27 May 2005
Carlos is a local mechanic who had been a rural farmer until 1997. He now spends his days fixing bikes and doing work for all of the rural buyers of bicimaquinas.

Carlos, how much do the men and women around San Andrés Itzapa earn?
Well. In the village center, men earn approximately Q30-35 ($4-$4.50) per day while the women earn about Q10-20 ($1.35-$2.60). When we’re talking about rural farms however, men earn about Q20 ($2.60) per day and women do not earn anything for the domestic services. Women in this village probably earn Q400 ($53.33) per month. Of the Q20 that men earn daily, the division of money is Q5 towards electric bills. Water is free, but comes intermittently from 4am-10am. The remaining Q15 goes toward food for the large family for the day. Therefore we are looking at savings of about Q1-Q2 per day and people typically wait months to purchase clothes, or even years for additions for their home. 

Eighty-percent of Guatemalans are probably farmers, and twenty percent are every other occupation. It’s a lie to think that the average person can really achieve education or get out of this situation because even though we have enough money to thrive, you need more to get an education or have some basic skills or invest it into making the mistakes of experience.

So how did you become a mechanic? 

Until Maya Pedal (the NGO) came, I was always a rural farmer working from 4am until 9pm. I had been able to work here because there was something that needed to be done, but I committed about three months unpaid as a volunteer in the workshop, understanding the faculty of machines. There are some classes available, but you really have to stretch your resources.

How long did it take to learn the basic mechanic skills for bike repair?

It really depends on the intelligence of said person. If you take any farmer, probably a month. In my case it took fifteen days. I had worked here and there, with little understanding of anything, but they needed somebody.

Can you tell me a little about the farm life? Why do rural people become farmers?

Look, it’s not much of a choice for most people. It’s a vicious cycle where Guatemalan parents are already farmers, but the culture and economics encourages them to have 7-10 children, and the children are utilized very early on. And because you’re just making enough to survive, people don’t learn the skills and opportunities, they’re just focused on making enough to feed themselves for the day.

Without the economic resources, we care a lot for our chickens, our pigs. That’s our only investment. There’s no such thing as putting somebody through school. There’s no opportunity for people to experiment and learn, and figure new things out on their own. You can’t mess up. Most people can’t invest 3 months of volunteering like I chose to. I really think that if experienced technical people can share their experiences and teach skills, it would be better for our entire society.

It must be really devastating when a strong storm or hurricane comes.

Yeah, it really is. Like I said, if you’re saving one or two quetzals a day and investing it in seedlings for a better tomorrow, and then a flood comes, whatever you’ve saved for a month is wiped out. Here in Guatemala there isn’t such a thing like insurance or government help when you are poor.

What kind of farms did you work on?

You see, as a general rule, 80% of the farms are beans and yellow corn. The other 20% we cultivate all other vegetables, like carrots, tomatoes, all the things we export. 

What about coffee? I thought this was coffee-land?

Maybe 5% of agriculture is coffee. It’s a real minority, but it attracts tourists.

Is there something attractive about organic farm products? Do you prefer it?
Yes, very much so. We get plantlets that are more healthy, it’s much more tender and sweet to eat. And we’re conscious that it’s better in the long term for the body too. 

So what if you had to choose between organic foods which is expensive, and chemically treated food that was cheaper?

Well it really depends on the finances of that person. Of course, most of us try to go with organic vegetables and meats if we can afford it. We think about the long-term effects on our children, and we want to give them the best, but many times we can’t afford it.

Tell me about your own family. Are you religious?

Well what do you want to know about them? You’re going to be here until June 30, right? I’ll invite you to visit my home and you can see I have a large family. You can meet everyone and ask them questions too. To answer your query, yes I am Catholic. I grew up with seven siblings.

That’s a lot. In my culture, I have two brothers and it’s a lot. Why do you think the Guatemalan family gets so big?

More than anything, I’d say culture. I’ve got five kids of my own. They’re different ages—I’ve been able to space out the ages. One is 14, the others are 13, 12, 7, and I’ve got a baby at 1 1/2 years old. Some people do it for the happiness of the family, others do it for economic security. It’s in the mentality here. The government doesn’t give anything for the 3rd generation (the grandparents) which means they want a lot of support when their bodies weaken. My own mother is 85 years old and still working everyday.

