Water, Water Everywhere…
…but soon, not a clean drop to Drink
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Fig.2
Aim of this document

Firstly, this document will, give a brief history of how the Riviera Maya was formed, including geological structures and subterranean river systems, then outline the major factors contributing to the ecological destruction of the Riviera Maya to highlight how the area has changed over time, a brief history of ecological devastation and a summary of potential contributing factors and events that have lead to the Riviera Maya’s current polluted condition. This document will conclude with the outline of solutions to the aforementioned issues, concerning governing bodies of the Rivera Maya and ecological conservation actions that should be undertaken.  

The formation of the Riviera Maya

The fragile landform of Karst that makes up the porous, limestone Yucatan Peninsula has created the world’s most unique rivers, ones that run underground rather than on the surface, through miles of cave passageways (See Fig.2).   These caves, through millions of years of creation, demonstrate Mother Nature’s pure beauty.  All rivers on the Peninsula run underground, flowing through to the coastal mangroves and on to the Caribbean Sea or Gulf of Mexico.
As the subterranean rivers move their waters with a slow meandering flow to the coasts, we see that this push carries the pollutants through the Peninsula, which now changes pollution from being local.

The porous rock underfoot is worthless, with all its small holes and crevices, in the fight to keep contamination out of the water flow, which is the fresh water supply for the entire area. 

Ecological Destruction of the Riviera Maya
The Riviera Maya Caribbean coastline, located on the eastern shores of Mexico, has dealt with significant ecological degradation over the past 20 years. This is a result of, physical disturbance to terrestrial and aquatic environments such as the underground river systems, destruction of original landforms, and loss of coastal mangrove habitats as well as pollution to the Mesoamerican reef ecosystems. Coastal developments, including golf courses with their toxic chemicals, are the predominant cause for these physical disturbances as they continue to encroach on these fragile habitats, polluting and displacing the delicate ecosystems. By incorporating a sustainable development strategy, coastal developments and coastal ecosystems could exist harmoniously; however, this has yet been achieved. 
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Fig. 3
Mangroves: being one of Mexico’s true coastal natives. They thrive in salty environments because they are able to obtain fresh water from saltwater.  Mangrove forests are among the most productive and biologically complex ecosystems on Earth. Besides protecting the coastland from storms, birds roost in the canopy, shellfish attach themselves to the roots, and local animals come to hunt; a vital food source for monkeys, deer, tree-climbing crabs, they even supply a nectar source for bats and honeybees.
 Mangroves provide the nursery grounds for fishes and store carbon from our atmosphere relentlessly while emitting clean oxygen for us to breath. (See Fig. 3)
Contributing factors to the Riviera Maya degradation

Politics and land management
We link this physical disorder and political changes to: modifications to the zoning laws, developers not respecting laws nor abiding by the ecological protections, and in general, these developers over looking conservational preservations.  For a considerable amount of cases, developers are not lawfully requesting nor receiving appropriate building permissions which means, development is unregulated and uncontrolled, often leading to devastation of the natural environment. (See Fig. 1)
There seems to be no end in sight, as long as the call to build quickly and make fast money exists. The Spanish who are boasting 80% coastal ownership now are leading this building chaos, with others learning from these destructional techniques.  These are all issues that affect the health of the once pristine ecosystems.
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Fig.4

This porous rock houses extensive aquifers that collect all contamination they receive.  It is impossible to stop the pollution from reaching the aquifer as the rock in its natural state is porous.
Developments
Golf course chemicals, sewage, anything put on the surface or into the ground will be sucked down to the ground water aquifer that is waiting below. (See Fig. 4) These examples of ecosystem mismanagement are a recipe for ecological disaster.  We have witnessed already over 100,000 hectares or approximately 250,000 acres of coastal mangroves,
 to date destroyed. Although it is penal crime to destroy and fill these thriving mangroves with dirt and cement, all eyes seem to look the other way, even though these destructions are well documented with photos and front headlines.  

To add to the leveling of the wetlands, we find countless examples of building irregularities in this ever growing tourist area.  Projects include…Gran Bahia Principe, Maya Koba, Princess Hotels, to name a few.

