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Introduction Why Salinas? Why This Book?

A Personal Account

My first visit to Salinas took place in October 1990, while accompanying
an environmental educator on a speaking trip. He had been invited to
lecture to junior high school students on the dangers of hazardous waste
dumping and incineration, as well as to educate them about recycling. His
visit was part of a local campaign to unite Salinas against the proposed
siting there of a regional toxic waste landfill. Driving south from San Juan
on a sunny, hot morning, we ascended and crossed the island divide be-
tween the humid north and more arid south in less than an hour. As we
began our descent we could see the vegetation change to less vividly green,
more drought tolerant plants. We rounded one bend and suddenly the
calm Caribbean Sea spread out before us, sparkling like a jewel. To the
east, only smoke pouring from an industrial complex along the coast
marred the perfect blue of the sky. We soon left the highway and the rocky,
mostly brown hills behind for the coastal plain. Passing the entrance to an
army base located in the hills, as well as a nearly dry river, we then entered
the pueblo of Salinas, a compact, typically Puerto Rican town made up of
one- and two-story, mostly older concrete or wooden buildings, many
painted in pastel colors, and clustered around a tree-shaded plaza.

We arrived at the school and were greeted by teachers and two “thirty-
something” men from the local community newspaper. They took us to
the first class, where the students were very interactive, asking questions,
laughing, and otherwise reacting to the information presented. Everyone
in the room seemed to know about and oppose the proposed landfill. The
students also had very definite ideas about action; to the speaker’s ques-
tion of what they could do to stop the landfill, several called out, “Strike!”
The students clearly enjoyed this break from their normal routine. At the
same time they were curious about the stranger who was engaging them in
an entertaining matter about serious and potentially frightening issues. At
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one point a girl leaned over and whispered to me, “Is he a politician?” I
asked her in turn if he sounded like a politician to her, to which she
replied, “Yes!”

At the end of class the mayor of Salinas and one of the municipal
assembly members took my friend and me to lunch at a large seaside
restaurant. Our table was one of many on an expansive porch overlooking
Rincon Bay, not far from a pier where dozens of pleasure boats were
docked. At the time I thought that the delicious fresh fish we ate had been
locally caught. (Later I learned that only the smaller restaurants regularly
used the local catch; the bigger establishments, which were often not
locally owned, bought their fish elsewhere.) I noted the strong show of
unity against the regional landfill displayed by the two politicians despite
their belonging to rival parties. The assembly member explained that this
particular restaurant was located close to the neighborhood where she
had grown up, a poor barrio of fishermen and ex-sugarcane workers like
her father. I was impressed with the beauty of the bay and said as much,
whereupon both politicians expounded on Salinas’s barely tapped poten-
tial for the fishing and tourist industries.

After lunch the assembly member brought us to the local newspaper,
housed in a modest wooden building not far from the plaza; there I again
saw the two men whom we had met at the school, along with several other
people. Through informal conversation I learned that these were some of
the local community activists who were responsible for organizing op-
position to the landfill. They were Salinas natives who had dedicated
themselves to looking for alternatives to Salinas’s problems of poverty,
unemployment, and environmental degradation. Their newspaper, put
together on a Macintosh Plus computer, contained local news, stories,
poetry, and other features. It was also full of information about the dan-
gers of regional landfills, as well as the political intrigue involved in its
proposed siting in Salinas. The assembly member was treated with great
camaraderie by the others, even though she did not share the same ideo-
logical background. The activists spoke of their successful campaign some
ten years earlier against construction of a Monsanto Corporation herbi-
cides plant, not far from where I had eaten lunch; ironically, I was familiar
with the story, because a college friend of mine had mentioned it in her dis-
sertation about the politics of environmental regulation. I further learned
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that these activists and I had friends in common among the Puerto Rican
community in New York: people with many connections among leftist,
feminist, and progressive circles around the island. We left Salinas late that
afternoon and began the ascent to the mountains and towards San Juan.
But the visit sparked my interest in Salinas and the people there, and I felt
that I would return.

