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Less than a mile away from an endless stream of Mexico City traf-
fic, I am at the water’s edge, staring into the face of a grazing dairy 
cow. In a bright blue boat with a flat bottom, I listen to the chirp of 
nearby cranes and wave good morning to children being paddled 
to school in canoes.

Like many Mexico City residents, I had only known of the float-
ing fiestas of Xochimilco for its Mariachi bands and Corona beers. 
Here was another side of those canals, this one quiet except for 
the buzz of insects. 

In Mexico’s capital —  which has a population of more than 20 
million and is notorious for pollution and hyper-urbanization 
— this rural retreat is the last thing that comes to mind. And yet, 
Mexico City’s canals have survived almost 700 years and remain 
one of the city’s few living vestiges of its grand founding.

Every empire has a golden era. For the Mexica (known by the 
Spanish as the Aztecs) and their illustrious capital Tenochtitlan, 
that cultural apex was around 1450. The Tepenacos had been van-
quished, affording the Aztecs control of the Valley of Mexico, and 
the Spanish had not yet arrived with their muskets and measles. 
The arts, religion and population all boomed. The lynchpin was 
one of the world’s most unique agricultural systems, the chinam-
pas, that allowed the Aztecs to not just survive, but thrive, in the 
Valley of Mexico.

The word chinampa comes from the Nahuatl word chinamitl, 

meaning a bed or fence of reeds. There is nothing specifically ag-
ricultural about its etymology, but its utterance brings to mind 
islands of upright corn stalks and the fluffy seeds of ahuejote trees 
drifting across moss-green canals.  The chinampas are stretches 
of land, islands really, built within lakes or rivers. They are con-
structed by layering piles of vegetation, lake mud and brush until 
these little islands sit above the water line. Trees, like the ahuejote 
(a perennial willow native to Mexico), are planted at the edge of 
these island fields to help them retain their shape and reduce 
erosion. The first chinampas were only 5 or 6 meters across, 
meaning that in the dry season canoe was the easiest mode of 
irrigation. Most of today’s chinampas are at least twice that size. 

While singular as a farming method, the origins of the chinampa 
is debated by historians. Some anthropologists believe it was de-
veloped first in the Valley of Mexico around 1500 AD, others, that 
it was brought north by the migration of Mayans from Central 
America. Whatever the source, this technique helped inhabitants 
take full advantage of the abundant water and rich biodiversity in 
the Valley’s ancient f ive-lake system, and established the founda-
tion of one of the world’s most important ancient civilizations. 

The first chinampa farms were most likely for subsistence farm-
ing. In the valley’s mild climate chinampas can produce harvests 
up to four or f ive times a year. They were planted as milpas, an ar-
rangement of nutritionally and environmentally complementary 
crops that have served as the basis for the Mayan, Aztec and (in 
part) Mexican diet. In the system, corn and squash grow side by 
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side, and the squash’s leaves protect bean plants growing in their 
shade. Chiles were planted around the outside edge of plots as 
the first line of defense against insects. Interspersed within were 
other important herbs and greens like quelites, cilantro, epazote 
and romeritos. Today’s chinamperos (chinampa farmers) also grow 
tomatoes, onions, carrots, spinach, lettuce, cauliflower, broccoli, 
nopales, radishes, beets, zucchini and lots and lots of flowers. 

Charles Coe, a writer for Garden & Forest wrote in 1895:
Even in the ditches or little canals, beautiful Water-lilies often line 
the way, while many of the plots are one mass of vari-colored flow-
ers… The great variety of shades and the enormous size of many 
kinds astonish and delight the visitor from more northern latitudes. 
The Poppies are more attractive than our finest Peonies.

Until the 1950s and ’60s, when the last remaining canals that 
crossed the city were finally drained or covered, goods were trans-
ported to the central markets by boat. Flat-bottom boats were 
loaded down with tons of produce and hundreds of flowers. While 
one man used a long wooden pole as leverage to pull the boat along 
the muddy canal bottoms, another used rope to hook onto poles 
wedged into the shoreline to pull the boat forward. It took hours.

“My grandmother used tell me how they would load up the boats 
around 8pm in order to make it to La Viga [market] by two or 
three in the morning. They would sell and be home by 10am,” 
says chinampa farmer Victor Cadena. 

Cadena’s family has been farming the chinampas for f ive or six 
generations, but he’s the only one left that wants to work the land. 
At 46, after a long stint in local politics, he decided to go back to 
the chinampas and reconnect with his family heritage. 

“I grew up in the chinampas, with my dad, with my grandfather. 
It’s a very precious place for me. I was fortunate enough during 
my time in government to continue working in my community. 
Maybe that’s why I’m so attached it,” he says.

Cadena is now growing organic spinach, broccoli and tomatoes, 
and working on developing a chinampa certif ication program so 
that islands’ produce can fetch higher prices in the local market. 
While he’s thrilled to be back on the land, he admits maintaining 
the islands is constant work and that he and other farmers face a 
lot of challenges. 

A CHAOTIC SYSTEM
The chinampas and canals extend over f ive different Mexico City 
neighborhoods, each one with its own local government. In addi-
tion to being governed by an overarching department in charge 
of the entire “Heritage Zone” (the chinampas and the town of 
Xochimilco were designated World Heritage by UNESCO in 
1987) above UNESCO are city administrators and federal regula-
tors. There have been many impassioned efforts to preserve this 
ecosystem, but f inding common ground among so many different 
levels of government from different political parties is a Hercule-
an task. Cadena has seen one administration’s solid conservation 
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policies simply abandoned by the next. 

