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ALM: Aalto LAB Mexico  
DYA: Design Your Action (a non-governmental organisation in 
Mexico)  
El 20: Ejido 20 de Noviembre (the village where Aalto LAB Mexico’s 
projects are implemented)  
La Casita: Usually referred to as ‘the existing La Casita building’, the 
only constructed building of the La Casita Complex  
La Casita Complex: An unfinished complex of six buildings planned 
for the community and tourists  
Labber(s): Participants in Aalto LAB Mexico  
NGO: Non-Governmental Organization  
SGT: Sustainable Global Technologies studio (course at Aalto 
University, including the ALM project)  
UNAM: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México
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Abstract
This report was written by the Finnish Aalto LAB Mexico 
(ALM) group from Aalto University for the Sustainable Global 
Technologies (SGT) studio course. It describes the work conducted 
in the spring of 2020 together with the Mexican ALM group. This 
document is part of a collection of publications produced to describe 
this year’s work.

In this document we aim to present the results and findings of our 
work on the Aalto LAB Mexico (ALM) 2020 project. We will begin by 
providing a background to ALM and introducing our focus for 2020. 
We will then continue by presenting this year’s two main projects in 
detail. Lastly, we reflect on the future challenges and possibilities of 
ALM.  

The purpose of this report is to add the results of our work to 
the continuum of ALM projects. It is mainly directed to the SGT 
community and future ALM students to help them navigate the  
ALM system, and to help them design future projects based on what 
we have discovered and learned. We hope to offer insight to what  
we see as important for the future of the ALM initiative and how  
it could be developed.  

Photo: Henriette Friis
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About El 20
Ejido 20 de Noviembre (El 20), is located in the state of Campeche 
in the municipality of Calakmul. El 20 is a Mayan community with 
420 habitants in 2010. No official census has been made since then, 
but it is estimated to be closer to 500 inhabitants today. It was founded 
in 1971 when the government’s land distribution made a group of 
Mayan people move from Dzibalche area in Calkiní, Campeche. El 20 
was founded by a group of families and is the only indigenous Mayan 
community in the region of Calakmul. (Aalto LAB Mexico, 2019) The 
residents are however a mix of Mayan and non-Mayan families, and 
most of the community members define themselves as Mayan, but 
only few of them still speak Yucatec Mayan.  

El 20 is located 15 kilometres from Xpujil and it is just outside the 
Calakmul Biosphere reserve with large archaeological Mayan sites. 
The village is surrounded with vegetation and wildlife, particularly 
visible in the number of bird species in the region. In the village area 
most of the families own small pieces of land for their homes and the 
rest of the land is common area which contains agricultural fields, 
jungle and the Rio Bec Mayan ruins. (Aalto LAB Mexico, 2019) El 20 
has its own elementary school, small shops, four churches (one for 
each religion represented in the community) and a sheriff.   

The main source of income in the community comes from agriculture, 
beekeeping and traditional handicrafts. The locals produce various 
handmade products such as hammocks, small wooden furniture and 
decorative elements, rock art and jewellery made out of seeds fallen 
from the trees.

Photo: Henriette Friis
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History of Aalto LAB Mexico
Aalto LAB Mexico was started by Claudia Garduño García in 2012. 
She is a Mexican designer with a great passion for social issues. 
She holds a Ph.D. in design from Aalto University, for which she 
studied the community in El 20 for her doctoral dissertation “Design 
as Freedom” in 2018 (Garduño García, 2018) 

Based on the work of Claudia Garduño García and ALM labbers  
through the years, four main areas of potential improvement have 
been identified:   

• Economic security 
• Health security 
• Cultural heritage
• Environmental sustainability 

The idea is to each year develop a project which addresses one or 
more of these areas, and, very importantly, to follow up with the 
initiatives of previous years and thus ensure continuity. The project 

facilitates collaborations between students from Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México (UNAM) in Mexico City and Aalto University 
in Espoo (Helsinki), ALM alumni, as well as the community of El 20 
de Noviembre.

Throughout the years there have been several projects initiated 
through ALM. Although our 2020 project is profoundly connected 
to all the previous projects, the one we are mainly contributing to is 
La Casita Complex. The projects listed below are the previous ALM 
projects, although some of them are still ongoing.   

Sustainable Community Tourism: 

La Casita Complex (Casita means “little house” in Spanish): A 
sustainable tourism and community facility, which has been at the 
heart of ALM from the beginning of the project in 2012. Its purpose is to 
work in the future as a community hub, as complementary facilities for 
the school (cafeteria, toilets, work spaces), and as touris  infrastructure 
(accommodation). Until now only one building, La Casita (pictured 
on the left), has been built. It is a house in El 20, which is built both  
sustainably from local materials and in honor of Mayan architecture. 
(Aalto Lab Mexico, 2019) For now, though, it only has four walls and a 
roof. The existing La Casita building is constructed on a 900m2 piece of 
land which is designated to the construction and development of the 
full La Casita Complex. It is located in the center of the community 
next to the elementary school. In this land there used to be a water 
collection system which has been broken for decades.  

Community-based tourism and eco-tourism have been big themes 
throughout the years, and they have been especially addressed by 
Julia Renko in her master’s thesis that focused on the sustainable 
community tourism strategy for the community of El 20. Research Photo: Henriette Friis
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has also been conducted into possibilities of collaborations with  
eco-tourism agencies and non-profit community initiatives such as 
Visit Calakmul and Rutopia. Our ALM 2020 project contributes to the 
La Casita Complex project in the form of designing and planning the 
kitchen and dining spaces for the facility and acquiring information 
through the composition of a book about the food culture of El 20. We 
have also been investigating the possibility of using the existing La 
Casita building as a dining space for the students at the elementary 
school  (Aalto Lab Mexico, 2019).

Sustainable Community Tourism Strategy: Identifying potential 
attractions, setting up infrastructure, training community members 
as service providers, and creating relationships with local and 
international partners to enable the people of El 20 to diversify their 
economic activities (Aalto Lab Mexico, 2019). The strategy aims to 
prepare El 20 for tourists and in a long run contribute to health, water 
and nature. In 2019 Julia Renko did a diagnosis of the current state and 
future development needs for this strategy (Renko, 2019).  

Mapping: A mapping project in 2019 that aimed to create the basis 
for developing touristic activities in El 20, as a means of increasing 
the economic sustainability of the community. The goal was to 
improve accessibility and security in El 20. The maps were done 
using technologies such as Open Street Map and Mapillary (Aalto Lab 
Mexico, 2019).

Health in the Community: 

Community-based Healthcare Fund: This fund is meant to work as 
an autonomous community-based health insurance and it aims to 
complement the shortcomings of the national insurance system, that 
is, the medium-sized medical emergencies. This project has dealt 
with securing access to healthcare for the community which, when 

successful, would support the community’s economic sustainability as 
well as overall health. (Aalto Lab Mexico, 2019) The fund suffers capital 
extinction after one or two health emergencies, which is why a long-
term healthcare strategy was developed. The fund has existed and 
been piloted since 2017, and it was further developed by the 2019 team. 
The healthcare fund project has been emerged from the next projects:  

Artesanía para el Bienestar: This project was co-developed with the 
talented artisans of El 20 in 2013 to help the community gain access 
to health services through the selling of local crafts. A portion of the 
income made from crafts is put aside in a communal fund for the whole 
community. The aim is to find a medical insurance that would cover 
the whole community (Aalto LAB Mexico, 2019). This development 
was furthered in 2018 especially by Carolina Kansikas (labber) and 
continued by the 2019 team. Aura Murillo and Flor García from the 
ALM 2019 team joined briefly in the field this year to continue the 
project in collaboration with the artisans.

Cuxta-Há (“Living Water” in Yucatec Mayan): A sustainable water 
management system, that aims to enable the community to tackle 
current water related problems, such as water quality and water  
scarcity. Water security and sanitation have been ongoing themes, 
with efforts going into researching the water quality and training the 
community. In 2018 a water filter prototype was set up in El 20. (Aalto 
Lab Mexico, 2019) This year, a Finnish NGO called WaterFinns, 
together with Design Your Action, are making plans to raise funds 
to construct La Casita Complex, which would also include a water 
collection and purification system as well as a laboratory for water 
quality analysis (WaterFinns, 2018). 
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The Women’s Movement in Mexico and Beyond
Latin American women have organized across society and social 
divisions, ranging from left- and right-wing activists to indigenous 
activists. The (political) organization of Latin American women can 
be divided into feminist movements and other women’s movements, 
which have slightly different goals and orientations. Central themes 
in feminist activism in Latin America are for example sexual self-
determination and gender-based violence, the latter also being a 
unifying theme for different movements. It is notable, that to speak of 
“Latin American women” is a big generalization, and it is misleading 
to explain social differences by gender alone. Class, ethnicity and 
education play a very significant role in understanding social 
phenomena, such as inequality (Vuola, 2014).

Mexico is a very dangerous country for women. Approximately 10 
women get killed every day due to gender-based crime, and 66% of 

Mexican women above the age of 15 have experienced violence at 
least once in their life (INEGI, 2019). Machismo culture is prevalent in 
Mexican society, as well as elsewhere In Latin America. These aspects 
are at the core of the Mexican feminist movement - claims for basic 
human rights to safety, integrity and respect are central in the Mexican 
feminist activism.

According to Stephanie Rivera Berruz (2020) Latin American feminism 
is “rooted in the social and political context defined by colonialism, 
the enslavement of African peoples, and the marginalization of 
Native peoples.” Latin American feminism is thus defined not only by 
opposing patriarchal structures but also by wider structures of racism 
and discrimination. Despite this, indigenous women (in addition to 
homosexual and Afro-descendant women) have been secluded from 
wide stream liberal feminism in Latin America (Berruz, 2020). Starting 
from the 1990’s there has, however, been an emergence of indigenous 
feminism (although some indigenous activists prefer not to be called 
feminists) on the continent, striving not only for gender equality but 
also for the rethinking of “Western” individualism and relationship 
with nature (Castillo, 2010).   

Although indigenous feminism is not at the core of our project, it is still 
relevant to mention that there are numerous indigenous women actively 
striving for better conditions not only for indigenous peoples but 
particularly for indigenous women. “White” or “mainstream” feminism 
is also ethnocentric and often fails to consider the indigenous context 
and specialized combinations of discrimination, which decolonial and/
or indigenous feminism aims to change (Bonfil Sánchez, 2017). The 
Zapatista movement (EZLN) that started in Mexico in the beginning 
of the 1990s was an example of the political organization of indigenous 
women, who highlighted the aspect of “triple marginalization”: how 
they were not discriminated just for their gender, but also for their 
poverty and their indigenousness (Vuola, 2014).

Photo: Henriette Friis
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2020 Vision: Food, Women and Community
The original vision for this year’s project was to design a sustainable 
kitchen and dining space for the La Casita Complex, a yet to be 
completed community and tourism facility in El 20. As the project 
evolved, this initial vision sharpened, developed and took shape 
based on the interests, skills and viewpoints of our team. Due to the 
varying interests and multidisciplinary background of our team, 
our final vision for the project was to broaden the original idea by 
working with the kitchen design in a holistic and comprehensive way. 
This for us meant focusing not solely on the technical arrangement or 
architectural design, but also incorporating social scientific methods 
and ways of thinking into the project in a profound way.  

We aspired to profoundly understand the underlying needs, hopes 
and mindsets of the ALM project and the community of El 20. Thus, 
we found it necessary to focus on what constructs a local kitchen and 
how it is built – not only in a material sense but also in the daily life, 
social interactions and minds of the people. We wanted to collect 
useful data for the successful designing of the kitchen and for future 
ALM projects in an ethical way that is fundamentally aligned with the 
needs of the community. Based on our knowledge and discussions it 
seemed important to investigate the local food culture and the role of 
the women in the community as the ones in charge of cooking.   
  
To sum up, our profound goal was to understand the kitchen in El 
20 – both as a material and a social construct – and this we did by 
focusing on food, women and the local community.

