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A dramatic rise in tourism ignites a debate in Mexico: Should a private family own an
archaeological treasure?
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CHICHEN ITZA, MEXICO - This ancient city, once the most important center of the Maya world,
has stood in the jungle here for more than 1,000 years. Scattered across 100 acres, the remains of
stone temples and a crumbling observatory offer an imposing glimpse into the innovative May a

civilization, which recorded the annual solar cycle with Swiss-watch precision.

Today tourists gape as they walk past Chichen Itza's most-recognized site, the 80-foot Temple of
Kukulkan pyramid, where during the spring and fall equinoxes the sun casts a shadow in the shape of
a plumed serpent. They walk across the Great Ball Court, the largest sports venue in Mesoam erica,

where losing players were believed to be decapitated.
They also happen to be — unwittingly — walking on private property.

Over the last half century, the land within this archaeological site has belonged to the Barbachanos, a
wealthy and powerful family in the state of Yucatan. The family purchased the grounds from an
American diplomat, who excavated here in the 1900s but fell out of grace with Mexico for shipping
artifacts back to the US.

It's an ownership issue that few Mexicans have known about or even cared about. Until now. This
summer, a global contest to rename the Seven Wonders of the World brought renewed tourism and a
corollary of unwanted curiosity to this ancient corner of Mexico. Now, suddenly, federal legislators are
seeking to take over the land. Mexico's National Institute of Anthropology and History (INAH) covets it,
too. The Barbachano family is divided over what to do. And locals, most of Maya descent, claim it

should be theirs.

In a country where property rights helped ignite a revolution, where peasants distrust large landowners
and large landowners distrust the government — especially when it encompasses ruins that lie at the
core of national identity — this has erupted into one of the most significant and sensitive property

disputes in Mexico.
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"This has unleashed a national polemic," says Jose Alfonso Suarez del Real, a federal lawmaker who
wants to expropriate the land. "And we are all asking, 'How can a Wonder of the World have owners?""

http://www.csmonitor.com/2007/1017/p20s01-woam.html ?page=1

The Maya settled in Chichen Itza before AD 800. After the city was largely abandoned in the 11th

century, the structures, though well preserved, were overlooked for hundreds of years. In the 19th

century, Chichen Itza was a cattle ranch; cows literally grazed among the ruins. It was not until 1894
that the US consul in Merida, Edward Thompson, bought the plantation and surrounding ruins, where

he did some excavating. Much of what he found he sent to the Peabody museum at Harvard

University.
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Not long afterward, Fernando Barbachano Peon, the grandnephew of a former Yucatan governor, saw
tourism potential in the ancient city. In 1944, Barbachano Peon bought the property from the
Thompson family and laid the groundwork for the Yucatan Peninsula to become the most lucrative
tourist area in the country. "We were a major force in making Chichen Itza significant," says Hans

Thies Barbachano. "Nobody cared about it."

Today, more than a million tourists visit Chichen Itza each year, a number that officials hope will
double as a result of its status as a "New Wonder of the World." Millions of people voted to designate it
a "wonder" this summer as part of a commercial contest by a Swiss filmmaker. The results were

announced in July.

Although the renewed interest in the site has touched off a small land war, many archaeological
treasures in Mexico lie on private plots. The Barbachanos, for instance, also own the land under
Uxmal, another nearby Maya city. While a 1972 federal law put archaeological ruins in state hands, the
vast majority that dot the countryside sit on either private land or ejidos, farm cooperatives established
in the mid-1900s.

It is Chichen ltza, though, that has touched off a national debate over cultural heirlooms. "A World
Heritage site cannot be at the whim of a family," says Mr. Suarez del Real.

INAH seems to agree with his logic. Eduardo Perez de Heredia, head of the INAH in Chichen Itza,
pulls up a charter adopted by an international group of architects in 1931. He points to a declaration
that says private interests should be subordinate to the interests of the community. "It's just common

sense," he says. "How can you protect something that is not yours?"

The INAH appears to have the money to buy the land. The agency's director, Alfonso de Maria y
Campos, recently indicated that it has $1.5 million to purchase property on which archaeological ruins
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lie. He decreed Chichen lItza a priority. The land was valued at $750,000 last year.
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How ‘genocide’ vote lost steam
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But the family has different visions of what to do with the property. Hans Thies Barbachano, who
inherited a parcel from his late grandfather at the heart of the archaeology site, prefers to keep it in Online Directory
family hands. But since the government is interested in the acreage, he says he's open to selling it — Starta f
. . Find the
for a fair price. Select An Indu
All Locations
Select Level
1| Page 2 | 3 | Next Page
Franchise Ge
Get Monitor stories by e-mail:|Your e-mail address
(Your e-mail address will be protected by csmonitor.com's tough privacy policy.) Monitor Services Today's print
-+ Subscribe
-+ Treeless Edition
SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY HOME FORUM ARTS & ENTERTAINMENT -+ Give a gift subscription