Why do academics become interested in particular projects? Part of it,
of course, has to do with the learning experience of taking what you’ve
studied from books and measuring it against real life. There is also the
opportunity to visit places and meet people whom you might otherwise
not have an opportunity to know. You hope that they will also benefit in
some way from the interaction. For example, you might be able to make
certain resources and information available to them, or at least lend a
helping hand to whatever they need done. Perhaps your outsider’s per-
spective might even trigger new ideas for resolving problems that are
sometimes too close to be seen clearly by those most involved.

What academics often do not admit is that they also get involved in
particular research projects for very personal reasons. In my own case this
was clear: as a Puerto Rican reared mainly in New York City but from the
same class background as most salinenses, I found I had much in common
with many of the people whom I got to know. As often happens in “out-
side/insider” situations, the commonalities sometimes masked or con-
fused the differences among us. Though at times painful, this experience
later allowed some insights into the dynamics and difficulties of the work
in Salinas. I also learned that my personal struggle to define, determine,
accept, and empower myself —to decolonize myself, so to speak —was
very common among Puerto Ricans, both on the island and in the United
States. Nor is this struggle limited to Puerto Ricans; the need and desire to
see and define ourselves, and to gain the power to determine our own lives,
is at the heart of all struggles for self-determination, for independence
(political or otherwise), and for a more ecologically and socially sustain-
able development alternative.

My doctoral dissertation provided a detailed description and analysis of
how the Salinas initiatives came to be. Yet, I was more interested in under-
standing the lessons to be learned from the experience, particularly how
“sustainable development” might practically be approached. This book
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is therefore a product of life experience, academic knowledge, and the
desire to learn from both in order to help bring about positive and lasting
change.

The book’s organization is as follows: the first chapter recognizes the
fact that while everyone seems to support “sustainable development,” it is
at present conceived of too vaguely to be of much practical use in actually
guiding real strategies. I begin by breaking down the concept into its com-
ponents of development and sustainability; I review the traditional under-
standings of them, explore their roots, and discuss some of the weaknesses
that (among other things) make sustainable development so problematic.
I also begin to address the problems of scale, the meaning of “commu-
nity,” and the idea of participation. Chapter 1 ends by introducing the
Salinas story as appropriate and useful towards achieving a clearer idea of
what sustainable development should mean.

After I describe and discuss the geographical setting in chapter 2, I
provide in the next two chapters a historical background for the failures of
“development” that have inspired present-day activism in search of locally
based alternatives.! In chapter 3 I tell a story of economic, social and
environmental exploitation, within the context of colonial domination
and development strategies. Then, because people individually and collec-
tively respond to forces acting on them, I recount, in chapter 4, a history of
resistance that leads directly into present-day activism in Salinas.

Recognizing that, as one local put it, “resistance is not enough,” I go, in
chapter 5, beyond resistance to look at the present efforts to develop
positive alternatives. Who are the activists? What are their motivations
and influences? What kind of projects have they started, and how have
they fared? How do they attempt to mobilize their community, and how
successful have they been? How have they worked with government, non-
profit organizations, and others? Have they formed coalitions with other
like-minded groups throughout the island? In sum, what have they accom-
plished so far? Because the present activism is engaged in a long-term,
uphill struggle, I discuss and analyze, in chapter 6, the obstacles the alter-
natives face within Salinas (and among the activists), as well as the most
serious roadblocks posed by factors outside of Salinas. The chapter also
details what would be necessary (if not sufficient) for successful imple-
mentation of the proposed alternative.
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With the Salinas experience in mind I return in chapter 7 to “sustainable
development,” and attempt to rethink both development and sustainabil-
ity in a clearer and less contradictory manner. I also consider and reject the
idea that local sustainable development is not possible as I explain why I
believe the only way out of our present destructive path is to figure out
how to make alternatives like that of Salinas possible. After going beyond
“participation” to talk about power, I consider the lessons of the Salinas
experience in offering a working definition of sustainable development.
Finally, I ask in this closing chapter where we go from here: what can we
do? I address the issue of appropriate and necessary roles of various sec-
tors and interests in achieving alternatives. For example, what are the
roles of community leaders? Nongovernmental organizations and other
outside activists? Local business? Local and central government? My feel-
ing grows that there may be an appropriate (and in some cases necessary)
role for each; however, one problem is that even when these roles are
acknowledged they are not often well understood. As a woman whose
roots have informed her chosen career, I also discuss the role that con-
cerned academics might play in promoting real alternatives, for real peo-
ple, in real places. My sincerest hope is that this book will contribute in
some small way to this great endeavor.