Aldea Zama/Downtown Tulum
The most recent irresponsible plans for development to date…. include the newly permissioned project called Aldea Zama\Downtown Tulum.  The planned development is for the beach side of the city of Tulum linked to hwy 307 and it alone, will double the size of Tulum city, running from the main highway 307 to the coastline, (See Fig. 5) butting up with the National Park of the Tulum Ruins to the north, but most critical right on top of one of the world’s largest underground fresh water river system, Ox Bel Ha of just over 242 km of explored flooded cave passages.
 (See Fig. 6)
The following is a commercial that shows the location and the plans of the prospective development for the small town of Tulum;  
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3l08HI-gdRY (Aldea Zama Tulum Video Tour)
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Project Aldea Zama has been on the planning table for years.  Huge real estate offices located in Playa del Carmen, Tulum, and Cancun as well as other cities are devoted solely to the sales of this gigantic undertaking.  Their plan simply is to fill in mangroves, blast thru to the river system, and to start a new city for the rich with canals from one house to the other.  We have seen this idea fail not more than 40 miles away in the fast growing city of Playa del Carmen where the natural ground water has changed from clean and crystal clear to black.  

The project got its greatest windfall, in 2008, when local mayor, Carlos Joaquin Gonzalez, made zoning amendments from low tourist zoning to the highest density residential tourist zoning (TH-5 and -2) in a private council session.  This change to zoning would increase the density of the development to up to 40 rooms per hectare.  This means that in the field they could build 6,455 homes or 9,200 hotel rooms in a space of 297.34 hectares or 734.50 acres.
 As been the cases before, this project is likely also to exploit more area then seen, as this is the usual norm around this growing coastal zone. Although Tulum is what you would call a booming city, it is recorded today a population of just over 28,000.  This project would greatly contribute to population predictions of 250,000 inhabitants in the next 10 years, inevitably, leading to irrational exploitation of natural freshwater resources, polluted aquifers, and water scarcity.

According to the master plan of Aldea Zama, “Designs will be developed in a way that they will strengthen and contribute to the development of the town of Tulum, without disharmonizing the interaction between sustainable use and conservational use that are supposed to be the characteristic of the city.” 
 

Phase 1 of the Master Plan includes an integrated golf course, its own complete shopping mall, along with hotel rooms and houses.  The development will involve the digging out of the underground river 1.20 meters deep and opening up the interface between the well known underground river Ox Bel Ha, (Mayan for three paths of water), for the water canals that are projected to run between the houses and the infrastructures.  The plans incorporate development directly above the large underground river system, estimated at 4.92 acres, to be closed off without direct contact with the sea, lakes, streams, or other natural water bodies.

The underground river, Ox Bel Ha, has been the largest water source for the area since prehistoric times. The plans for development will require this water for the anticipated population growth. Now, and already before this development, Ox Bel Ha system is in trouble.  This 153 kilometer underground river already contains organic waste, particularly human excrement.
  

Development Associates
Development associates are known to have participated in corrupt business in the past. The following is an overview of their past involvements in illegal activities, one has served jail time for land fraud:

1. Roberto Hernandez, former owner of Banamex and a man publicly accused of trafficking cocaine and laundering drug money.  In 1998 in Operation Casablanca, made by the U.S. Customs Service, arrested Banamex employees and managers for engaging in money laundering operations and seized several million dollars from the drug trade.
                                                

2. Rafael Compean Leon, investigated by the DEA and SIEDO for money laundering since 2010 following the arrest of Julio Cesar Pina Soberanis in Columbia, aka The Mexican Julio, identified by the DEA as a link between the Beltran Leyva and ’Barbie’ with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Columbia FARC for the purchase of Cocaine.  He is a partner with Rodolfo and owns 49% of the shares of Ronac SA de CV, a company that has done big business under local power, as this entrepreneur has numerous construction contracts awarded, thanks to its ease of becoming a partner of high political figures.  Ha Mayan Enterprises, Aldea Zama Ronac have both been linked to organized crime and money laundering. 
                                                 
3. Emilio Diaz Castellanos (Dicas Group) holds the market to sales of luxury cars, with dealerships of Chevrolet, Alfa Romero, Peugeot, and Cadillac. He was one of the favorite entrepreneurs of Cervera Pacheco, a former governor of the State of Yucatan and benefited from several important works in Yucatan and other states. 
             
4. Realtor Chablekal, marked by dispossession and irregular purchase of this communal land. 

5. Governor Laviada Patricio Patron, the U.S. government disclosed that the former Gov. of the state of Yucatan and his brother Alejandro Laviada have sustained business with the Carrillo Fuentes cartel, who was given protection and shelter at Hacienda Poxila, in the community just outside Merida in the State of Yucatan. Both are key people to links with organized crime and money laundering for Rodolfo Rosas Mayo. 
                                                                                        

6. Roberto Rosas Mayo, president of Maya Zama and major shareholder, linked to organized crime and money laundering. He is known on the Peninsula with his partners to have charted financial engineering to bolster campaigns with money of dubious origin.  Also related to the theft and sale of land in the town of Tulum and Playa del Carmen, to develop real estate and tourism projects.   
      
