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Mining and women in northwest Mexico: 
a feminist political ecology approach to 
impacts on rural livelihoods

América N. Lutz- Ley1 and Stephanie J. Buechler2

Abstract

Women’s participation in large- scale mining (LSM) has been increasing in Mexico and worldwide; however, few comprehen-
sive studies exist on the socioeconomic effects of mining on women depending on the specific roles they play in this activity. 
The objective of this study was to analyze, from a feminist political ecology perspective, the effects of mining on women in a 
rural community in Sonora State, in arid northwest Mexico, a region with important participation of LSM in the country. For 
this purpose, we developed a mixed methods approach combining literature review on gender and LSM, semistructured in- 
depth interviews, and analysis of secondary government data. Most literature on women and mining treats them conceptually 
as a homogeneous social group or focuses on only one role women play in mining. We address this gap by identifying several 
roles women can play in their interactions with the mining sector and then analyzing and comparing the effects of mining 
associated with these distinctive roles. In doing so, we unravel the gendered complexities of mining and highlight the socio-
ecological contradictions embedded in these dynamics for individual women who are faced with significant trade- offs. Mining 
can provide economic and professional opportunities for women of varying educational and socioeconomic levels in other-
wise impoverished and landless rural households. At the same time, women are unable to, as one interviewee phrased it, 
“break the glass ceiling even if using a miner’s helmet,” especially in managerial positions. Extraction of natural resources in 
the community is accompanied by the extraction of social capital and personal lives of miners. We give voice to the social–
ecological contradictions lived by women in these multiple roles and offer potential insights both for addressing gender- based 
inequities in mining and for avenues toward collective action and empowerment.
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Minería y mujeres en el noroeste de México: Un acercamiento desde la ecología política 
feminista a los impactos sobre medios de vida rurales

Resumen

La participación de las mujeres en la minería de gran escala se ha incrementado en México y alrededor del mundo; sin 
embargo, existen escasos estudios comprehensivos de los efectos socioeconómicos de la minería sobre las mujeres 
dependiendo de los roles específicos que ellas juegan en esta actividad. El objetivo de este estudio es analizar, desde la 
perspectiva de la ecología política feminista, los efectos 
de la minería sobre mujeres de una comunidad rural del 
estado de Sonora, en el noroeste árido de México; una 
región con importante participación de la minería de gran 
escala en el país. Con este propósito desarrollamos un 
acercamiento metodológico mixto, combinando el análisis 
de literatura sobre género y minería de gran escala, con 
entrevistas semiestructuradas y análisis de datos secund-
arios producidos por agencias gubernamentales. La may-
oría de los estudios sobre mujeres y minería las concibe 
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conceptualmente como un grupo social homogéneo, o se centran solamente en uno o dos roles de las mujeres en la 
minería. En este trabajo se cubre esta brecha mediante la identificación de múltiples roles que las mujeres pueden de-
sempeñar en sus interacciones con el sector minero y el análisis comparativo de los efectos de la minería asociados con 
estos distintos roles. De esta manera, se desentrañan las complejidades de la minería vistas desde el género y se en-
fatizan las contradicciones socio- ecológicas inmersas en estas dinámicas para mujeres que enfrentan costos individuales 
significativos. La minería puede proveer oportunidades económicas y profesionales para mujeres de distintos niveles 
educativos y socioeconómicos en hogares rurales empobrecidos o sin tierras productivas. Al mismo tiempo, las mujeres 
no han podido, en palabras de una minera, “romper el techo de cristal ni usando un casco minero”, especialmente en 
posiciones de mando. La extracción de recursos naturales en la comunidad se acompaña de la extracción de capital social 
y el tiempo de vida personal de las mineras. Se da voz a las contradicciones socio- ecológicas vividas por mujeres que 
ocupan estos múltiples roles y se ofrecen visiones potenciales para atender estas inequidades basadas en el género en la 
minería, así como posibles caminos hacia la acción colectiva y el empoderamiento.
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mujeres en la minería, ecología política feminista, medios de vida rurales, noroeste de México, extractivismo