-+ Free sample issue

-+ Search the Archives

-+ Monitor Mall

-+ Receive our free e-mail ey
newsletters: o

Enter e-mail address o
I?ouremail address E 5 bt S v

: & e
; l [Donate to the Monitor | =

Sl

. : —— ! a Enlarge page or
4 11E-books multiply, but who's A peaceful haven from Some museums have a new
reading them? New Delhi's bustle exhibit: you
g%aHEIH 3
Sponsored Links
Apparel Financial Real Estate Travel
T-Shirts Design Online Car Insurance Home Loans Hawaii Vacations
Womens Shoes Mortgage Calculator Vacations in Hawaii
. Moving
. Gifts i Moving Companies .
Automotive Engagement Rings Real Estate Web Services
Auto Parts - 1A Auto Toronto Condos Blog Web Hostin_g
. . Cheap Web Hosting
) Graphic Design Dedicated Servers
Business R(;esou rces Logo Design - LogoBee Speakers Bureau Domain Names
Business Cards ivati i i
Motivational Speakers Email Hosting
Home Remodeling Email Hosting & Archiving STRANG-TRADEX GRO
Education Home Renovation Guide Website Hosting
MA in Diplomacy - Online Web Hosting iPowerWeb R
Student Loans Web Hosting Providers [nt&gfﬂt&d I.DngtICS a
Internet Services Best Web Hosting u ¥
Internet Access Project Forwarding Speci
Weddings
. } www.stxgroup.com.au
Legal Services Wedding Favors g P

Find Lawyers

20of 3 18-0Oct-07 7:26 PM



Ownership fight erupts over Maya ruins | csmonitor.com

1o0of3

Special Offer:
Subscribe to the
Monitor and get 32
issues RISK-FREE!

Time Out!

CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITORﬁ CS
|

| worD | | | |

Home | About Us/Help | Archive | Subscribe | Feedback | Text Edition | Multimedia

OWNERSHIP FIGHT ERUPTS OVER
MAYA RUINS

A dramatic rise in tourism ignites a debate in Mexico: Should a private family own an
archaeological treasure?

E-mail Print Letter to the Editor i, Republish o del.icio.us digg

Page 3 0of 3
Pagel|Page2|3

The park is a big revenue generator. The entrance fee is about $10, which more than a million visitors
pay each year. "My family was vested in these properties long before anyone else," says Mr.
Barbachano. "l will defend it because it's family heritage for me, as well as cultural heritage for the rest
of the world."

But Fernando Barbachano Herrero, his uncle, doesn't want to sell the land. He owns the Mayaland
Hotel within Chichen ltza. He wants the property donated to the federal government. In fact, he says
that his grandfather already did this and produces a 1944 letter from the INAH thanking the family for
its donation. He believes the government failed to register it because they didn't care abo ut the site.
"For three generations we have honored and promoted this land, and we have never considered it to

be our own," he says.

The other major landholder today is Carmen Barbachano, who owns the hotel Hacienda Chichen, run
by her niece, Belisa Barbachano. Belisa Barbachano will say only that she has always respected the
Maya culture and the land. "We are not trying to put a big corporation in the middle of our land," she
says, dressed in a floral dress. She calls herself the "fourth-generation keeper" of the land and a “clan
mother" who helps many in the local population.

The land battle has become almost a spectator sport in the small communities that dot Chich en Itza.
And that's the problem, says Rita Delgado, a housewife. "We are just spectators in the fight between
the government and the Barbachanos." She believes the community should be the true guardians of

the land. "Who created it? It was our ancestors," she says.

Scientists around the world worry about what impact the ownership impasse will have on the site's
preservation. Already, an influx of small vendors is taxing the park's sewage and other facilities. "Right
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now the site is suffering terribly because there are many more people there than should be," says

Geoffrey Braswell, an anthropologist from the University of California at San Diego. "It's a disgrace." Russia, Iran harden against West

(10/18/2007)
What atheists Kant refute
Yet for now a resolution seems far off. And a pyramid that has suddenly caught the world's attention (10/16/2007)
for what it means to a nation's past is now a place where the complexities of modern Mexico — poverty, 82253302027)()” Gore's Nobel Peace Prize
class wars, land rights, and fierce politics — converge. Why Bush risks China’s ire to honor Dalai
(10/17/2007)
How ‘genocide’ vote lost steam
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