So do you think that what you are doing as a mechanic is substantially contributing to the growth of the society?

Well I tell you, it’s something that has been in my mind. I work with Maya Pedal, and we’ve been supporting it, just the two of us, Mario and I. Of course I think of the greater community, I hope that one day I am doing something good for the community.

I am a happy father and I want healthy kids. But the reason I’m being a mechanic instead of farming is because…well look, there’s always going to be needs in a place like this. One way or another, there’s something to take care of. We’re burdened with the question of the natural environment, air pollution, water contamination…

You know what I really want? I’m a simple man without a lot of things. We know this is the “third world” to a lot of people. But I want to be a model for not just Central America, but I want to North Americans to see that we can really live a rich life with less resources. It doesn’t take a lot to be inventive, and even though we make Q20 a day, the food is rich, I have love from my community, and I can go to the capital for whatever I need. Guatemala is beautiful, and with my bicycle, I can traverse it towards the jungles, see oceans, and take buses to neighboring towns.

I am so happy I interviewed you. I am speechless. This is the type of things I wanted to hear, you know, because even though I attend a university, we have a hard time understanding the daily life here. One last question. What are your dreams and goals in life?

That’s a complex one. What do you mean, in terms of my family, my job, what? Well in economic terms, I want to increase my salary to give my children an education. Right now they’re on the farm and it isn’t possible for them to come out a few kilometers to the workshop and learn. But one of my kids is really bright, and I can train them what little I know about being a mechanic, so they don’t have to live how I did. We had a bicimolino at home, and my children were watching as I fixed it, and I teach them how to maintain it… I’ll tell you something very profound. I’ve put my faith and confidence in this group. Not only to benefit the families, but I’m in this communal group for local development.

My greatest dream is to go to the United States. Not even to travel or see New York one day. It’s nothing like that. I just want to talk to people, share my experience as an mixed indigenous. And see how we can exchange ideas. I feel very silenced and useless here.

I wonder if you really have to go to the United States. Would you be happy that I am writing this and sending your voice there?

Thank you, thank you so much. It’s a big thing for us to feel like the modern world can see our situation. Illiteracy and poverty is an issue here, but I don’t need very much to feel satisfied. As long as people can see us as human beings, and see an alternative way of living. I’m telling you, every time there are volunteers here, or people from North America, I want to ask about everything. 
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El Testimonio de Doña Ana: La voz de las mujeres

I come from a family of eight, and I am now 48 years old. I speak on behalf of the fifteen such families that form a cooperative. Here in Guatemala there is extreme poverty, and sometimes even not enough to feed our children. In the past, we would sell whatever little could harvest: scrounging plants, seeds, fruits, and hope that day’s yields would buy enough food for the next few days. Every single day was a struggle to live.

Then, a group of us women came together and we purchased a bicilicuadora, which is a pedal-powered blender. We decided to cut leaves of the local aloe and herbs, put some money into soaps, tags and plastic bottles, and make shampoo. The blender creates a good liquid consistency and we didn’t need electricity, only our legs. Although it’s not easy to sell anything in the local market, at least we have a product which the fifteen women can produce and support our larger families.

The good thing is that since most of the material is organic, we don’t buy the ingredients. And instead of doing nothing, we work replenishing seeds and using our living forests. Of course, as our community grows, land grows scarce, and every one of us fears for our sons and daughters. They might not have fresh air to breathe, clear water to drink, and they’re going to suffer. But for now, the simple bicycle technologies have become a strategy to take advantage of every single day, emerging with a product to finances the needs of a family. There are real benefits for real people. And for us women, not only are we able to survive, but provide for our husbands and children.

El Testimonio de Doña Sabina: La perspectiva más orgánica y saludable.

I come from a family of seven, and I am now 55 years old. Life is hard here. Even if we buy all the seeds and sow them, invest in a small plot of land for some chickens, and sell their eggs, the marketplace doesn’t allow us to determine prices. So the buyer, especially if it is a large owner, can push down the prices and what can we do? We have to eat, so we sell it to survive for the day.