Photo: Henriette Friis
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Problem Definition
Previous ALM projects have highlighted the health issues caused by 
the smoke from the open fire stoves. Modern kitchen layouts do not 
work well with the traditional ways of cooking, and since women 
bare the majority of the household work, including cooking, they are 
much more exposed to these health hazards. Therefore, we wanted to 
propose a kitchen layout for the La Casita Complex in which the health 
hazards would be minimised, while still allowing for the women’s 
preferred methods of cooking. If successful, elements from this design 
may be replicated in the private homes in the future.  

Once La Casita Complex has been built, the kitchen and dining area 
could serve two main purposes: It could host the school children’s 
lunch service, and it could serve tourists visiting El 20. Increased 
community tourism could potentially bring increased revenue to the 
women, who would be running the eatery.   

From the beginning of the project, it was our understanding that 
the current La Casita building was underutilised. The building was 
considered “the Finnish building” and was almost exclusively in use 
once a year when the ALM teams visit. We wanted to address these 
ownership issues, both to better utilise the existing building, but also to 
ensure that the same notions would not be applied to future buildings 
in the La Casita Complex.  

Another issue that seemed very important to us and has not been 
centrally addressed in previous ALM projects is the preservation of 
Mayan language and culture. Cultural sensibility and sustainability 
are fundamental values of ALM and have been acknowledged through 
for example the promotion and preservation of traditional Mayan 
architecture. However, the aspects of language and storytelling as 
vital elements of culture have not been given much attention. This was 
something we wanted to focus on. Thus, the idea of a book containing 
stories, recipes and Mayan language came along, which offers valuable 
information for the kitchen project as well.

Photo: Henriette Friis
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Project Timeline
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Field Trip Program
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Stakeholders
These are the main parties from different sectors who have had an 
impact on the project. This mapping includes individuals, groups, 
organizations and institutions, both formal and informal. The 
stakeholders are divided into three categories according to their role 
in the project: internal, external primary and external secondary.   

The internal stakeholders include the residents of the community of 
El 20 and particularly the women we interviewed and talked to, who 
are at the core of this project. Naturally, all the labbers from various 
universities who form the big ALM 2020 team, are a part of this category.  

In the category of external primary stakeholders are included the 
people we worked closely with. Claudia Garduño García, the head 
of the ALM project in Mexico, and Julia Renko, our mentor, also 
participated on the field trip. Matleena Muhonen, who is the SGT 
programme manager at Aalto University in Finland, and the ALM 
alumni also belong to this category.   

The external secondary stakeholders are the various universities, 
organizations and experts from different sectors who are the enablers 
of this project, offering us the facilities, resources and expertise from 
various fields. DYA (Design Your Action) is a non-governmental 
organization founded by Xaviera Sánchez de la Barquera in 2013 in 
which Claudia Garduño García joined as a partner in 2017. It operates 
in Mexico and takes part in the project in El 20.  

WaterFinns is a Finnish NGO specialized in water resources in 
developing countries. It is a partner of DYA and four of its members, 
including Claudia Garduño García and Julia Renko, are ALM alumni. 
WaterFinns has submitted a funding application to the Finnish  
Ministry for Foreign Affairs to construct the facilities of La Casita 
Complex, which include the kitchen. If they receive government 
funding, they will use the observations and architectural plans we 
realized this year in constructing the kitchen area.  

Olli Varis is a professor of Water Resources Management at 
Aalto University, and the responsible teacher of the SGT course. 
Veera Pensala works as senior consultant in a development 
organization Zulu, Jenni Reuter is a professor of architecture from 
Aalto University, Anni Hapuoja is a co-founder and architect in a 
design company Et May and part of the founding team of ALM, and 
Harri Kettunen is a university researcher in Latin American studies 
at the University of Helsinki. All these experts provided us with 
invaluable knowledge and advice before our fieldwork. We also had 
the opportunity of visiting the Mexican Embassy in Finland regarding 
our project, since it contributes to an important intercultural exchange 
between the two countries.  
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Aalto LAB Mexico is an Aalto University initiative, but other 
universities have participated in several projects throughout the 
years. This year the role of Universidad Nacional Autónoma de 
México (UNAM) has been particularly important, and the ALM 
2020 project is fundamentally a joint project of the two universities.  
UNAM students have participated in ALM projects in previous years 
as well, but this year was the first time that they took part in a 
course similar to the Aalto SGT course.   

In addition to the two big universities, two local universities were 
also involved in ALM 2020: Universidad Modelo and Universidad 
Tecnológica de Calakmul. Participants from these universities (three 
labbers from Calakmul, and two from Modelo) joined us on the field 
trip, and although we also worked on separate projects, we helped 
each other during the field work.

University Collaborations

UNAM

Universidad Modelo

Aalto University

Finland

Mexico

Universidad  
Tecnológica de Calakmul
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The Team
Aalto LAB Mexico is an extremely complex project, due to the many 
years of engagement in the community. Our team of labbers this year 
is equally complex as a result of this. Not all of the Mexican members 
of the team joined the field trip to El 20. Of the Mexicans who did join 
the fieldtrip, there were representatives from UNAM, Universidad 
Tecnológica de Calakmul, Universidad Modelo, as well  as ALM alumni. 

During our time in El 20 we worked in close collaboration with labbers 
from all the above-mentioned universities. However, in this report we 
will only be reporting on the work that we as Aalto students were 
involved with. The Mexican students will report on their work, and all 
reports will be collected in a series of reports available to future labbers.

Alejandro Maza: Industrial Design and Interior Architecture at UNAM. 

Angélica Tule: Industrial Design and Design at UNAM. 

Aranza García: Industrial Design and Graphic Design at UNAM. 

Aura Murillo: Industrial Design at UNAM. 

Claudia Garduño García: D.A. Founder of ALM.  

David Molina: Industrial Design and Biology at UNAM. 

Delia Esmeralda Cahuich García: Business and Project Management at 
Universidad Tecnológica de Calakmul. 

Eduardo Miguel Miceli Ochoa: Touristic Development and Management at 
Universidad Tecnológica de Calakmul. 

Ellen Kasper: Society and Change (Anthropology) at the University of 
Helsinki.  

Elsa Pakkasvirta: Development Geography and Regional Studies at the 
University of Helsinki.  

Erika Cortes: Académic Secretary at the Postgraduate in Industrial Design 
in the Faculty of Architecture at UNAM. 

Flor García: Industrial Design at UNAM. 

Gabriel “Gabo” Calvillo: Industrial Designer. Former labber and mentor.

Henriette Friis: Creative Sustainability (Design) at Aalto University.  

Jemina Peltola: Advanced Energy Solutions at Aalto University.  

John Uvera: Industrial Design and Industrial Biochemical Engineering. 

Julia Renko: Mentor from Aalto University. ALM Alumni and Creative 
Sustainability (Business) graduate. 

Laura Ochoa: Industrial Design and Industrial Engineering at UNAM.

Mariana Águila: Industrial Design at UNAM.   

Paloma Salgado: Touristic Development and Management at Universidad 
Tecnológica de Calakmul. 

Pamela Garduño: Int. Sports Marketer and Industrial Design at UNAM. 

Pedro Dieguez Chavez: Law at Universidad Modelo (Mérida Campus). 

Petra Nokelainen: Architecture at Aalto University.  

Ricardo Serrano: Industrial Design and Architecture at UNAM. 

Rogelio Lagunes: Industrial Design and Architecture at UNAM. 

Silvia Barrera Suárez: Responsible of Sustainability at the Architecture 
School of Modelo University (Mérida Campus). 

Triana Martínez González: Industrial Design at UNAM.
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Desktop Research
Before our field trip, we conducted desktop research by collecting 
background information from different areas and issues related 
to our project. We also familiarised ourselves with the reports 
from previous ALM projects. We had a particular focus on the 
report from 2019, as it gave us the most up-to-date insights from El 
20. Next, we divided different themes and research areas between 
our team members and shared our findings in Microsoft Teams. 
The material was divided according to the two main topics: kitchen 
solutions and layout and Mayan food and cooking traditions.  

It was important for us to be familiar with the Mayan history already in 
the early stage of the project. In order to create and develop something 
beneficial for a community we had never visited before, it was 
important to know the historical and contemporary context before any 
solution or outcome could be considered. We read about the status of 
the indigenous peoples in Mexico, which helped us to understand the 
social and political inequalities in the country. It was important to us 
not to impose foreign concepts to locals without learning or listening 
to their thoughts and needs and adapt accordingly.
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Anni Hapuoja 

Anni helped us develop our interview questions for the cooking 
sessions with the women. She also recommended us several workshop 
activities, both for our workshop with the UNAM team and our 
workshops in El 20.  

Harri Kettunen 

Harri is an expert on Mayan history and culture, and he provided 
us with a lot of useful advice for the field trip. He also emphasized 
the importance of social scientific research in the area and proposed 
different approaches for it.

Jenni Reuter 

Jenni has been working with similar projects in Africa and Asia. We got 
advice on communicating about the architectural plans with people 
from a different culture and heard about her own experiences working 
in the field.  

Mexican Embassy in Finland  

We met with the Ambassador Ernesto Céspedes Oropeza and the 
Deputy Head of Mission Estanislao Sánchez to discuss our project 
(pictured on the right). We talked about the sustainability of our 
project and about life in Mexico.   

Veera Pensala  

Veera supported our work with our initial project document and gave 
us advice for the final report. She advised us on what to focus on, and 
how to best communicate it, so that it is clear to the reader.

Expert Meetings

Photo: Joonas Partanen
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Practicalities and Planning
Our course started in January and we started planning the field trip as 
soon as we had formed a plan of the project’s outcomes. This took us 
a few weeks due to some misunderstandings about the project brief. 
Some of us were under the impression that the project would be 
essentially about sustainable tourism and others had it clear that our 
goal was to design kitchen facilities. Once we resolved these questions 
amongst ourselves and found a way to combine these topics, we were 
able to start planning the field trip and the activities we wanted to 
accomplish while in the community. Since the beginning, we were 
planning to host different kinds of workshops, cooking sessions and 
interviews with the locals.  

It was exciting and challenging at the same time, as we didn’t really 
know what to expect or what the possibilities were of implementing 
and accomplishing our ideas in practice. With the Finnish team we had 
weekly meetings and almost daily discussions about our project plans, 
but also about practicalities, such as necessary equipment for the field 
trip and souvenirs to give to the people in El 20. We were concerned 
about only having four full days in the community, and not having 
enough information about the Mexican team’s plans for the field trip, 
as we didn’t know who was going to participate in it. We then decided 
to make our own plans according to our initial ideas of what kind of 
a fieldwork and activities we were hoping to conduct in El 20, but we 
were prepared for alterations.   

Luckily, once we got to Mexico and to know the Mexican labbers, 
our questions about the field trip started clearing out. A day before 
traveling to El 20 we facilitated a joint workshop at UNAM, which 
confirmed that our expectations were in fact quite similar. This will be 
explained in detail on page 25.

We joined forces with the UNAM students and shared our plans and 
ideas of activities that would benefit both of the topics. As expected, 
many of the plans were changed in the field.   

We had originally planned a workshop schedule which included a 
variety of activities designed to learn more about the community’s 
relationship with the existing La Casita building and about their views 
on the future of the whole La Casita Complex. We were also eager to 
learn about the food and dining culture in El 20, so we had planned 
different ways to spark conversations with the locals about these topics.

We wanted to host an event at the existing La Casita building. 
We had planned for the workshop to have several zones, each 
with a different theme, where participants could rotate or take 
part in whichever topic they were interested in. One of the themes was 
going to be about the future of La Casita. We wanted to ask questions 
such as: 
When was the last time you used La Casita? How many people 
participated in this event? Who organised it? What would you want 
to use La Casita for? and Do you need La Casita?   
 
We also wanted to build a physical scale model of the possible kitchen 
and dining layout of those spaces to be designed for La Casita. We 
could have then modified it together with the people who would be 
using the building later. We had also planned on gathering information 
of the locals’ favourite meals. This is one of the parts we were actually 
able to do by drawing together with the children who often came to 
La Casita when we were there. This was a fun way to learn about each 
other’s food cultures.

