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Abstract 
In an effort to address some of the problems associated with mainstream organic certification (such as high costs, extensive bureaucracy, inflexible processes, and a lack of community development focus), groups around the world have begun to develop alternative systems commonly referred to as participatory guarantee systems (PGS). These systems are based on the standards of mainstream certification agencies, but differ in that they adapt them to suit local conditions, employ simple verification procedures, minimize bureaucracy and costs, and incorporate an element of environmental and social education for both producers and consumers. This paper presents the experience of PGS in Mexico, with a focus on the case study of the Tianguis Orgánico Chapingo (Chapingo Local Organic Market). It is based on participant observation and informal interviews conducted by the authors during the course of their work as scholar-activists developing and promoting PGS as a certification option for Chapingo, as well as for an additional 16 markets that form the Mexican Network of Local Organic Markets. 
Introduction: An Overview of the Mexican Organic Sector
Since 1996 the amount of Mexican land devoted to organic crops has grown on average by 33% annually, employment in the sector by 23%, and income generated by 26%. By 2007 over 126 000 Mexican producers were cultivating more than 450 000 hectares organically and generating more than 430 million U.S. dollars in income (Schwentesius et al., 2007). 98% of the country’s organic producers are small scale, meaning they farm 30 hectares or less. The average size of these farms is just 3.3 hectares; however, it is this group that accounts for 84% of the organic land cultivated and generates 69% of the organic sector’s earnings (Gómez Cruz et al., 2006). 
For these small scale producers, many of whom are indigenous, the costs and bureaucracy associated with mainstream organic certification can be overwhelming. In order to address this problem, many have formed cooperatives and established internal systems of control so that the costs of certification can be shared. In addition, some farmers receive assistance from NGOs (or, in the case of Chiapas, from the state government) that can help them pay for certification (Gómez Cruz et al., 2006). However, in spite of these efforts, the high price and extensive documentation required for certification from Certimex, IMO Control, Naturland, or other agencies active in the country, leaves this option out of reach for many Mexican producers. As a result, approximately one quarter of the organic land in Mexico mentioned in the above statistics is not certified.  
While the issue of organic certification has always been essential in terms of accessing the lucrative export market for organic products, with the passing of a new law governing the Mexican organic sector in 2006, certification will now be a legal requirement for using the organic label both for export and for sale within the country. This new regulation could have been potentially devastating for small scale organic producers who do not certify but still want to differentiate their product in the marketplace; however, thanks to heavy lobbying by the Mexican Network of Organic Markets (one of the primary promoters of small scale, local organic production and consumption in Mexico), article 24 of the new law recognizes PGS as a viable option, provided it is used for local sale only. Although the details of the new law have yet to be refined, the inclusion of PGS was seen as a major victory for the local organic movement in Mexico.

PGS in Action: The Case of Chapingo’s Local Organic Market
In Chapingo, one of the markets that makes up the Mexican Network of Local Organic Markets uses PGS to maintain its organic integrity. With no certification cost charged to producers, the basis for this system is a committee consisting of approximately 14 volunteer members - producers, professors and students from the local university, and consumers. The first step for a producer wishing to achieve certification and enter the market is to fill out an initial questionnaire outlining past and present production practices. This can be obtained by visiting the market or by contacting the market coordinators. Upon completion, the questionnaire is reviewed in a meeting of the certification committee. If no obvious barriers to certification are evident, a farm map, daily activity log, and sales log are requested, and a visit to the farm or processing site is scheduled.  

The leaders of the Chapingo certification committee were adamant in expaining that this visit is not viewed as an inspection per se, but rather as an interactive experience designed to be educational for all those involved. The visits are conducted by members of the committee and normally last approximately 2 hours. In most cases 5-7 people attend the visits; however, all members of the committee are always welcome to participate. It is important to note that those conducting the visits have varying degrees of knowledge regarding organic standards and production practices; however, everyone is encouraged to actively participate in the visits with the understanding that they will gradually develop their abilities. There is currently a tendency to rely on the expertise of one committee member who is a trained organic inspector, but all members (including the inspector) expressed a distinct desire to gradually decrease dependence on this person, so that the committee will be strengthened as a whole. As part of the effort to build the capacity of all members, the committee organizes continual training workshops; however, the organizers of these workshops stressed that active participation during PGS farm visits is one of the most effective ways to develop certification skills. 

During the farm visits, each committee member consults a checklist that includes basic data about the farm operation (e.g. size of territory, number of crops, etc.) as well as basic organic control points, including: source of seeds; source of water for irrigation; soil management practices; pest and disease management practices; post-harvest management of crops, including storage and cleaning; and the potential for contamination from neighbouring farms. All committee members emphasized that these visits are not merely designed to decide whether or not a producer immediately qualifies for organic status, but also to provide advice and support for those producers wishing to improve their operations and move closer towards the organic ideal. As such, unlike in mainstream certification, in all visits conducted for the Chapingo market PGS committee members offer comments, suggestions, and constructive criticism with regards to how producers could optimize their management practices.  