Bureaucratic inconsistency is just the start. According to Cadena, 
there are few legal land titles among the chinamperos, making it 
diff icult to organize local farmers and determine the rights and 
responsibilities of each within the community. Many farmers are 
uneducated in good agricultural practices, contaminating crops 
with unhygienic harvesting and transportation methods, or using 
harmful chemicals that seep into the water. They also suffer at 
the hands of intermediaries and bristle at good faith conservation 
efforts of local organizations or governments often enacted with-
out their consultation. In addition, thousands of chinampas have 
been abandoned because newer generations have little interest in 
carrying on the rural tradition. Of the over 20,000 chinampas in 
the zone, only about 3,000 are currently being farmed. “We went 
to a school to talk to kids about the chinampas and some of the 
sixth graders didn’t even know what a cow looked like. These are 
kids from right here in these communities!”  says Cadena. 

Regular city residents aren’t much better. In a documentary about 
the canals called Yo Soy Xochimilco, downtown residents were 
asked how the disappearance of the chinampas would affect them. 
Everyone interviewed responded that it wouldn’t.
“If we lose the chinampas, the city will collapse,” says Ricardo 
Rodriguez who has been working with chinampas farmers for over 
a decade through his organization De la Chinampa a tu Mesa, 
“The chinampas are one of the three most important lungs of the 
capital. They are also the only vestige left of our culinary and agri-

cultural history.” According a report published by UN’s Food and 
Agriculture Organization, each year the chinampas sequester 110 
tons of carbon per hectare and without them Mexico City’s aver-
age temperature would rise by 2 degrees Celsius. 

THE BIGGEST THREAT
While it’s true that the Spanish took the first steps to drain the 
lake, preferring to rule New Spain on solid ground, it was with 
Mexican independence that the canal system began to be radi-
cally transformed. Various projects in the mid-1850s were pro-
posed to drain the valley’s lakebed in order to expand the city. 
During the years of the Porfirio Díaz presidency, the city’s Gran 
Canal was built with the specific motive of draining the valley, and 
various rivers were redirected, definitively emptying Lake Chalco 
forever. In the early and mid-20th century, Mexico City’s boom-
ing population and intense rural-to-urban migration required the 
natural spring water that fed the lakes and the chinampa canals 
be pumped into the city to serve its newest colonias. The city’s 
demand for space continues squeeze the chinampas today. 

When the natural springs of the lakebed dried up, the city be-
gan to pump water from a nearby water treatment plant into the 
canals to sustain their water levels. The treated water is cleaner 
than some, but not clean enough — especially for watering crops 
destined for human consumption. What is left of the chinampa 
farming system is still beautiful, but after years of encroachment 
from the capital and neglect from its residents, both the water and 
soil are contaminated.  
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The water is rife with heavy metals, harmful pathogens like sal-
monella and E. coli, and low levels of pesticides like DDT and 
Endosulfan, according to bioengineer Dr. Refugio Rodriguez and 
other scientists working in the chinampas. Additional harmful 
microbes are added to that mix with the runoff of untreated cow 
manure that many farmers use on their f ields. 

But it’s not completely hopeless. Working in chinampas are peo-
ple like Dr. Rodriguez, an award-winning scientist who has spent 
30 years cleaning up after Mexico’s biggest industrial polluters. 
She was f irst engaged by a local nonprofit called Yolcan. Yolcan 
has been working with chinampa farmers for the last f ive years to 
convert island farms to organic agriculture and helped create a 
demand in the local market that will support paying farmers a fair 
wage for their produce.

The group’s director, Lucio Usobiaga, was worried about the high 
salinity of the soil in the chinampas and the possibility of con-
taminants in the ground and water. He read about Dr. Rodriguez’s 
work and asked her team to come take a look. Using a special 
compost of citrus rind, Dr. Rodriguez’s team was able to reduce 
the level of pollutants in the soil by 99% in just a few months and 
the high levels of salt were almost entirely erased.

From there the team started installing biofilters in smaller side 
canals (called apantles) to provide clean water for irrigation. Again, 
the results were incredible, with 99.9% of pollutants f iltered out. 
Dr. Rodriguez is now leading a project under Mexico City’s new 

government that will install those same types of biofilters across 
the city’s rivers and streams at points where gray water and indus-
trial waste are illegally dumped into the canal system. 
“The biggest problem for me is the illegal dumping. I see this is 
a health issue, even more than an environmental one,” says Dr. 
Rodriguez, “These pollutants are absorbed into our systems little 
by little. They won’t affect the first generation maybe, but they will 
the second and third.”

Other groups are working to increase ecotourism in the area and 
promote awareness of its importance and its threats. Cadena 
himself is offering boat tours to visit his farm that include a tradi-
tional meal made from what he grows on his land. De la Chinam-
pa a tu Mesa, Yolcan and others also offer tours. Yolcan’s work 
with local chef superstars like Enrique Olvera and Eduardo García 
has cast the culinary spotlight on what is essential Mexico City’s 
backyard. A growing global consciousness about eating locally and 
sustainably means that chefs and restaurants in the area are re-
training their eyes toward these nearby farms, and that means the 
public is too. 

Today’s chinampas, despite their struggles, are as beautiful as they 
were 2,000 years ago, a bucolic landscape where the buzz of Latin 
America’s second largest city is barely audible. Unlike crumbling 
ruins or a collection of ceramic artifacts in a museum, the chi-
nampas are a living, breathing connection to the city’s past, one 
that must be protected if it is to survive another 700 years.