I invest a significant amount of time in sowing seeds for my small nursery. I have a small plot with twenty little plants, it isn’t sufficient, it’s very little. When the seedlings become small trees, I carry them to the market and try to make some money. 

Some time ago fifteen of us purchased a bicimolino, which is a pedal-powered mill. With it, we grind yellow corn, egg shells, recycled nutrients, and feed it to our roosters and hens. These provide the nutrients and minerals for them to grow. In this way, we diversify our products, the chickens can be sold and so can their eggs. The waste has nitrogen that can be used as fertilizer. And if we grind everything it is more organic than the industrial feed, which means our animals are more healthy and attractive. 

Along with being more ecological and organic, the bicimolino saves us from having to purchase outside manufactured feed at an expensive price. The machine was only affordable because we had fifteen local people paying together, but its productivity eventually pays for itself.

El Testimonio de Don Luis

I am speaking on behalf of my family business, and sharing the experience of a local farm. We live in another valley, the San Andrés Isabel, about three kilometers from here. There is a group of Guatemalan local landowners that we’re trying to pull together. We invest in small chicks, some farm animals, and the cultivation of various grains. Then we bring produce and livestock to sell at the Chimaltenango market.

I work out there with my family. I work with my brothers and sisters, my mother and father. And our entire family uses several bicimáquinas, such as the bicimolino (the pedal-powered mill) and the bicidesgranadora (the pedal-powered kernal remover). Since the only thing we sell are farm products, we want to expand, because it is the same amount of work to raise one chicken as it is to raise five, right? Previously we had a manual mill, which we had to crank by hand. Previously we could only grind 25 kilos in thirty minutes. Now we can grind 100 kilos in the same time, and even better, pedaling is not as difficult as doing it by hand. 

Of course all of us are trying to be more productive, but certain aspects make it difficult. For example, the soybean, which is not a Guatemalan plant, has to be bought through a distributor who virtually has a monopoly on its price. Yet we farmers cannot predetermine our prices on the market. So we fight for fair prices and try to increase our competitiveness.

Don Santiago

I am 22. I come from a family that really uses a ecological house! Since working with the bicimaquinas, we have a bicivibradora for roof tiles, a bicibomba, even our bath water is solar-heated.

The truth is, for a rural Guatemalan villager, there’s little economical help out there. The government doesn’t do much. So the greatest advantage of converting regular bicycles to machines is that my family has been able to go into the small business of manufacturing and commercializing roof tiles. We mix the cement before putting it into the machine, and it gets compressed. It’s basically a mold. The resulting roof tiles, which used to be made by hand, are much lighter and just as strong. When you come to my place, you will see our entire roof covered with it.

What I want to add to the rest of the Guatemalan experiences is that these machines are a positive symbol that empowers one to make his own livelihood. The advance of technology is the hope that can make us self-sufficient. The problem of mismanagement and organization is still there, but at least there’s something that says that things will get better.

Testimonio de Don Rubelsi

As the president of this organization, I’ve been working with groups of rural women, teaching them how to use these bicimáquinas. We’ve made several machines and used them ourselves. For example, there’s the bicimolino, the bicilicuadora, the desgranadora… I’ve even designed a bicisalon and another machine to prepare tortillas, and another for soy and milk. There’s prototypes. The bicilicuadora hasn’t really been used for micro-businesses, but women have used them in personal events or just in the home, making salsas or mole for weddings. 

One of most difficult problems we encounter en Guatemala regarding the spread of this technology is that you have these psychological barriers. Many of these women have never ridden a bicycle, and the bicimaquina is the first time getting onto a bike. There are socio-cultural challenges: some women find it indecent to ride, so they want to do it privately at home. And others think it is offensive if the skirt rises above mid-calf. 

Many times we have seen the machines to triple the productivity, and it is a great help in the countryside. The benefits are not only for the environment, but for the health as well. It’s a process of creation and invention, in a conventional and practical application. Unfortunately in my case, there is a wide gap of education that is necessary. Although we want to make foods as products as organically as possible, the buyers just see the bottomline price. And sometimes, it’s difficult to convey the benefits of paying more for a locally produced thing that is better for the body. 