Generally within a week of the visit the Chapingo PGS committee meets to review the case and make a decision about certification. These meetings usually last approximately 2 hours and the case is discussed until a consensus is reached with regards to whether or not a producer can be certified to sell in the market. The members use the standards of agencies like Certimex and OCIA as a guideline for what is acceptable organic practice. If a producer meets the standards and has completed a 36 month transition period away from conventional production they are granted organic status within the market and certified without condition. For most producers however, certification is contingent on agreement to meet a number of conditions. Two of the most common of these conditions are the development of natural barriers on the borders with neighbouring conventional farms and the composting of manure before application. One of the leaders of the PGS group in Chapingo, who is also a producer at the Chapingo market, stresses that the committee tries as far as possible to work with willing farmers to help them meet these kinds of conditions, or to connect them with extension and education resources that could be of assistance. During this time, provided that they meet the basic requirements of organic production, producers will be allowed to sell in the market under the ‘natural’ as opposed to ‘organic’ label. If follow up visits demonstrate compliance with the conditions, a producer may eventually be moved to the organic section of the market. In the case that a producer is denied certification, clear reasons are outlined and the committee offers to maintain a relationship with the producer and help them make the transition to organic production. In the majority of cases that have come before the Chapingo PGS committee, regardless of the outcome, producers are provided with a list of recommendations for improvement that are not necessarily conditions for certification, but are designed to help the producer optimize their production practices.
Because transparency and community involvement are integral aspects of PGS, the results of all questionnaires and committee decisions are available to the public, and the Chapingo market coordinator made clear that anyone who wishes to join the certification committee is more than welcome to do so. In addition, consumers are encouraged to interact with producers at the Chapingo market (for example through participation in free educational workshops) and this interaction has led to the development of strong relationships of trust, and in some cases friendship, between the buyers and sellers of organic products. These relationships are an important means of supporting the process of PGS, as they can provide the consumer with an extra sense of security.
One of the biggest challenges for implementing PGS in Chapingo is that the certification committee relies almost entirely on volunteer labour. Thus, members’ time is limited by work, family responsibilities, and other commitments, making it difficult to schedule visits and meetings and work on capacity building within the committee. Organizers noted that these challenges have made it difficult to keep up with the demand for certifying new producers who wish to enter the market, and also to consistently monitor the farms of existing market members. In addition, due to lack of time on the part of its members, the Chapingo group has yet to publish a document clearly outlining the organic standards it uses as well as the way in which the system functions – something that ECOVIDA (2004) notes is essential to the successful functioning of PGS endeavours. Because participatory certification systems are so context specific, the standards and procedures of other groups can be used as a basis, but they cannot simply be replicated. As a result, groups like the one in Chapingo find themselves learning through trial and error and gradually developing functioning systems.

Another problem for PGS is that, although the bureaucracy is minimal compared to mainstream certification, producers in Chapingo still sometimes reported that it was difficult to provide the required maps and production activity logs. Market organizers noted that this is primarily because there is no cultural tradition of maintaining such records. One final prominent challenge is that the PGS ideals of equal participation, horizontality, cooperation and consensus building can be difficult to effectively put into practice, and conflicts of interest within the certification committee were sometimes apparent. For example, non-producer committee members noted that, in some cases, producers could be very easy on their peers in the hopes of receiving an easy evaluation themselves. In other cases, non-producers felt that some producers were overly critical of their peers, possibly because of feelings of competitiveness or a desire to achieve high standing within the group.
Conclusions  
In their manual on participatory certification, ECOVIDA (2004) quotes Paulo Freire: “The thinking subject cannot think alone; he or she cannot think without the co-participation of other subjects in the act of thinking about the object. There is no ‘I think’, there is ‘we think’…” This notion of thinking and acting as a community can be challenging to put into practice, especially in today’s individualistic society; however, it is at the heart of the participatory organic certification movement. Indeed, PGS is not merely designed to ensure consumer confidence in organic products, although that is certainly one important goal. Rather, it is meant to be a tool for holistic sustainable community development with a triple focus on environmental protection, community building, and local economic development. It is meant to help support producers in the shift to organic production, to make organic products accessible to a wide variety of consumers, and to help the organic movement return to the philosophical roots of its early pioneers. Although it is still a nascent movement, experiences such as that of the Chapingo Local Organic Market demonstrate that participatory certification, although not without its limitations, can be implemented effectively, and can be a rewarding, if at times challenging, experience for all those involved.
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