Due to inevitable challenges and changes in the schedule during the 
field trip, we ended up organising a different kind of workshop. It 
was an experiment of using the existing La Casita building as a lunch 
space for the local school children of El 20. There was a need, an idea 
and the necessary resources to make this workshop happen, so we 
were excited to organise it. This will be explained more in detail in the 
Workshop chapter.
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Collaboration
Communication across the Atlantic with an 8-hour time difference is 
not always easy. Prior to the field trip we mainly communicated with 
our Mexican peers via WhatsApp, and on shared documents on Google 
Docs. We had a few Skype calls, where we attempted to organise and 
coordinate work. However, it was challenging at times, and since this 
is the first year that an official course has been run at UNAM for ALM, 
we all just had to find out how best to manage this collaboration.   
  
Therefore, it was extremely important to us that we made sure to get 
a good start with the Mexican team members as soon as we got to 
Mexico City. We did this by having several informal meetings in the 
first few days, and on the morning before we left for Chetumal, we 
hosted a slightly more formal workshop. During the workshop we 
did activities around three major questions*:   

• What does sustainability mean to you?  

• What are the most central themes in this project 
according to you?  

• What are your hopes, fears and needs for this  
project?

* The results from these activities are found on the following pages.   

The workshop assured everyone that we were on the same page. We 
clearly had similar ideas about what sustainability means, and when 
someone added a new word, others often said “I hadn’t thought of 
that, but I completely agree”. The same went for the central themes. 
It opened up some good conversations amongst us and made us 
even more excited to join forces in El 20.   

During our time in El 20 we worked together across nationalities, 
universities and disciplines. As planned, the five of us worked on 
the design of the kitchen and dining space for La Casita as well as 
the book, in collaboration with Aranza, Laura, Alejandro, Silvia, 
Triana, Delia, Ricardo and Erika, with guidance from Claudia and 
Julia. Gabriel, Eduardo, Paloma, Pedro, Aura and Flor worked on 
different projects about the healthcare fund, the Melipona bees and 
the artisan crafts. We ate every meal together, which gave us time to 
catch up with everyone, even if some had been out doing interviews 
during the day. We also gathered every night to reflect on the day 
and share joys and frustrations. We used a mapping technique called 
a “mood meter”, in which we mapped our “word of the day”. This 
helped us get a feeling of where everyone was at. If someone had 
struggled on that particular day, it was also a good time to share it, 
as others then became aware and could help find solutions for the 
next day. As you can see on page 29, the mood meter does look quite 
hectic by the end of a week like this, but the main thing to note is 
that there are by far the most words in the upper right quadrant, 
meaning that people most often felt happy (social fly catcher) and 
productive (jaguar).   

After returning to Finland we have mainly been communicating 
with a core group of labbers in Mexico, namely the ones involved 
with the two projects we are also working on. We have continued the 
collaboration via video calls and shared documents.  
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kindness
...in business
...in relations
...in actions

improvement
...socially

...environmentally
...economically 

honest

possible for everyone

accessibility

equality

justice

awareness
education

conscious

transdisciplinary 
solutions put into action

efficiency
durable

long term

endless
systemic

cycle

ideal 
...should be leading the 

change, should be the priority

culture & history

climate change

humans & nature in balance

materials environment

avoid creating new & 
unnecessary stuff (material)

act & live in balance with nature

people
congruence 

(what you think vs. 
what you actually do)

What does sustainability mean to you?
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justice

persistence

sustainability

long term

ethnography

understand
listen

freedom

empowerment

gender equality

aesthetics

care

environmental 
wellness

health

roots

food & dining

cultural development

cultural 
heritage

food culture & 
traditions

women strengthening the 
women’s role in 
the community

collaborative

ethics

adaptability

learning & 
respecting

What are the most central themes in this project?  
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Hopes Fears Needs

that we will be able to raise the 
voice of the women in El 20 

 
• 
 

doing something meaningful

•

to empower community 
through design

•

mutual learning

•

that we can all  
(UNAM, Aalto and El 20) 
create an amazing team

that the women will think it’s 
too personal or intruding

 
• 
 

that we won’t have  
enough time

•

learn a lot but not giving 
something valuable to them 
(meaning the community)

•

misunderstandings

•

not being able to do what has 
been planned

mutual goals and values
 
• 
 

great teamwork

•

trust in each other as a team 
and with the community

•

sympathy, empathy and 
patience

•

transdisciplinarity and 
thinking local
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disconnection

adaptation

patience

health

observation

children

children

lost

kindness
surprise

nature
hope

freedom

connection

satisfaction

continuity

memories
friendship
wordless

women
team

welcoming
playing

laughter
hard work

teamwork
turnaround
paty&adela

girls
precious

chamacos
smile

hugamazed
emotional
empathy

tortilla
conservation

drawing
translation experience

chat

priviledged

home

cowfunding motivation
chat birds

information

colibri

bee

rollercoaster
understanding

compromise
will
change?

solving

calmness

organisation
improvise

expresions

interesting

hypothetical

frustration

co-creationchat
snail jaguar

social fly catcher

spider

Mood Meter

corn
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. IWD Protests in Mexico City  
     A  Glimpse into the Mexican Feminist Movement

5
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International Women’s Day Protests in Mexico City
Ni Una Más: The Women’s March, March 8 

International Women’s Day is an annual event that shines the 
spotlight on women’s place in our world. It is an opportunity 
to initiate or raise conversations about women’s rights, safety and 
opportunities. As explained above, women’s social movements in 
Latin America are active and intense. International Women’s Day, 
often referred to as “8M” (referring to el ocho de Marzo, March 8th) in 
Latin America, is a big event all over the continent. Marches with 
different gender equality related emphases are organized in major 
Latin American cities, and this year over 80,000 protestors took to the 
streets on March 8 with the message: “Ni una mas!” (Not one more), 
referring the nation’s extremely high feminicide rates and three recent 
cases that were too violent to be ignored (Corona, 2020). Since our 
project is deeply centred around the women’s role in Mexican society, 
we decided this was something we wanted to take part in. We joined 
the march with a few of the Mexican students from UNAM together 
with a demonstration group demanding abortion rights. The march 
was overall peaceful and empowering, but unfortunately, there were 
also some attacks from anarchists.

Un Día Sin Nosotras: The Women’s Strike, March 9

The International Women’s Day march was followed with a day 
without women, un día sin mujeres. Our original plan was to start 
working with the UNAM team on this same day, but naturally, they 
joined the strike. The national women’s strike was organized as a way 
to raise the voice for equality, demanding respect for women’s rights 
and protesting against gender violence prevalent in the Mexican 
society. Using the tag #undíasinnosotras, the silent protest gained a 
lot of support from various sectors.

What differentiates the strike from the march, is that it was enacted 
from home. No one took the streets, but on the contrary, the purpose 
was for the women to abstain from all activities associated with the 
society. Women were supposed to stay indoors and not participate in 
any economical functions, not use social media and not be visible in  
any way. Even though there were quite a lot of women around 
the city this day, the initial purpose of the strike was to bring forth 
the position and importance of women in the society by showing 
how it would be like if all the women were killed. In order to support 
the cause, many public offices and universities did not punish 
females for leaving their jobs and studies. However, the women were 
not given a permission to leave, because they had made it clear that it 
was not going to be asked for.

Not everyone who would have been willing to participate had the 
possibility of staying home, however, especially in Mexico where 
nearly 60% of people work in the informal sector (OECD Secretary-
General, 2019). The ones who could not take part in the strike, 
including healthcare workers, for example, were encouraged to wear 
purple clothes or a ribbon as a symbol of support.

Photo: Henriette Friis
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. The Project in Detail: part I 
   Kitchen/dining space at La Casita 

6
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Project Summary
We developed architectural plans for the future kitchen building, 
which is supposed to serve as a kitchen and dining space for 
cooking and serving food. The layout of these plans was designed 
in collaboration with the locals by organizing cooking sessions, 
interviews and a workshop and by visiting different local kitchens. 
During these sessions we sought to find out any possible improvements 
that might be needed for the new kitchen, and which traditional 
layouts are important to maintain.  

To provide the community with a more stable income, a community 
tourism strategy has been developed by previous ALM teams and 
participants. This includes using La Casita Complex for accommodating 
tourists and possibly organizing cooking lessons and selling food 
for them. The kitchen of the Complex could be used for community 
tourism in the future, but it could also serve the community as a lunch 
space for the school children.  

At the moment, the children’s school lunches are served in the same 
small building where the food is cooked. Due to smoke, heat and a 
tight space, this room is not well suited for the lunch. As the existing 
La Casita building is being unused, the vision is that it could be used 
for serving school lunches until the Complex and proper kitchen 
facilities are built.  

Photo: Henriette Friis
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Why?
School lunches  
Currently the community doesn’t have a proper space that is big 
enough for serving school lunches for the children. The lunch is served 
in the same place where it’s cooked. This space is too small for all 
them, which is one reason why the lunch breaks are divided into two 
shifts. The current government launched a six-year funding program 
to cover the school lunches for the community, but it is uncertain if the 
funding will continue with the next one. In this program the funded 
ingredients for the school lunch are brought to the community every 
week and the mothers of the students take turns to cook the meals.    

Community tourism  
In order to enable tourism capacities, El 20 would benefit from a larger 
and more centralised space to accommodate visitors. This could enable 
a more equal distribution of the responsibilities and benefits that an 
increase in community tourism would bring.  
  
Originally the entire La Casita Complex has been designed to support 
the potential community tourism. The kitchen could serve as a 
place for organizing cooking lessons for tourists. This could increase 
the income and bring more stable revenue for the locals.  

Health issues  
The women in El 20 need safer and healthier alternatives to their 
current kitchen layouts which are the cause of many health issues.  
  
The locals have long used open fire in cooking, since the wood 
is inexpensive and easy to use. Because of the long traditions with 
open fire stoves, the community prefers the current stove solution. 
The problem of the open fire however is the smoke. Due to the 
traditional open space design used by the Mayan, the houses don’t 
have chimneys and the smoke doesn’t leave the space. Originally the 
Mayan kitchens were outside of the house, which explains the lack of 
chimneys in the houses.

The kitchen and dining facilities of La Casita are intended to be designed 
so that the smoke wouldn’t be trapped in the kitchen anymore. La 
Casita is considered a lab, where new inexpensive and realistic 
solutions and technologies can be tested, and, if proven successful, the 
solutions can be implemented in the locals’ own houses.  

Political empowerment of the women in El 20   
We have identified a potential for the kitchen and dining space to be 
a gathering place for the women. Currently, the men have facilities 
to gather and meet, but the women are still lacking it. As learned in 
the field the women usually cook together in pairs or groups, so by 
providing a bigger space for them, they could have better opportunities 
to gather and meet each other more often and with a bigger group.  

We have been told that the women would like a space to gather outside 
their homes, and we are hoping that the kitchen and dining space 
could serve this need.  

Photo: Henriette Friis
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How?
Cooking sessions

Initially, our aim was to have several cooking sessions with the local 
women and see how they cook in their homes in order to gain a better 
understanding of their kitchens. Not only seeing the facilities but 
also the women working in them, and perhaps even participating 
ourselves would give us essential knowledge and understanding of 
the women’s hopes and needs for an ideal kitchen. We considered this 
kind of an approach as indispensable in being able to design a kitchen 
space according to the women themselves.  

Many of the cooking sessions did not go exactly as we had originally 
planned, and they usually turned out to be more like interviews. It 
seemed to be easier and more comfortable for the women to sit down 
and talk than to cook and be interviewed at a same time. There might 
also be other reasons for this — maybe they did not want their daily 
routines to be interrupted by a group of outsiders, or perhaps they 
wanted to be polite towards us.   

However, we did have a few sessions that included some cooking. On 
the first night some of us had the opportunity to closely observe the 
preparing of our dinner while conducting an interview at the same time. 
We also learned how to make tortillas, tamales and one morning some 
of us participated in the breakfast preparations. These happened in 
the two households in which we stayed and had our meals, so it was 
easier to join the women in the kitchen and see the ways in which 
they cook. These sessions gave us valuable information – both in the 
form of stories and practical matters. Amid all the talk and laughter, 
we were able to see how the different corners, countertops and tools in 
the kitchens were used and what seemed to be at the centre of cooking.  