Mining and women in northwest Mexico

Mining provides employment for men, and increasingly 
women, in rural semi- or nonagrarian households (Bell and 
Braun, 2010; Lahiri- Dutt, 2011). Although globally mining 
is considered a masculine livelihood, there is historical evi-
dence of female participation (Lahiri- Dutt, 2011; Mercier 
and Gier, 2007). Today women constitute a major workforce 
in artisanal and small- scale mining (ASM), participating 
comparatively less in large- scale mining (LSM) (Jenkins, 
2014). Women’s enhanced access to socioeconomic opportu-
nities through employment in both ASM and LSM could 
modify power relationships and gendered livelihood struc-
tures in predominantly agrarian contexts where mostly men 
hold land and water rights (Castro- Ramírez et al., 2015).

Women’s participation in LSM in arid northwest Mexico 
is increasing, yet women’s experiences in this sector have 
not been systematically studied. The objective of this article 
is to address this gap by analyzing, from a feminist political 
ecology (FPE) perspective, how mining affects livelihood 
dynamics in a rural community in Sonora State. Informed by 
literature review, in- depth interviews, and secondary data 
analysis, the main contribution of this article is to explore 
and describe mining’s livelihood effects on women’s lives as 
a function of the roles they play related to LSM, emphasizing 
social–ecological contradictions and personal and profes-
sional trade- offs they face due to different types of relation-
ships to mining activities.

In Mexico, the number of female employees working in 
LSM (sector 21) grew significantly in 2004–2014 (see upper 
part of Figure 1), especially in Sonora (see lower part of 
Figure 1). Sonora is the country’s top producer of gold, cop-
per, molybdenum, graphite, and wollastonite, with mining 
contributing 17% of Sonora’s GDP via over 40 mines, many 
in rural municipalities (Servicio Geológico Mexicano, 2017).

For Sonoran women participating in contemporary LSM, 
access to stable income is not assured; remuneration and 
availability of jobs shrink and expand according to minerals’ 

international prices (Bracamonte Sierra et al., 1997) and 
labor is also subject to wage caps and flexibility policies that 
favor high levels of subcontracting (Lutz- Ley, 2016). 
Subcontracting, in addition to creating uncertain livelihoods, 
also hinders formation of collective action, dividing perma-
nent and temporary workers (Tetreault, 2016). However, 
LSM is sometimes perceived as the only option to remain in 
communities, because women’s access to paid agricultural 
labor is much lower than men’s (Buechler and Lutz- Ley, 

Figure 1. Numbers of men and women in mining in Mexico and in 
Sonora State. (Source: elaborated by authors with data of INEGI’s 
economic censuses of 2004, 2009, and 2014.)
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2019). Figure 2 shows the proportion of male and female 
employees who depend directly and indirectly (outsourced) 
on mining. In Sonora, an abrupt change occurred with 
approximately half the workforce hired via subcontracted 
jobs in 2009–2014 (Instituto Nacional de Estadística y 
Geografía, 2016). This indicates a high integration into 
global markets, with significant participation of international 
companies (Servicio Geológico Mexicano, 2017).

For women not participating directly in mining, impacts 
on community’s resources and landscape have important 
effects on their livelihoods and household water and food 
security. Environmental risks and impacts tend to affect each 
gender differently because occupational roles follow a gen-
der division of labor, with different levels of dependency on 
local resources (Buechler, 2015). As natural resources 
become scarcer and more polluted, women’s work in procur-
ing inputs for domestic production and reproduction 
increases (Browning- Aiken, 2000). On the other hand, liter-
ature and our own interviews reveal gains in rural liveli-
hoods’ diversification and income for women when a mine 
opens in their communities. However, these positive effects 
depend importantly on women’s capacity to negotiate with 
the mines, and their social and work positions in communi-
ties and companies.