1 Searching for Alternatives

This is a story of a beautiful place with serious problems. Although Sa-
linas, Puerto Rico, is rich in resources, it is plagued by poverty and depen-
dence. Its people and environment have suffered from the effects of mod-
ern colonialism and “development.” But Salinas also is home to a group of
activists who are looking for alternatives. They have dedicated themselves
to working to develop programs based upon community-directed, envi-
ronmentally and socially responsible use of local resources. By doing so
they seek ways to empower their community to make the key decisions
concerning local economic planning. In this, Salinas is hardly unique,
for stories abound of similar efforts throughout the world among the
least powerful and most marginalized people. Examples of “grassroots”
groups — as distinguished from nongovernmental organizations from out-
side the target population (Bebbington and Thiele 1993, 7) —range from
community development cooperatives in depressed industrial towns of
eastern Canada (Cossey 1990) to locally initiated economic projects in
rural Mexico as part of a wider demand for community control of needed
natural resources (Blauert and Guidi 1992). They are as well known as the
“base communities” associated with Latin American “liberation theol-
ogy”’; they are also as obscure as local efforts to develop economic alterna-
tives for an ex-logging town in California’s Sierra Nevada.

These stories, spanning continents and crossing borders between the so-
called First and Third Worlds (or North and South), point to the widely
recognized need for something radically different from the status quo.
This is a fairly recent phenomenon, since a generation ago strong criticism
of development theory and practice was rejected by mainstream policy-
makers; moreover, talk of environmental limits to economic growth was
relegated to the intellectual and activist fringes. Scarcely twenty years have
passed since the publication of Limits to Growth (Meadows 1972) first
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attracted widespread attention to development’s ecological costs. Subse-
quent reports and international conferences, aided by the creation of the
United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) in 1972, began increasingly
to insist that the world agenda include the environment. But it was not
until the World Commission on Environment and Development published
areport in 1987 that the issue took center stage (Stokke 1991).

This widely heralded and much quoted document, titled Our Common
Future but commonly known as the Bruntland Report, called for a reor-
dering of the world’s priorities to include a commitment to “sustainable
development,” defined as “development that meets the needs of the pres-
ent without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs” (United Nations. WCED 1987, 8). The Report’s condemnation
of the practice of borrowing “environmental capital from future gen-
erations,” as well as its call for an “international sustainable economic
order,” seemed to finally gain the ears of global leaders during the 1992
World Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro,
Brazil.

Since the Bruntland Report’s publication sustainable development has
become increasingly acceptable in the centers of political and economic
power, from national governments and international organizations to cor-
porate boardrooms. It has even become part of the U.S. government’s war
on drugs: as part of this campaign the United States Agency for Interna-
tional Development (UusaID) has been enlisted to teach “sustainable de-
velopment,” which, according to the agency’s semiannual report “includes
local participation, democratic institution building, and social programs
for the poor,” as an alternative to the cultivation of coca in Andean coun-
tries (USAID 1993, §).

And herein lies the problem with sustainable development: if everyone
can be for it — activists, intellectuals, bureaucrats, corporations — regard-
less of the obvious conflicts of interest among them, then how useful can
the definition be when concrete strategies are actually attempted? Critics
charge that the concept is being packaged in terms as vaguely defined
and broadly acceptable as possible, that neither challenge the notion of
development as growth nor speak clearly of the need for political and
economic restructuring. Moreover, concern for equity or social justice
often appears to be quietly de-emphasized, and replaced with a call for an