Interviews

We found it challenging to organise cooking sessions with women 
we did not know in advance, so we concentrated on interviewing 
the people we were able to get access to. It was explained to us by 
one of the women, who is familiar with the ALM project, that most of 
the women would not be comfortable with inviting us to their homes 
and kitchens, especially when their husbands are present. However, 
the interviews we were able to do were of great importance for the 
project. We took notes and photographs and drew pictures of the 
kitchens, and we also recorded some of the interviews in order to 
keep track of all the material we were offered.   

However, we didn’t feel comfortable recording most of the interviews, 
and for these cases we created a method of recording our own thoughts 
and insights immediately after. This resulted beneficial in capturing 
the essence of the interviews. Talking through them together helped to 
combine everyone’s observations and to join the dots between parts of 
the interviews that might have been missed by some but picked up by 
others. It also enabled people who were not in the interview to listen 
in on a detailed and immediate reflection on the interview.   

As our objective was to gain a comprehensive understanding of 
what the kitchens are like and how people work in them, we always 
had several people participating in the interviews. Native Spanish 
speakers as interviewers to ensure fluent communication, others as 
observers and often also translators. In the interviews where there 
was no translation, some of our team’s non-Spanish speakers could 
solely concentrate on what they saw, which resulted beneficial for the 
architectural drawings. By connecting the information gathered from 
talking with the women with the observations of the practicalities, we 
were able to get a more encompassing understanding of the kitchens.  
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Workshop:  
Introducing the Finnish Cafeteria System 

Finland has a well working dining system in most school lunch 
cafeterias. The key element in the system is that the students do as 
much themselves as possible. They line up, take a tray and all the 
utensils, they take or get the food from the counter and they seat 
themselves and eat. Then they return their trays and sort everything in 
their right containers and leave. This makes it very easy for the 
staff behind the counter, since they have a clear and organized routine. 
It also teaches the children to take responsibility of their own dining 
experience. Children can take care of their trays and trash at a very 
young age. The mindset behind the Finnish school lunch is that every 
child has the equal right to a free warm meal during the school day.   

In our workshop we were able to test out a part of this system. 
We included hand sanitizing, serving the food on a counter, and 
the children doing most of the same activities the Finnish lunch 
system has, such as returning their own dishes and thanking for the 
service. We were not able to test out the kitchen space or an actual 
counter between the service and the receiver. However, we do have 
information about the cooking habits as well as the kitchen layouts in 
El 20 to be considered in the planning of the kitchen and dining 
space for La Casita Complex.  

The reason behind the workshop  
We organized this workshop together with the whole international 
team in the existing La Casita building on our last full day in El 20. As 
previously mentioned in the document (Planning the Workshops), we 
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had originally planned to have different kinds of workshops during 
our field trip. Our in-site plan for the new workshop came from the 
idea of using the existing La Casita building as a lunch space for the 
school children of El 20. Usually, the children have their lunch in 
a small building in between the school and La Casita. This former 
warehouse space is so small that only half of the children fit there at 
a time, so they have two groups of children eating. The mothers also 
find it easier to manage smaller groups of children at a time.   

The community has a rotating system where every mother of a school 
child attends to cooking the school lunches, usually three mothers at 
a time. The mothers cook the lunch in the same building where the 
children are later served. The warehouse has no electricity, so a fridge 
and a blender are located in the school building. The building gets 
heated up and uncomfortable to be in. The lunch ingredients and a gas 
stove for the school have been provided by the Mexican government 
since 2018, but all decisions, including ones regarding the free 
school lunch program, are made every six years. Because of that, the 
continuation of the children’s school lunch is not guaranteed. The 
mothers sometimes also use fire stoves, made out of broken laundry 
machines, when they run out of gas. For now, the community has 
made everything work, but at the moment the lunch space is still 
improvised, and the future of the school lunches remains uncertain.  

From Plan to Action  
Dividing roles amongst our group for the workshop came naturally. 
Architects and humanists planned the arrangement of the furniture 
according to the Finnish school cafeteria system. Designers 
made signs for different activities, such as washing hands and 
returning the dishes. We decided who was going to observe, take 
photographs and instruct the children. We also had some of our team 
members entertaining half of the children when the other half was 
having lunch. We asked for feedback from the children right after 
the experience. They were asked to place a small rock in a container Photo: Henriette Friis
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with a smiley face, neutral face or sad face. We also had a feedback 
session with some mothers of the school children immediately after the 
workshop.  

Our desired outcomes of this workshop were to find out if the 
La Casita building would be suitable as a lunch space for the 
children, and also to increase the feeling of ownership of La Casita 
amongst the community. We wanted to see if the community would 
be open towards a routine which would mimic the Finnish cafeteria 
system. The workshop was a success from our point of view. The 
space, La Casita, is functional and near to the school. It would 
probably offer better facilities for eating, since the space is larger 
and well ventilated compared to the smaller building being used at 
the moment. There are still many factors that affect the usability of 
the building. We didn’t test if the stove and fridge the school has 
would work in La Casita. The women were also worried about a risk 
of someone falling in an empty water tank which is found right next 
to La Casita. We built a light fencing around the tank for the workshop, 
but it is not a permanent solution.   

There are also some political issues inside the community regarding 
the land ownership of La Casita, which are explained more in detail 
elsewhere in this document. Most importantly, we still don’t know 
how the majority of the women feel about using La Casita as a lunch 
space for the children. Out of almost 40 mothers only two attended 
the workshop and seven of them attended the feedback session. We 
did what we could in the moment, and we hope that the community 
continues to test out the existing building.
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• 39 •

Observations
The kitchens were quite similar in the houses we got to visit. They 
were openly built, which allowed the smell of smoke to spread in 
the surrounding buildings, becoming stronger when approaching 
mealtimes. The fire in the woodburning stoves is usually lit up early 
in the morning and kept burning until after dinner time, making it 
the heart of the kitchen. The afterheat can also be used to prepare 
ingredients overnight for the next day. According to the women we 
talked to, the stoves are an essential part of the food traditions and 
the most important thing in their kitchens. In some households there 
are also gas cookers, but for several reasons they prefer to use the 
traditional ones. Using the gas cooker is expensive, it doesn’t give the 
same flavour to the food and it’s not powerful enough to cook black 
beans, for example.   

It is common for generations to cook together at home, but women 
might also gather in someone else’s kitchen and cook for their own 
separate households. Some of them might have tools which others 
don’t, such as mills for grinding corn and pumpkin seeds, and they 
might charge a small amount for their use. This way everyone does 
not have to have their own ones at home. There are several phases in 
preparing a dish, and it is a long way from growing corn in the milpa 
(a traditional Mexican way of crop-growing) to having warm tortillas 
in the table. This requires various tools, countertops and utensils to be 
used in the kitchen throughout the day.  

The lunch for the school children is prepared by the children’s mothers 
in a separate building between the school and La Casita. It differs from 
the kitchens in their own houses because the food is prepared with gas 
paid by the government, although there are fire stoves for when they 
run out of gas. Even though the kitchen building is small and doesn’t Typical kitchen in El 20
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have much extra space, the mothers seemed to be quite happy with the 
arrangement. However, the workshop we hosted in La Casita raised 
some thoughts and suggestions on how the settings for the lunchtime 
could be improved. The mothers were especially pleased with the fact 
that in La Casita there is much more space and fresh air than in the 
small building they normally use for cooking and serving the lunch.

The kitchens have a very open construction, with materials that respect 
traditional Mayan architecture. It could be, that the kitchen was one 
of the first and therefore oldest part that was built in the house and 
the rest of the building was added later. The walls were made of wood 
and the roof was often built out of leaves. The smoke from the open 
fire oven could flow freely in the room and stained the surrounding 
constructions. We learned that the leaves on the roof are replaced every 
five years because of that, but the staining also makes a protective 
layer on the surfaces.  

The heart of the kitchen is the open fire stove. It is usually situated 
in the middle with a table near it. All equipment and ingredients 
are around the kitchen on shelves or hanging from hooks from the 
structures or mesh. Compared to the Western kitchens there was 
almost nothing hidden. Everything was conveniently accessible and 
safe from crawling insects and animals. A kitchen in El 20 is honest, 
convenient and cosy.  

The kitchen seemed to be a place for gathering. Since it was built more 
openly than the rest of the rooms in the house, it felt more comfortable 
during a hot day. There was always a hammock that could be tied up 
out of the way or used as a seat. Some of the kitchens were so open 
that they could be considered as covered spaces outside. Chicken 
cages and gardens with edible crops and herbs were often a natural 
continuation of the kitchen space.  

Photo: Henriette Friis
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Challenges
There are some controversies related to the use of the existing La Casita 
building in El 20, which affect not only the use of the existing building 
but also the plans for the building of the rest of the La Casita Complex.

Political setting and internal tension 
There are some internal tensions in the community that we were 
not aware of before our visit, and which came as a surprise to us. 
Communities like El 20 are not homogenous and it can be difficult to 
understand the political and social situations as an outsider. During 
our stay in the community we learned that some members of the 
community, who have moved there quite recently, have possible 
connections to the illegal drug trafficking business in Mexico. It is a 
very difficult and sensitive problem in the country and has naturally 
caused some difficulties in El 20 as well - those involved with drug 
trafficking are known for violence, which causes fear and anxiety 
among people. This seems to have somewhat affected community 
decision-making processes in El 20, which can influence future ALM 
projects. In addition, there had recently been an unfortunate case in El 
20, in which an outsider had somehow tricked the locals into a deal, 
that had later turned out to be a hoax and caused the locals significant 
economic losses. 

Due to these developments, the political setting in El 20 was not 
ideal for our visit. There was suspicion towards collaboration with 
outsiders from some members of the community board (despite the 
trust ALM has gained and been worthy of during the years). Thus, we 
had to be very careful with who to invite to the workshops and events 
we organized, and in the end the planned Ejidatarios meeting didn’t 
happen. Despite these challenges we were able to conduct the 
main workshop, cooking sessions and interviews successfully, 
and although we had to make changes in our plans and work quite 
discreetly, we were able to be flexible and adapt to the situation.   

Landownership issues 
One big issue is related to land ownership: the land on which La 
Casita stands on is owned by the community board, Ejidatarios. This 
has not been a problem earlier, and the Ejidatarios have trusted and 
supported the project, but the situation has changed recently due to 
internal shifts in the Ejidatarios institution (see above). This causes 
additional challenges to the planning and realization process of La 
Casita Complex.

Usage of the existing La Casita building 
There were also some challenges related to how to how the existing 
La Casita should and could be used. At the moment the building 
is underused by the community, and the vision is that the building 
could be used for school lunch at least in a temporary manner. During 
our stay we worked around this idea and organized a meeting with 
the local women in the basketball court at the centre of the village and 
next to La Casita. The goal was to discuss this idea with the local 
women who are responsible for cooking the lunch for the school 
children. It turned out that there is a lot of controversy and concern 
related to the use of La Casita among the locals – for example since 
the building is dedicated to the community, some Ejidatarios and 
community members oppose using it “only” for the needs of the school 
children. Another challenge was that even though the building was 
dedicated to the community since the beginning, they lack the feeling 
of ownership of it. In the end the workshop we hosted was a success 
and the mothers who participated were quite supportive of the idea, 
and hopefully La Casita could be used as a school lunch space in the 
near future.
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Output
Kitchen and dining space design  

Our goal with the kitchen design was to find out what a typical 
kitchen looks like in El 20, and more specifically, learn about their 
cooking methods and routines: how much space do they need, 
what arrangements do they need in their kitchens and which 
technicalities. The architectural team (Petra, Silvia, Erica, Alejandro, 
Ricardo) was able to produce a proposal for the kitchen and dining 
space of the La Casita Complex. However, an architectural drawing 
is always flexible, and, in this case, it should be used as a guide, and 
not as a finished product. It should still be discussed thoroughly with 
the local people who would use the spaces. It is yet to be planned how 
the architectural design process will develop after our project. Our goal 
was to produce a proposal for the design, and we succeeded in that.