7. Jose Carlos ‘the Keys’ Guzman Alcocer, belonging to the so-called ‘land mafia’ and former director of the Land Commission was jailed in 2007 on charges of abuse of functions, embezzlement and grand thief, as recorded in the preliminary 2308/6 /2007. Among the alleged crimes outlined embezzlement of more than 500 million pesos for the illegal sale of ejido land for development of the Chablekal resort and residential Yucatan Country Club, sister project for Aldea Zama, along with other characters such as Arturo Millet belonging to the so-called "land mafia" and Alfonso de Jesus ‘El Mosco’ Pereira Palomo also belong to the so-called "land mafia".  
                                                                                                                                                                                
8. Manuel Rodrigues Villamil, hired by Patricio Patron Laviada to get out of jail Jose Carlos ‘The Keys’ Alcocer Guzman, is a member of the firm ‘Orozco Felgueres, Garcia Millan and Associates. Alejandro Garcia Millan, who was designated as the ‘scrubber’ of monies.  This office defends narcos. 
                                                                                                                                                .
And then we add the local main promoters with their own agendas:

1. Victor Mas Tah,  Ex-Mayor of Tulum and supporter.
                                                                        
2. Gonzalo Mendoza Arcila, ex-trustee of city of Tulum and supporter.  
                                                         
3. Edith Medoza Pina, ex-mayor of Tulum, now jailed, received monies for her campaign.

4. Carlos Joaquin Gonzalez, ex-mayor of Playa del Carmen, also received large amount of Money for his political campaigns.

5. Filiberto Martinez Mendez, present mayor of Playa Del Carmen who received funds to support his campaign
.
6. Cesar Ayala Ovando, head of Urban Development in Tulum, now a millionaire; presently under investigation for receiving large sums of monies for granting building permissions. 

7. University of Quintana Roo, selling lands that of which they were solely guardians.

Conclusion
Re-creating a sustainable development strategy that allows people to live in surrounding ecosystems harmoniously is of the upmost importance. It is unlikely that the government can remove all the hotels that have been built infringing on ecological degradational themes up until this point; however, for the development of future hotels, they can certainly include more sustainable development strategies, for one example, wastewater treatment plants. This would be just one vital change.  There are plenty more solutions. 

When approaching the ‘end of the world’ the physical and social heritage of the Maya are under grave pressure from the real estate developers trying to expropriate their tourist destinations and natural landscapes by  seizing lands and cultural expressions… which have and are presently attracting tourists for the global market. The master plan of Aldea Zama, being built now as we speak in the town of Tulum, is a clear example of the commercial exploitation of the ancestral legacy of the Maya. 
__________________________________________________________________________________

Compiled and written by Nancy DeRosa, Director of SAVE, A.C

Society of Akumal’s Vital Ecology / Salvamento Akumal de Vida Ecologica
www.saverivieramaya.org 
cenotes@prodigy.net.mx 
SAVE’s mission is to keep the unique and fragile ecosystems safe from the dangers of unsustainable development, for the future of our children and for upcoming generations.  A grassroots not for profit organization dedicated to keeping the mangroves, subterranean river systems, and Mesoamerican Reef healthy and alive. 
Sources: 

Por Esto! Yucatán, El Universal, La Jornada, Novedades de Quintana Roo, Boletín del Narco,y  Noticaribe

 “Pide Semarnat 15 mdp para poder parar obras de Aldea Zama en Tulum”:  Sergio Caballero/Agencia Reforma 

“Reviven cuestionamientos contra proyecto turístico Mayazama en Tulum; es un ‘mega fraude’ denuncian”:  Sergio Caballero/Agencia Reforma
 “Balconean, otra vez, en prensa nacional al proyecto Aldea Zama”: Fuentes/El Financiero

“Sobrexplotar Tulum devastara el rio subterráneo mas grande del mundo”: Jornada

“ Aprueba la Semarnat de Pena Nieto el polémico Plan Maestro Mayazama en Tulum”: Noticaribe)

“MayaZama consortium”, Carlos Fernandez-Vega.

“Directivos de Aldea Zama vinculados con el narcotrafico”  and “Maya Zama, la pirámide del pensamiento depredador y de la ilegalidad ambiental”  by Carlos Narvaez.

Aldea Zama\Downtown Tulum (23QR2012UD037) Governmental permissions
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