Assessing the impact of agricultural policy on the genetic erosion of maize: a case study from Chiapas, Mexico
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Abstract

Worldwide, maize is one of the three most important cereal crops. The crop genetic resources found in its centre of origin, Mexico, are the raw materials for crop breeding and a source of continuing advances in yield, pest resistance and quality improvement. A reduction in genetic diversity may, therefore, threaten future breeding programmes. This paper reports on a significant process of genetic erosion in maize in southern Mexico. Panel data from 2001 and 2005 complemented by qualitative research demonstrate that maize land races are being replaced by improved maize (hybrids and open pollinated varieties). The loss of landraces has been exacerbated by agricultural policies designed to support the agricultural sector in Mexico following the implementation of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). A contributory factor in the loss of landraces has been a seed subsidy that favours farmer adoption of improved maize varieties.
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