Architectural description:  
Site plan: The kitchen and dining space building of La Casita Complex 
is situated in the northern corner of the property. The site is windy 
but warm, subtropical with rainfall season in the summer. The wind 
blows from changing directions according to the time of year, and the 
average velocity is as high as 10 metres per second (Enciclopedia de 
los Municipios y Delegaciones de Mexico, 1997). The school next to 
the property has an undeniable presence with the sounds of laughter 
and children playing. The kitchen and dining space could have an 
important role in the future as the school children’s lunch space 
during the week. On the other side of the property is a basketball 
court and a field with a playground. The sounds of tropical birds 
and roosters with a few dogs barking here and there form together a 
unique soundscape. With the pleasant wind cooling down the heat of 
Campeche, this site could easily be imagined as a place for gathering 
and inviting visitors.   

So far one of the six buildings has been built and one other has been 
drawn. The ‘existing La Casita building’ which we refer to many times 
throughout the report, is the one building from the complex without 
a clearly given activity. Perhaps this is the reason why it’s not used 
that much yet. What would people do there? That is also the reason 
why it was the best building to be constructed first – not much could 
go wrong with it. Compare it to the showers or the dry toilets, or the 
kitchen. The most important function for the existing building is to 
have four walls and for them to hold up a roof. It was a relevant thing 
to test out when planning to build several houses on a new site.  

Ground plan: The starting point of the planning was to have 
separate spaces for the kitchen and the dining area. These units are 
connected with an open countertop where the service happens both 
ways: diners get food and later return their dishes and trash (see 
chapter Introducing the Finnish cafeteria system). There is also a 
door between the spaces for ‘staff’, to be used only by the people 
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working in there. The kitchen and the dining spaces have separate 
entrances, since they have very different purposes. The staff entrance 
is for maintenance purposes, such as bringing in the food ingredients 
and equipment for the kitchen. The dining space entrance is for the 
diners: children, tourists, guests. This door is designed to be left open 
when visitors are welcome. The tables can be seated with up to 60 
diners. Tables and chairs should be stackable.  

The focus of the kitchen space is the fire oven and its effect on the 
surroundings. The possible solution  for directing the smoke outside 
are further described in the next chapter. The warmth of the stove 
shouldn’t heat up the space too much. It should follow the tradition 
of Mayan cooking and offer all benefits an open-fire stove gives. 
There should be plenty of space to place ingredients and hang 
equipment. Several kitchen countertops should make enough space 
for preparing the food. A solution for a refrigerator is also explained 
further in a later chapter. There is a possibility of hanging up a 
hammock in desired place.   

 Stove & Fridge 

The aim of this part of the project was to find a way to enable 
traditional Mayan cooking in La Casita without the problem of the 
smoke accumulating inside the building. Open fire is a key element 
of Mayan cooking and the aim is not to replace the stove style, but 
to ensure a way for the smoke to leave the kitchen and dining area 
and limit the exposure to it. In addition to managing the smoke, we 
wanted to find a solution for a fridge with as low operating costs as 
possible, due to high electricity prices and the unstable income in the 
community.  

Due to our limited time with this project, we could not add too many 
layers to it. We thought that the best solution would be to gather 
potential ideas for the fridge and stove for the next year’s team from 
which they can proceed. Due to the project already having many sub-
projects, this part was delimited to present a proposal for techniques 
that would or would not be realistic or doable. The question of which 
of these would be the best solution to implement remains open.  

In the field, Laura and Aranza measured the temperature and humidity 
of the area to find out what kind of technology could be utilized in 
the village. The temperature and humidity sensor were built by 
Maestro Iroel Heredia from the UNAM Design Master Degree FabLab 
especially for our project. We knew that the humidity would be high 
even though we visited El 20 during the dry season. However, the 
result of this experiment showed us that the humidity was over 40% 
throughout the entire day and the average humidity of a day was 
around 60%. This number is extremely high, especially for a dry 
season. This data gave us valuable information for the future of the 
project since the level of humidity considerably limits options and 
technologies that could be used. For example, high humidity makes it 
very hard to use water evaporation-based cooling technologies. This 
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is due to the slow evaporation of water, which makes it hard to keep 
the food cool enough to store. 

For now, the best option seems to be a solar fridge. This solution would 
be realistic and easy to implement and, in addition, easily adapted to 
by the locals, since it works and looks like a regular fridge. A solar 
fridge might sound expensive, but it is an investment that would be 
included in the funding applied for the building of the kitchen and 
dining facilities. With low operating costs, which would come mainly 
from the maintenance, a solar fridge appears as a potential option. 
More research must be done, but the rays of the sun should be strong 
enough to run the refrigerator full time. And if this is not the case, 
it could be possible to transform the solar fridge into a hybrid one. 
That way if the solar panel would not be effective enough to cool the 
fridge full time, it would be possible to take the missing power from 
the classic electricity network. 

The smoke is a bigger problem since it is not guaranteed that a chimney 
would work in such an open space. Traditional Mayan style houses 
are open and airy. It is estimated that a chimney would need a more 
closed surrounding for it to construct suction to get the air out from 
the space. When it’s not too windy, the smoke rises straight up 
to the ceiling, and with a chimney it would be directed out of the 
house. The problem is the windy days. With a strong wind the smoke 
wouldn’t rise all the way to the chimney, but it would be drifted 
by the wind all over the space. To get the smoke out of the house 
during a stronger wind, the oven should be more closed compared 
to its current shape. According to the research made by Johnathan, a 
good option is a closed version of an open fire stove, where the fire 
would burn inside the closed stove, which is connected to a chimney. 
That way the stove would still be a version of a fire burning stove, 
but the smoke would be conducted straight out. This solution would, 
on the other hand, need more research based on whether the locals 
would be willing to adapt to such a model. Technically this is realistic 
and easy to implement, and it would keep the stove wood-based and 
inexpensive, but it differs from the original open fire stove which they 
have traditionally been using. 

The problem with the implementation of a chimney is that in 
order to remove the smoke, it creates a strong suction above the 
fire that then reduces the amount of smoke around the stove 
and kitchen. This leads to a drop in the temperature in the oven and 
makes the wood burn faster. Yet it is not known if these variables 
would have a major impact of the cooking style the locals are used 
to. Hence, the drop of the temperature makes the cooking time 
last longer, and this, alongside with the reduced amount of 
smoke, could affect the taste of the food and make it differ from the 
traditional flavors. In addition to this, due to the faster burning time of 
the wood, the cooking would require more wood than the traditional 
stoves, without chimneys. More field research is needed in order to 
continue with this. Photo: Henriette Friis
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Results of benchmarking
For the future ALM teams our technical team (Laura, John, 
Jemina)  benchmarked different potential solutions for stoves 
and fridges that could be adapted in the kitchen of La Casita 
Complex and possibly in the local houses. The intention of this section 
is to provide a wide range of different solutions for the problem of the 
smoke and the lack of stable income in the community. None of these 
solutions are a hundred percent perfect, but rather, they are proposals 
to be investigated. More quantitative and qualitative research are also 
needed in the field.

A closed wood-saving stove  
If the open stove type does not allow the use of a chimney, a more 
closed solution could be the answer to the problem. This solution is 
easy to construct and it only includes materials that could be easily 
implemented in the village, e.g. bricks and metal sheets.   

Currently, a certain technology is being proposed by the Mexican 
government institutions, which has been applied in other communities 
with similar problems. In this “wood-saving stove” the firewood burns 
in a closed space preventing the smoke from entering the kitchen. The 
smoke escapes through a chimney attached into the stove. The stove can 
reach a temperature of up to 180°C (Comisión Nacional Forestal, 2008). 
This solution would be inexpensive to build and, if needed, water 
could also be heated with the same technology.   

Root cellar  
Underground storage is an old and traditional way to store food in 
many countries. The earth around the storage keeps the food cool and 
the stored food can keep for long periods of time. The structure allows 
air circulation in the storage which keeps the food fresh.   

A root cellar should provide cool, above freezing point temperatures 

and a good circulation of moderately humid air. It can be built 
with materials such as bricks, wood and concrete (Thomas, 1976). 
These materials would be easy to implement in the community. The 
disadvantage of this solution would be the change from a small fridge 
into a cellar. Would the locals be ready for such a big change? We don’t 
know if owning a fridge is something that the locals appreciate.  

Solar-driven adsorption refrigerator
Due to the high level of humidity in El 20, the use of evaporative cooling 
applications is not possible. One solution could be a solar-driven 
adsorption refrigerator. This system makes ice from evaporating 
methanol using activated carbon as an adsorbent. The methanol 
adsorbed from the activated carbon is desorbed by using solar heat. As 
a result of this process, ice is created, which is used to cool the storage 
room. This cooling can be done during a long period of time, without 
electricity. The cooling system also cools the temperature of the storage 
space by evaporating water from the walls (Islam & Morimoto, 2014).  

Clay fridge  
Another type of a fridge, which is completely electricity free, is made 
from clay. This fridge can be bought or it can also be handmade, 
when the necessary resources are available. The clay keeps the food 
cool and the interior temperature can be 5-7 degrees lower than 
the outside temperature (Mitticool, 2020). This could a simple and 
cost-efficient solution, but it wouldn’t be cold enough to store 
meat in it, due to the high temperatures in El 20. Also, clay isn’t a 
commonly used material in the community.  

This benchmarking showed that there are many different options that 
can be used to replace a traditional electric refrigerator. Some of these 
are more expensive and more complicated systems to implement, as the 
solar-driven adsorption refrigerator might be, but with more research 
and investigating we believe a suitable solution for the homes of the 
locals in El 20 and for the kitchen of La Casita Complex can be found. 



• 47 •

. The Project in Detail: part II 
   The Book
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Project Summary
The output of this part of the project will be a book, which will 
be centred around stories about food traditions in El 20. The data 
collected for the book has both been beneficial for the kitchen design, 
and in addition to this, the book is a way of addressing cultural 
preservation, which we were very eager to concentrate on in our 
project. Thus, the knowledge acquired for the book feeds to both two 
main goals of our project: firstly, designing a kitchen and dining space 
that fulfils local needs and secondly, promotes the local way of life 
and increases the appreciation of Mayan cooking traditions. Another 
important aspect that we discreetly want to applaud in the book is the 
work and contribution of the women in El 20. We also hope the book 
and its content will be of use for future ALM projects.  

We have a core team consisting of three members of the Mexican 
team (Aranza, Laura, Triana) and four members from the Finnish 
team (Ellen, Elsa, Henriette, Jemina), and we will continue working 
on the project after the course ends. Our aim is to complete the 
writing during the summer, after which we will run a crowdfunding 
campaign, selling the book, where all the proceeds will go towards 
the healthcare fund in El 20.   

The book will be available in printed form and as an e-book. The 
content of the book will be diverse. Although the project was initially 
referred to as “the cookbook”, we decided quite early on that the book 
would not be mainly about recipes. Rather, we want the book to be 
a tribute to local food, cooking and women. The book will contain 
recipes in very simplified forms (mainly listing ingredients), but an 
important part of the content will come from sharing stories both from 
our viewpoint and from the local women we interviewed. In addition 
to this we will include background information related to Mexico, El 
20 and Mayan people, as well as major ingredients in the region, such 
as corn. There will also be many photographs and anecdotes which 
we gathered during our fieldtrip.  

Photo: Henriette Friis
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Why?
Political, social and economic empowerment of the 
women in El 20 

Ideally, the book would be a source of empowerment and income for 
the local community and especially the indigenous women of El 20. 
The book could promote the empowerment of the women in various 
ways. It highlights the amount of work they do and how the culture is, 
in many ways, based on it.   

If we succeed in selling the book in a way that it would bring more 
tourists to visit El 20, the women could also sell their food, presented 
and promoted in the book, for the visitors. Sales of handicrafts could 
also grow with an increased number of visitors in the community. As a 
source of income, the book could bring more economic independence 
to the women and thus more say in community decision making, from 
which the women seem to be severely excluded as it is dominated by 
male members of the community.  