A feminist political ecology of women in 
LSM

FPE frames gender as a crucial differentiating social cate-
gory and views the distribution of natural and material 
resources, risks, impacts, and access to environmental 
decision- making as reflecting gendered power relationships 
(Buechler and Hanson, 2015; Rocheleau et al., 1996). FPE is 
a useful though underutilized theoretical framework for the 
analysis of women’s roles in LSM (Lahiri- Dutt, 2015a, 
Lahiri- Dutt, 2015b; Binoy, 2017) especially in Latin America 
(Brain, 2017; Viteri, 2017). FPE helped analyze women’s 
positionings in gendered power relationships within mining 
and their community, particularly those related to (1) wom-
en’s access and rights to natural resources and natural 
resource- based employment; (2) mining women's agency 
within their households, communities, and workplaces; and 
(3) physical and social impacts and risks of mining for 
women.

In building our literature review, most of the studies we 
found on mining, rural livelihoods, and gender referred to 
ASM (e.g. Hilson et al., 2017; O’Faircheallaigh and Corbett, 
2016), although we purposely focused only on LSM studies. 
A major proportion of those were studies on rural communi-
ties in Asia (Behzadi, 2019; work by Lahiri- Dutt in multiple 
years; Grobmann et al., 2017; Mukherjee, 2014); Africa 
(Akiwumi, 2011; Kaggwa, 2019; Kotsadam and Tolonen, 
2016); and Oceania (Lozeva and Marinova, 2010; Mayes 
and Pini, 2014), with fewer empirical contributions in Latin 
America (Brain, 2017; Himley, 2011). FPE analyses of LSM 
effects on livelihoods found, among other things: (1) wom-
en’s disadvantage in negotiations between mining compa-
nies and land tenure- related communal organizations; (2) 
undermining of women’s roles as food and clean water pro-
viders due to environmental impacts and/or work overload 
when they participate in LSM; and (3) gender inequities in 
wages, working conditions, and career advancement in min-
ing jobs (Lozeva and Marinova, 2010).

In Mexico, one study incorporating feminist analysis of 
mining is Salazar and Rodríguez’s (2015) work on Oaxaca, 
Guerrero, and Hidalgo examining women’s increasing work 
in mining, political involvement in anti- mining social move-
ments, and deleterious environmental effects on housework. 
Castro- Ramírez et al. (2015) studied land dispossession due 
to mining in Zacatecas, Mexico, and found that women had 
much less power in negotiations with mining companies due 
to low legal entitlement to land. Belasko (2012, 2014) 
revealed how women have progressively integrated into 
LSM with higher workloads, yet had difficulties accessing 
managerial positions in a sector with significant subcontract-
ing. An in- depth study on women in mining communities in 
Sonora is the dissertation of Browning- Aiken (2000), which 
documents the formation of a political front by miners’ wives 
and daughters, to protest insufficient and polluted domestic 
water caused by Buenavista del Cobre in Cananea, one of the 

Figure 2. Proportion of male and female employees depending 
directly and indirectly on mining companies in Mexico and Sonora. 
(Source: elaborated by authors with data of INEGI’s economic 
censuses of 2004, 2009, and 2014) ("Non- dependent on the 
company" are subcontracted employees).
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largest copper mines in the world. Despite this nascent inter-
est on mining in Mexico from a feminist perspective, accord-
ing to Belasko (2014: 18), “the situation of Mexican women 
in the mining and metals’ sector is among the most unknown 
and ignored in the Mexican mining industry.”1

Our literature analysis agrees with other authors (Brain, 
2017; Jenkins, 2014) who found that most studies dealt with 
single roles or positionalities of women in mining or saw them 
as a homogeneous group sharing similar incentives, motives, 
and impacts. Jenkins’ (2014) review of studies in the Global 
South, in particular, points to the lack of recognition of the dif-
ferent roles women can play in their relationships with mining 
and how other positionalities, such as socioeconomic status, 
education, age, and ethnicity, modify mining’s impacts on 
women. We examine women’s different roles and also how 
these other positionalities impact their relationship to mining in 
rural Mexico. We analyzed, from an FPE perspective, women’s 
diverse experiences with LSM especially related to career and 
livelihood advancement, gendered workplace politics, and 
household dynamics in Cucurpe, Sonora.

