for
new and autonomous groups and individuals as
their own social actors in the movement.” And
in the most succinct words of Robert Finley,
the Triple G (Guerrilla Gangster Gardener) of
South Central Los Angeles, “Food justice work
must be led and driven by local people who are
most vulnerable and impacted.”
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cesar lopez
cesar lopez is a community organizer, farmer and community
health worker in the transnational region of the Sonoran
Desert. His practices are influenced by his experiences in
ground work to build community transformation through
developing new social actors, community leadership and
alternative Barrio-based institutions guided by community
priorities. Some of those experiences are in coordinating
programming for Barrio youth and adult led health
education initiatives, developing healthy social enterprises,
coordinating farm worker rights and health initiatives in
Southern AZ, developing Barrio and culturally relevant food
production/farming projects, developing low-income green
job economic opportunities, supporting migrant justice work
along the border and building the capacity for cross-border
leaders to transform the vast social, economic, political,
health and nutrition inequity of his community.
cesar is a founding collective member of Tierra Y Libertad
Organization (TYLO) and Barrio Sustainability Project in
Southside Tucson, AZ. Currently cesar is collaborating with
WhyHunger and food justice leaders, Don Bustos and Alma
Maquitico, to develop a border region food justice collective
leadership model; he is a Kellogg Community Food Fellow
with Gary Nabhan's Southwest Center at the University of
Arizona; and is engaged in intensive cross-border leadership
and capacity building for the food justice movement. ∎ ∎ ∎
To request permission to reprint content please contact
why@whyhunger.org

WhyHunger is a leader in
building the movement to
end hunger and poverty
by connecting people to
nutritious, affordable food
and by supporting grassroots
solutions that inspire selfreliance and community
empowerment.
WhyHunger brings its unique
assets and history to building
a broad-based social movement
to end hunger. Our set of
core values rests on the
understanding that solutions
and innovation are often found
in the grassroots. WhyHunger's
programs work to support
these community-based
organizations as they grow and
develop, and bring new ideas
and practices to creating a
just food system that provides
universal access to nutritious
and affordable food.
Learn more at whyhunger.org
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In this land of deep
chasms of despair and
devastation, we are
also living and fighting
against all odds for
justice for all.
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