As the book is inherently about the local women, and the profits of 
the book will be directed to the community’s healthcare fund, it could 
also be a path of social empowerment for the women. Even though 
the money wouldn’t go directly to the women themselves, the fact 
that the book could help with getting the communal healthcare fund 
operational, would be entirely due to them. The information, facts and 
stories we received thanks to their hospitality and kindness are the 
base of the whole book, which would have been impossible to do it 
without these women. 

Cultural preservation 

Indigenous languages and inherently indigenous cultures are under 
risk of disappearing in Mexico due to discrimination and social 
stigma (Canuto Castillo, 2013). This goes for Mayan languages as 
well, although some are more endangered than others. Thus, we 
would like the book to be of both monetary and symbolic value to the 
community. From our perspective, the book is not only an investment 
to the health care fund or the empowerment of local women, but also a 
tribute to Mayan culture and language. We hope that it could increase 
appreciation towards the Mayan culture both amongst tourists and 
the community of El 20, and thus help preserve the local traditions, 
heritage and cultural richness. 

Photo: Henriette Friis
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How?
Cooking sessions 

The aim of the cooking sessions, in terms of the book, was to meet 
the women. We wanted to gain a deeper understanding of their life 
in El 20 through seeing how they cook and, at the same time, hearing 
their views and stories related to food and the local ingredients. 
However, many of the cooking sessions turned out to be more like 
interviews. All the cooking sessions and interviews were of great use 
for both the book and the kitchen design.   

In order to collect information, we had planned to organize several 
cooking sessions with the local women. Luckily, we were able to have a 
cooking session already on our first evening in the community. During 
this session we noticed several challenges, which led us to conclude 
that this was a good practice for the next ones in the following days. 
Even though we were able to gather a lot of information, the group 
work needed to be more organized. Therefore, we decided to have 
specific roles for each person participating in a cooking session. We 
had to have interviewers, observers and often translators, in order to 
make it work.   

After deciding on these roles, the next cooking sessions were 
more organized and truly fruitful. We were able to collect a lot of 
data, and gradually the structure of the book started to become clearer. 
We were not able to determine on a structure before the field trip, 
since we didn’t know what kind of information we would get from 
these encounters with the locals.

Interviews 

Finding women who would be able or willing to cook with us, or to 
be interviewed, was quite challenging. This was already explained 
earlier in this document. We were, however, able to interview 
some of them. With Delia’s help we were also able to interview her 
grandmother from whom we heard about various traditional dishes, 
recipes and information about the ingredients. 

The meaning of the interviews was to understand these women’s 
daily lives and hear their stories and experiences concerning 
food, cooking and traditions. The UNAM students had printed a 
list of questions which we used as a base in the interviews. There 
were different questions regarding the women’s daily routines and 
memories related to food, among other topics. We wanted to know 
who taught them to cook, what were the most important ingredients 
for them and how their daily food was different from the dishes for 
special occasions, for example.  

We were also able to interview a man who is passionate about 
preserving the Mayan culture. This interview wasn’t related to food, 
but we received a lot of information regarding the current stage and 
preservation of the Mayan language and culture. It turned out to be 
very profitable for the book and for our general understanding of 
contemporary Mayan culture in the Campeche region.  

We needed to make sure that everything was written down correctly 
to avoid presenting any wrong or misleading information in the 
book. Once the book is written and ready to be published, we will 
not be able to travel back to El 20 to ask for their opinions. Therefore, 
we will need the help of Delia again. Since she is from El 20 herself, 
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she knows these women, and in addition to logistical benefits the 
relationships could be more trustful in giving and receiving feedback 
on the book’s content. We want to give the women the chance to 
withdraw any information from the book that they don’t want to be 
published.  

We always started the interviews by telling about the book project 
and its focus on the local food traditions. However, we couldn’t give 
them a detailed explanation about how the book would contribute 
to the healthcare fund at this point, because it wasn’t clear yet. There 
was usually not much discussion about the book itself, but the women 
seemed to be approving of it, or at least we didn’t face any objections. 
This doesn’t mean that they will accept or agree on all the content, 
however, which is why we assured that they will have a possibility of 
revising the book before it will be published. If there is anything they 
disagree with, it will be changed or removed. We cannot discard the 
possibility of the women refusing to be a part of the book either.   

We have made sure that general research ethics are considered during 
the whole process. First of all, we ensured that the women understood 
why they were interviewed, and also explained what each of us would 
be doing during the interview (interviewing, translating, taking 
notes). To avoid causing any harm to our informants, and due to 
possible misunderstandings in the interviews, we decided to filter all 
the information and anecdotes that could be too personal or sensitive 
to share in a book which will be sold to a public audience.

Photo: Henriette Friis
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Observations
The kitchen of El 20 is a female domain. This initial presumption of 
ours was confirmed during our field work in El 20. The women are 
the ones in charge of the cooking and household chores, while the 
men are out working. It could be stated that the culture of home is, in 
many respects, based on women and it sustains the traditional gender 
roles, as the women spend a lot of time together at home. The cooking 
and tasks related to it usually begin early in the morning and end late 
at night. The women themselves told us that the fire on their stoves is 
burning all day long, and only rests at night.   

Although men are not traditionally involved in the kitchen chores, 
some men do participate in cooking. Several interviewees told us that 
the men do some minor chores (such as washing the corn), but that it 
is more an exception than a rule, and apparently something the men 
do in order to help out with the big workload of the women. There 
was one woman who told us that her husband likes to cook and is a 
good cook. Despite the kitchen being a predominantly female space, 
it also seemed to be the centre of each home and as such also used as 
a gathering space for the family. On several occasions we found that 
not only do the women spend time in the kitchen, but also the male 
members of the family do so.   

It seemed to be common for generations to live together and the 
close family relations were continuously brought up by the women 
in the interviews. What we couldn’t figure out, however, is the 
kinship system in the community. Does it follow the traditions of 
the ancient Mayan culture or perhaps the different religions present 
in the community? We talk about generations and families living 
together, but we don’t know who is considered family and with whom 
they can marry, for example. The interviews we had with the women 
mostly concentrated on food and cooking and bringing up these kinds 
of topics could have been too intrusive. The people in El 20, except 
for the school children, seemed to be quite reserved, so questions 
regarding religion, for example, were not always easy to ask.   

As already mentioned elsewhere in the document, the women often 
cook together, and many of the women we talked to had learned to 
cook either from their mothers or mothers-in-law. Apparently, it is also 
common for the women to participate in cooking for someone else’s 
wedding, as at least one of the local women told us that she had learned 
to cook in weddings. In addition to weddings, other celebrations 
came up in the interviews and cooking sessions as well. In most of the 
homes we got to visit there were also framed photographs of families 
in different celebratory settings. These could be found in almost any 
room, be it a bedroom, workshop or an open outdoor kitchen.   

However, the celebrations are dependent on the four religions 
present in El 20. There are Catholics, Jehovah’s witnesses, Baptists 
and Presbyterians. There is a church building for each of them in 
the village and religion seems to be of great importance to many of 
the locals. Even though the people we talked to didn’t usually bring 
religion up in the conversations, it was common to see signs with 
religious verses put up on the walls, for example. We were told that 
Sunday is a church day for most of the locals. Even though it would 
have been an interesting day to see and experience, we didn’t want to 
disturb their holy day and we left early in the morning to spend the 
Sunday visiting the Archaeological zone of Calakmul. After having a 
late lunch in Xpujil, we came back in the evening and could still see 
people dressed up, walking home from church.

One major observation we made was the importance of corn. This  
was no surprise to us as the cultural, the nutritional and economic 
significance of corn in Mexico and other Central American countries 
is huge, but nevertheless it must be stated. Corn is present on every 
meal from breakfast to dinner, most often in the form of tortillas, but 
also in other forms. Many daily chores of the women we observed 
and interviewed also revolve around corn and especially around the 
preparation of the corn dough (“la masa”) used for the preparation 
of corn. This includes the boiling of the corn seeds with lime for a 
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few hours, followed with peeling the outer layer of the seeds and 
rinsing them in water, after which the seeds are milled twice, either 
with an electrical or a manual mill. The preparation of the dough 
is not done in every household – some of the women we spoke 
to sell it to other households. The same goes for the tortillas. In 
fact, every morning around 6 or 7 o’clock we woke up to the sound of 
an announcement stating that fresh tortillas were being sold.

The cultural significance of tortillas was also present in our interaction 
with the locals. One example comes from a night when we had the 
chance to prepare tortillas with three local women, who instructed us 
on the technique of tortilla making. The dough is first rolled up into 
a ball, then flattened a little in the hands and “smacked” against the 
table. Then, it is formed and flattened into a tortilla by hand, using 
a specific circular movement, after which it is fried on the comal (an 
iron plate on the fire used for cooking). We learned that the skill of 
being able to prepare tortillas is connected to mature womanhood: we 
were told that when a woman is able to smack the dough ball on the 
table resulting in a specific sound, she is ready to marry.   

Other key ingredients that are used on a daily basis and cultivated in 
the gardens of the local women are for example pumpkin (calabaza), 

pumpkin seeds (pepitas), tomatoes, chaya (a Mayan plant that 
resembles spinach) and honey (both the local melipona honey and the 
“normal” one). In addition, the locals keep animals such as turkeys, 
pigs and chicken and they also grow plants used for medicinal 
purposes. The community is however not self-sustaining, and 
many important ingredients such as rice, fruits and snacks are also 
bought from the small shops in the village or from the nearby town 
of Xpujil. The women told us that if they cannot find something they 
need from the nearby shop, they will go to the next one, and so on.   

Even though there are schoolbooks in Mayan language, the culture 
is predominantly an oral one. Same goes for the recipes, they don’t 
have them written anywhere; the women know them by heart. The fact 
that all the women we interviewed brought up the same special dishes 
and same methods of preparing them, implies that the food culture 
is strong and shared at least among a section of the households in the 
community. One thing that remained uncertain is that we don’t know 
how often they actually prepare these dishes the women spoke about 
or were they just traditional ones that were easy to mention in a 
possibly stressful interview situation. The women we talked to, as 
well as their houses, didn’t appear to be the most disadvantaged 
ones. Thus, we cannot make assumptions that everyone in the 
community would eat like them, when a big part of the community 
lives in extreme poverty. We also must acknowledge that we paid 
for the food we were served while in the community, so it might not 
represent the daily diet and eating habits of all the residents in the 
community.

Another central theme that was repeated in the interviews was 
drought. Droughts, caused by climate change, have become a regular 
problem in El 20. They have a major effect on the traditional agricuture 
and crop sizes, which directly affects the livelihoods of the local 
people. According to one of our interviewees, droughts have been a 
severe problem for at least 7 ongoing years, which affects their crops 

Photo: Henriette Friis
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and forces the locals to buy corn. According to many of the women 
we spoke with, the corn bought elsewhere is not of as good quality 
as the one they cultivate themselves. Buying corn is also much more 
expensive than cultivating it, and not everyone in the community has 
the means to buy it continuously. It also affects the traditional ways 
of cooking, as they could normally leave the dough for days, but now 
it has to be eaten at once. It takes the whole day to prepare the dough 
and the tortillas, and it can’t be preserved. Climate change is thus a 
major challenge in the community, as crop sizes are getting smaller 
and most of the people in El 20 earn their livelihood from farming. 
The droughts also affect beekeeping and honey production severely: 
the bees can’t produce enough honey, which means that there is not 
enough for the locals to sell. In addition, the fact that El 20 is in a forest 
area means that the land that they use for farming is not very fertile by 
nature and exhausts quickly. This adds pressure to clear forest areas 
into fields, which is however problematic in many ways – El 20 is in a 
protected natural area, and the ecological balance is sensitive.   

As most of the households in El 20 live off farming, it constructs the 
base for the functioning of the community. Milpa is a traditional crop-
growing system developed already before the Spanish conquest, 
and it has been used to harvest mainly corn, squash and beans. In 
addition to crop-growing it is also a socio-cultural construct, which 
ties together different aspects of life.  Economical and nutritional 
factors are just a fraction of its scope. The use and distribution of land 
is political, the rhythm of life is based on the work in the fields and it 
establishes and maintains certain gender roles, affecting not only the 
socio-political relations between men working in the field, but also 
families. However, there are many factors threatening the continuity of 
the milpa system. As mentioned above, climate change and droughts 
affect the crop sizes and force people to find new solutions. Even so, it 
is not only the environmental factors threatening it, but also societal. 
It is difficult to attract the new generations to continue the unpaid 
agricultural work, which is becoming constantly tougher to manage. 

Rural-to-urban migration is a global phenomenon, and according to 
the locals, an occurring one in El 20 as well.  

It is also notable that in addition to the cooking and the household 
chores the women are responsible for, many of the women we 
interviewed are also involved in making their own handicrafts or in 
the local workshops (“talleres”). This seems to be considered more as a 
hobby, and it seems to be something of a passion for the women. Despite 
this the workshops also function as a source of income, even if the 
money would not account for a major part of their livelihood. The 
workshops we visited (for example the woodwork workshop, the seed 
workshop and the stone workshop) all seemed to be predominantly 
run by women rather than men, and the women seemed very proud 
and enthusiastic about the work they do in them. These workshops 
are the actors who are most involved with cultural preservation 
and tourism, and locals who do not volunteer in them apparently very 
seldom visit them.  

Another issue which is significant regarding the book is language 
conservation. The local Mayan language is rapidly disappearing in 
the community due to the declining number of speakers: there are 
only a few residents in El 20 who speak Mayan as their first language, 
of which all are elderly people. The majority of the adult population 
doesn’t speak the language well, since their parents did not speak it to 
them, and even though they might know the basics of the language or 
some words, they are unable to teach the language to their children. 
There are however people who see the value of their indigenous 
heritage and identity and would like to revitalize the language and 
teach it to new generations. This issue was especially present in one 
interview that we had with a local man, who was enthusiastic about 
cultural preservation and language conservation, which he also saw 
as profoundly interlinked. This is something the future ALM projects 
could potentially address, since it seems like there is fruitful ground 
for language revitalization projects.  
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Challenges
Naturally, we encountered several challenges when it came to the 
creation of the book. Those challenges can be divided into two phases: 
during the field trip and after the field trip. 

During the field trip:  

Explaining the concept to the women we interviewed in a way that 
made them understand the purpose of the book, turned out to be 
rather difficult. This was in part because we were not entirely clear 
on this ourselves. We did, of course, ask for permission to use what 
they said in our project, but what that project was, was perhaps not 
always clear. However, we were already aware of this in the field, and 
made sure to tell the women that they would be able to read through 
our work, before anything was published. We also arranged for one 
of the local university students, Delia, to help us with this task when 
time comes. We have one designated labber, Aranza, who is our point 
of contact with Delia.  

Getting access to enough women was also a challenge. We were 
aiming to talk to as many women as possible in order to make our 
story as representative as possible, but time constraints and culture 
both proved to be obstacles.

Configurating the right interview group was something we had to 
learn. After a bit of trial-and-error, we found that generally it was good 
to have one main interviewer, one observer, one co-interviewer and 
(when needed) a translator. We were all very eager to interact with the 
women - after all, this interaction was part of the reason, we all signed 
up for ALM. However, we only managed to arrange a limited number 
of interviews. Therefore, we had to figure out ways to fairly distribute 
these experiences between us.

After the field trip:  

Deciding on the structure and language of the book was an  
essential step in our production of the book. We were a group of  
seven people contributing to the book. Seven people who had 
had different experiences, and who have different disciplinary 
backgrounds, and thereby ideas about what the book would be like.  

Ensuring long term sustainability is extremely difficult, when we  
don’t know who will be involved in the project in the future. Regarding  
the book specifically, some of the challenges we are facing are: How 
can we manage the profit generated from the book sales? How can we 
ensure that the profit is used for the (not yet functioning) health care 
fund?   

Managing a project that goes way beyond the framework for the 
course. While we are all very passionate about the book we are 
creating, this part of the project has also grown beyond what is, and 
can be, expected from regular course work. A separate risk assessment, 
budget, timeline, etc. is necessary for managing all this, and it has 
sometimes been difficult to balance ambition with realism. We do, 
however, believe we have found strength in each other, and make sure 
to have regular reality checks.  
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Implementation
We have set a preliminary deadline for the first draft of the book to be 
finished by the end of June. We will then send this draft to Delia, our 
fellow labber, who is going to help us out, by visiting the women we 
have interviewed, and whose houses we may feature photographs of in 
the book. We want to ensure that we have understood them correctly 
and are not misrepresenting their reality. After this, there will most 
likely be some editing to do on the text.  

We have already developed a draft for the editorial design and will 
continue to work on this as the content for the book develops. The 
layout should be suitable for both screen and print.  

We plan to launch our crowdfunding campaign in August, run it for 
one month. We have benchmarked different crowdfunding platforms 
and have decided to run the campaign on Go Fund Me.   

There will be different options, with different price ranges, for those 
who wish to support the campaign. It will both be possible to buy 
the e-book, the printed book as well as other rewards. After much 
consideration, we have decided that we will print a limited number 
of books which will be placed in some of the workshops in El 20, and 
potentially in local tourist offices such as Visit Calakmul. 100% of 
the remaining profits from the campaign will be directed to the initial 
capital required to set up the health care fund in El 20. The healthcare 
fund is not yet functional, as it can only be launched once the fund 
contains 200,000 Mexican Pesos (approx. US$ 8200). This strategy will 
enable us to see if there is an interest among visiting tourists. If it turns 
out that the book sells well, we will do a second round of printing to 
place more books locally. However, we have decided to go with this 
approach for now, to ensure profits for the health care fund.

The money from the campaign will be going to the account of Design 
Your Action. This is the Mexican NGO which Claudia Garduño García 
is a partner in. Photo: Henriette Friis
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. Covid-19
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Covid-19
When we left Finland in the beginning of March the corona virus did not 
seem like a serious threat for our project. UNAM was already putting 
in action the rule of a two-week isolation for people returning from 
Asia, and because of this one person from the Mexican team couldn’t 
take part in the field trip. There were no restrictions for people coming 
from Finland, however, as there were no confirmed cases of someone 
contracting the virus at that time. None of us knew how quick the 
situation would change in just a week’s time.  
 
While we were in the middle of the rainforest, the world started to 
shut down. Most internation-al flights were cancelled, countries were 
closing their borders and people around the world were to isolate 
themselves in their homes and practice social distancing. There was 
no reception in the village, so we were completely in the dark about 
all of this. When we finally heard about the situation, we started to 
rearrange our return home. Luckily, we all managed do it in one way 
or an-other, but we had to advance our departure by several days. All 
the activities, including the final presentation in Mexico City, were 
cancelled and we had to come up with new ways to continue working 
and cooperating with the Mexican labbers.

Photo: Henriette Friis
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Assessment of Vulnerabilities in the Project 
It has been clear from the beginning of this collaboration that we 
are a very reflective group. As a result, we have reflected a lot on 
the vulnerabilities of the project. In this instance the ‘project’ is both 
referring to ALM 2020 but also ALM in general. Aalto LAB is indeed a 
lab, and we hope these observations will help to improve the program 
and prepare labbers in the coming years.

Isolated and limited transfer of information 

The fact that ALM has been going on for so many years now is both 
a blessing and a curse. It means that a lot of people before us have 
had great learning opportunities, and it means that Claudia Garduño 
García and other returning labbers has built up a level of trust with 
the community members in El 20. Unfortunately, though, a lot of 
information is isolated and captured within the minds of Claudia and 
other individuals from the ALM alumni. There is no set procedure to 
transfer this information in an efficient way, apart from the annual 

reports. The reports, however, seem to not be the ideal medium for  
this process. It would strengthen the programme immensely if 
information became more readily available. We propose having 
organised sessions with labbers from the alumni a couple of times 
prior to departure. We also propose having a database of all the 
people (alumni and experts) who have been involved throughout  the  
years. This database should include what their professional/
study background is, what they focused on in El 20, as well 
as contact information so that future labbers can easily reach 
out independently. Ideally this database would be linked with a  digital 
library, sorted by theme, where research, drawings,  photographs and 
other relevant material could be easily sourced.  
 

Lack of continuity in Aalto LAB 
There has been a lack of continuity in the ALM projects. This is a 
natural result of new students joining each year, and only a few 
people continuing as mentors or in other ways engaging with the 
program. However, it does create a lack of continuity when each new 
year brings new ideas but less follow-through. We acknowledge that 
results may show over a longer period, and therefore may not be 
obvious to students who are only involved for one semester. However, 
we feel this is an area which needs improvement. When the community 
is only engaged with ALM one week per year, this also creates a big 
gap in the minds of the residents. We found that a lot of residents 
didn’t know what the long-term goals for ALM were. It appears that 
residents who have been closely engaged with the labbers know more 
than the general community. This would suggest that efforts could be 
put into engaging a larger portion of the community. Perhaps if a 5-year 
plan was developed, there would be a better chance of continuity. This 
kind of planning would, however, require funding which has 
been another struggle for ALM in recent years. The hope is that 
as relationships get more institutional (I.e. via collaborations with 
local universities), it might also be possible to make long term plans.  Photo: Henriette Friis
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The size of our group 

During our one week in El 20, we were 19 labbers. That is 19 
outsiders invading a somewhat small community all at once. What 
that means on a practical level, is that the people who usually live 
in the homes we are hosted in must sleep elsewhere for the duration 
of our stay. But beyond that, it may also seem overwhelming for the 
community in a more general sense, since we all go there looking 
to engage with people as much as possible. Since we did not all 
work on the same project anyway, we believe there may be a need 
to rethink the configuration and organisation of the group. One 
solution could be to divide the visits throughout the year, and  
perhaps have bi-annual visits. This would also allow Claudia, and  
other key persons, to be updated more regularly on the social, political 
and economic situation in the community. However, since we also 
see the benefits of collaborating with the local universities, another 
solution may be to have fewer representatives from each university 
resulting in a smaller group altogether. 

Limited time in El 20 

We spent 5.5 days in El 20, of which we had four full working days. 
The limited amount of time spent on site makes a deep understanding 
impossible. It has resulted in us doubting the validity of our 
observations. This, as a result, bears the risk of creating insensitive or 
even irrelevant project outcomes. This really is a shame, since all labbers 
are clearly engaged and dedicated to the work. We acknowledge the 
interference of daily life which our presence in the community creates, 
however, having more time would also mean that we could decrease 
the intensity of our engagements.  

Photo: Henriette Friis
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Reflection on Challenges in Development Projects
International development aid is a very tightly regimented and 
thoroughly monitored field. This is because the setting in which 
it is practiced is a very challenging one. Development aid most 
often brings together fragile and underprivileged communities 
and important resources (such as money, valuable goods or other 
important non-material services), which gives opportunities to abuse, 
misconduct and corruption. The misuse of power is difficult to avoid 
also because development aid very easily strengthens harmful power 
structures and dichotomies such as the ideas of “civilized, 
rich and developed Western countries” and “wild, poor and 
underdeveloped developing countries”. The history of international 
development aid, the discourses connected to it and even the 
very concept of development itself often stem from this kind of 
a colonialist and one-sided mindset, which is easily conveyed if not 
paid attention to. For example, Arturo Escobar (Escobar, 2011), a 
Colombian-American scholar argues that the concept of development 
is a Eurocentric idea, which has enabled “developed countries” to take 
advantage of “developing countries” and subjugate them to a political 
and economic system controlled by the Global North.    

Questions such as “How to make sure that development projects are 
useful to the local community and aligned with their values?”, “How to 
avoid harmful practices?” and “How to deal with and be aware of power 
structures?” are thus central to development aid and other similar 
practices. Our ALM 2020 project is not an exception – these questions 
and challenges have been present throughout the project. One focal 
question we have struggled with from the beginning is how to give 
back to the community. We have seen it as problematic that although 
we have surely gained several valuable skills, experiences and lessons 
from the project and the field trip, we cannot surely state that the 
project or our presence in El 20 was as beneficial for the community as 
it was for us. It has troubled us and made us wonder about the ethics of 
projects like this one. We have also struggled with not having enough 
time to search information, which has led us to wonder if it is ethical 

to be involved in a project with insufficient background knowledge.  
In addition, we have wondered on how to deal and understand 
the power issues within the community and make sure not to 
unintentionally strengthen them, and although we have tried to 
do our best, there are no easy answers – wanting to do good is not 
enough. The fact that El 20 is an indigenous community adds to 
these existing challenges.   

The big underlying question behind all this wondering is the 
following: Is it right, that we as privileged foreigners without a 
profound understanding of the local culture or way of life, try to 
solve issues that we do not know enough about? It is true, of course, 
that this is “only” a student project, we cannot be expected to be  
experts and that the goal is to learn and practice our skills. It is 
also true, that as our resources are tiny so is probably the harm.  
However, the fundamental ethical issues and challenges of  
development aid prevail also in our project even if the scale is 
small. Although we are “just students” and our project is “just a 
student project”, El 20 is a real community, and our project deals 
with real people and their real-life problems. To put it bluntly: is 
it justified that we are using a real community as a “lab” for a project 
which continuity is at the very least uncertain? Especially if we, the 
privileged people who get to leave and do not have to deal with the 
potential consequences of our project, are the ones who most gain 
from it?   

In addition, the fact that this project is a student project is not solely 
a positive thing: since we are still practicing, we are more likely to 
commit errors, and because the setting is real, those errors also have 
real effects. This is not to undermine the expertise we each already 
have from our own fields, but to say that despite all our dedication, 
caution and respect this project probably has some consequences 
that could have been avoided if we had had more experience. ALM 
being a student project means also that there are few resources 
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available, the continuity of the project(s) is unstable, and the main 
goal of the project is not community development but instead our 
learning. One could argue that this means the projects are more 
probable to seem unsuccessful and confusing from the viewpoint of 
the community of El 20.   

Like our teachers have tried to point out us, it is also possible to get 
too caught up in these kinds of abstract reflections, and in some 
cases a critical perceptive can transform into unnecessary cynicism 
and pessimism. Sometimes what begins as healthy criticism can 
further on lead to rigidity, which prevents one from seeing things from 
other angles. Critical reflection is an absolute necessity in these kinds 
of development cooperation projects, but it should be a means rather 
than an end in itself. Colonialist power structures and the heavy history 
of development aid aside we did feel like we had some genuine, 
precious and memorable human to human encounters in El 20.  

In addition, it is good to keep in mind that the impacts of long-
term development projects are often not immediate. This is the 
case for ALM as well: over the years the different projects have 
complemented, benefitted and improved each other, and the 
improvements experienced by the community of El 20 have been 
gradual and discreet rather than rapid or eye-catching. This might not 
be obvious for individual student teams like us working on particular 
projects, and it might be difficult to see how separate projects contribute 
to one another. However, this doesn’t mean that there is no continuity 
or improvement. It also takes time to build trust between the different 
actors in these kinds of projects, which is something that ALM seems 
to have succeeded in. Despite recent turn of events in the community 
board that may affect the future cooperation of the different entities, 
the Ejidatarios seem to appreciate ALM highly. According to Julia 
Renko (Renko, 2019) “... the community (represented by ejidatarians) 
place a lot of trust in ALM and view it as an entity that protects the 
community’s rights and hears out its opinions.”  Photo: Henriette Friis
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How Do We Measure the Success of Our Project?
To measure the success of this project, we must reflect on our intentions 
for the project. Each of us had personal intentions and goals, but we 
also had intentions as a team: Do no harm but contribute positively 
wherever we can. Institutional sustainability has been a big issue for 
us from the beginning of the project. Continuity and local ownership 
have been challenges for ALM projects, and we wanted to make sure 
that we pay careful attention to these aspects of the project and at the 
very least avoid adding to them. We think we were able to start solving 
these issues by taking a step towards the existing La Casita building 
being used as a dining space for local school children – the workshop 
we hosted for local mothers and children was successful and laid a 
fruitful setting to continue from. Hopefully La Casita will be in active 
local-led use soon.

We aimed to produce architectural plans for the kitchen and dining 
area of La Casita including stove and fridge proposals based on 
benchmarking and information gathered in the field. Overall, we were 
able to gather a great amount of information and data concerning the 
layout of the traditional kitchens of El 20. Combining this data with 
our interviews we were able to design a functional kitchen and dining 
area, fuelled by the women’s wishes and needs, while respecting 
Mayan traditions to the best of our abilities.  

Regarding social and cultural sustainability, we have done a great 
job. We have tried to be very careful from the beginning to make sure 
our project is aligned with the community’s needs and wishes and 
were able to conduct interviews and cooking sessions respectfully. 
The book, once finished, is intended to celebrate Mayan tradition 
and language, which could hopefully have positive effects for the 
community tourism in El 20.  

There are, however, still some open questions regarding our project and 
institutional sustainability. Several of them concern the book project, 
which has taken a life of its own beyond the course framework. How 
will we make sure the project is carried out thoroughly from beginning 
to end and who will be responsible for it? If we want to sell the book 
in El 20 to tourists, how do we engage locals into doing so? Who will 
be the one in charge of it and how do we monitor the process, so that 
the selling process and profit are managed justly? These are huge and 
challenging questions we will need to address. Since the book project 
is already an independent project, we will need to plan it separately 
from the SGT course. We feel hopeful and excited about successfully 
addressing all the different aspects of the project.

Photo: Henriette Friis
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Personal Reflections

”It happened slowly, and then all 
at once. We adjusted to each other. 

Synchronised our rhythm and 
language and belly laughs.  

We became a team!”  
- Henriette

”It’s not only the tropical climate, but 
also the warmth of the people. From the 
first smiles and waves we received from 
the school yard, to the last laughs and 
paper planes at La Casita, the children 
welcomed us with an open heart.”  
- Ellen  

”I think this whole project has been a wonderful 
opportunity to see why I am really studying and 

what my future work tasks might involve. It is a very 
different thing to read about a foreign culture and 

make plans from afar than to actually having a chance 
to live with the people and get into their daily lives.” 

- Jemina

Photo: Henriette Friis

Photo: Julia Renko Photo: Henriette Friis
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”It is an amazing feeling when you connect with a 
stranger from a completely different reality than your 
own. On the day we visited the meliponario, I was 
astonished with the dedication, patience, wisdom 
and empathy of the women working there. The best 
thing was to talk with two of them; young women like 
myself, who were as passionate about nature as I am. I 
felt a genuine togetherness with them, and a feeling of 
a shared experience - a friendship even.”  
- Elsa

”I got secretly quite emotional on our first cooking and 
chatting session with some of the women. It was crazy 

to think in that moment, that a week before we were 
in cold Finland planning these kind of sessions. It 

happened so unexpectedly and effortlessly and was so 
much more than I had ever wished for!” 

- Petra  

Photo: Henriette Friis

Photo: Henriette Friis
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The Political Situation
The political situation in El 20 is extremely complex, and it will 
inevitably affect the future projects. As already explained elsewhere 
in this report, the power relations and hierarchies have a significant 
role in the functioning of the community, and they should be taken 
into account in the ALM projects. In general, all the work should be 
done cautiously, in order to avoid causing any negativity and conflicts 
within the community or towards the ALM projects.   

As the community was deceived by another group a few months 
before our visit, the Ejidatarios are suspicious of any new activities 
realized by outsiders. This could possibly affect the continuity of the 
ALM projects too, which is why discretion in all the work is important.   

In addition to the local issues, the political situation in Mexico has a 
direct effect on El 20 too. The current government is providing the 
local school with ingredients for school lunch, which has been of 
considerable importance in assuring a healthy diet for the children. 
The continuity of this is uncertain, and if the service was discontinued 
the school lunch system would become completely different, or even 
non-existent. The school lunch is prepared in a small blue building, 
situated between the school and La Casita.  

The school got a permission from the Ejidatarios to use it in 2019, 
and there are now approximately four years left of the contract. Even 
if the government’s food aid for the school would continue, there is 
no guarantee of continuing with the agreement of using the kitchen 
building. So, the political situation needs to be taken into consideration 
already in the planning phase of the future ALM projects.  

Photo: Henriette Friis
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Ideas for the Future
Don’t try to come up with a completely new project, as its continuity 
could be questioned, because the possibilities of actually following 
through are quite small. Whatever is decided and planned by the 
future ALM teams, they should be somehow linked to the previous 
ones. So, a thorough exploration of the previous projects is strongly 
recommended, in order to create and keep up with continuation.  

Having a multidisciplinary team is a precondition for a successful 
project. If you have a social scientist in your group, listen to what 
they have got to say! There is definitely room for more social 
scientific thinking in the ALM initiative. There are many aspects that 
haven’t been well brought up in the previous ALM projects, but which 
are essential in succeeding in the future ones. The locals’ views of 
the project need to be more carefully researched, and not rely on the 
notions of only few informants, in order to justify talking about ‘the 
communitys’ needs or opinions. Local culture and language, power 
relations, globalisation, national politics and social change in the 
community, including migratory patterns of the local youth, among 
others, are the kinds of underlying social factors that impact the whole 
community of El 20. And thus, the future of any ALM projects as well.  

The community, its culture and people should be taken into 
account in every step of the project — the goal should be to do 
something beneficial for the community, not to get 10 course 
credits. The course will require a lot more time and effort, which is 
why commitment to the outcomes of the project is essential. Avoid 
planning and designing something unnecessary just for the sake of 
designing, but instead try to see the bigger picture – how could you 
make use of what is already there? How to enhance and highlight  
the endless knowledge of the locals about their culture and nature,  
or help to preserve their oral traditions for the future generations?  
The people, not built facilities, make El 20. Looking at the place and 
the project from the bottom up might lead to special outcomes.

Preserving the local culture, traditions and Mayan language is 
essential and the people are at the centre of everything. Not tourists, 
but the locals. There are some people in the community who are 
also pursuing to highlight and preserve the particularities of their 
culture, who might be interested in collaborating with the future 
projects. We visited one of the handicraft workshops, Neek Ich 
Che, and got to know a few persons who work with handicrafts 
made of wood and seeds. Apart from that, they are passionate 
about conserving and teaching the local Mayan dialect and values 
for children. Be open, talk to people and try to include the locals 
in your project as much as possible.  

Be critical and keep asking difficult questions, but don’t get too stuck 
on them. Try to move on from setbacks as quickly as possible and  
find a way to discuss negative feelings constructively and openly, 
especially with your core team. Support each other!  

Photo: Henriette Friis
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Language conservation  

We strongly recommend that the future Aalto labbers take the issue of 
language conservation into serious consideration in any project they 
come up with, and stress that this is an issue that should be at the 
core of the whole Aalto LAB project. The conservation of the Mayan 
culture and especially the language is a need that we recognized based 
on our interviews in the community.  

The issue of language conservation as a vital part of cultural 
preservation has been quite absent from the previous ALM projects, 
perhaps due to the low number of social scientists working in the 
project teams. This is, however, an issue of urgency, since the Mayan 
language is under threat of disappearing (El Universal, 2019), which 
is a huge threat to the vitality of the culture itself – language loss is 
directly linked to culture loss.   

The disappearance of indigenous languages and cultures is a global 
issue that is unfortunately often forsaken. Indigenous peoples carry 
a long and painful history of colonialism, racism, discrimination and 
social exclusion which still continues today, and the ALM projects 
have the possibility to function as a counterforce. There are many 
hopeful examples and success stories of indigenous empowerment, 
activism and language revitalisation from around the world. There 
are prominent examples of such in Mexico, one of them being the 
PRMDLC project (Proyecto de Revitalización, Mantenimiento y 
Desarrollo Lingüístico y Cultural, project of linguistic and cultural 
revitalization, support and development), which has been successful 
among Yucatec Maya speakers (Farfan, 2011). The collaborative project 
has produced a for example a collection of Mayan riddles (Briceño 
Chel & Jimenez Santos, 2006). These kinds of projects are important, 
and ALM could possibly collaborate with similar initiatives.

Photo: Henriette Friis
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