Research methods

Identification of women’s roles in relation to mining
We analyzed 90 sources on mining, livelihoods, and gender, 
collected through systematic online database searches in 
English and Spanish of the terms “rural,” “livelihood,” 
“women,” “gender,” “mining,” and “extractivism” in titles 
and abstracts. Materials included peer- reviewed articles, pol-
icy reports, books, book chapters, and dissertations. We 
excluded studies on ASM, aiming to understand lesser- 
studied feminist issues in LSM. Our purpose was under-
standing how women’s experiences associated with mining 
work, and issues regarding intersections of mining and envi-
ronment in Sonora and Cucurpe, compared to other areas.

Through analysis of literature we identified five distinc-
tive roles of women in relation to mining, each associated 
with diverse trade- offs and social–ecological contradictions: 
(1) women miners, or those who work directly in the produc-
tion process under contracting by the mines; (2) women 
offering outsourced services and inputs for mining compa-
nies; (3) women working in the domestic sphere in house-
holds located in the community which may or may not have 
at least one miner; (4) women working in managerial posi-
tions in mining; and (5) women who are politically active as 
leaders in mining communities. Most literature focuses only 
on one or two of these roles; this study, however, examined 
the effects that mining has on women depending on these 
different positions.

Study site
Cucurpe municipality is less than 140 km south of the United 
States–Mexico border. In 2015, 965 people lived in 308 

households, concentrated mostly in the head locality with the 
same name (Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía, 
2015). Livelihoods are primarily agrarian with smaller con-
tributions from mining2 and tertiary activities in Magdalena 
de Kino, population 31,000, less than 50 km from Cucurpe 
(see Figure 3). Land and water are administered through col-
lective organizations and private ownership, and many 
households have diversified livelihoods (Lutz- Ley, 2016). 
Although some land is managed collectively, the greatest 
effort is focused on individually owned plots; this individu-
alism is mirrored in the current lack of collective action in 
mining. Indeed, some farming households have part- time or 
full- time miner members.

The Mercedes Mining District (MMD) where the 
Mercedes mine is located (approximately 20 km from 
Cucurpe town) consisted until 2014 of approximately 69,000 
hectares covered by 43 mining concession titles. These titles 
or access permits are valid for 50 years and were purchased 
from a private individual landowner by the first company 
(Canadian- based Yamana Gold Inc.) before the mine was 
acquired by the current owner, US- based Premier Gold Ltd. 
In 2017, Mercedes produced approximately 2,342 kg of gold 
and 9,582 kg of silver, representing 4.93% and 2.23%, 
respectively, of Sonora’s production of these metals (Premier 
Gold Ltd, 2018; Servicio Geológico Mexicano, 2017). The 
mine had 715 employees in 2017; 428 (60%) were depen-
dent on the company and 287 (40%) were outsourced. A 
Cucurpe municipal official indicated that approximately 
40–50 people from the town worked directly for the mine in 

Figure 3. Cucurpe and the Mercedes mine (map credit: Dr. P. A. 
Reyes- Castro, El Colegio de Sonora. Source of data: INEGI).
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2018 and 50 were subcontracted; 40 were females perform-
ing low- wage chores (i.e., cooking, cleaning).

Semistructured interviews
To obtain empirical data for exploring the diverse roles and 
their effects, we conducted participant observation in 
Cucurpe and also recorded and analyzed the content of 14 
semistructured interviews of women miners (both directly 
hired by the mine and outsourced), miners’ wives, women in 
mining managerial positions, and women living in the com-
munity without ties to mining. These were conducted 
between March and November 2018 with follow- up and new 
interviews in 2019. We draw on the case of several women 
and excerpts from interviews with two mining representa-
tives and two local leaders, all identified by snowball tech-
niques from previous fieldwork. Interactions with the 
community have occurred since 2014 due to another project 
on livelihood adaptation that also informed this study. Lutz- 
Ley engaged in participant observation of activities of the 
newly constituted Sonoran chapter of the UK- based non-
profit Women in Mining (WIM).3

This study obtained most of the empirical evidence for 
roles 1–4 through semistructured interviews. Women activ-
ists represent a role of utmost importance because of the eco-
logical citizenry implications and empowerment capacities 
these activities embody in rural and indigenous women 
(Binoy, 2017). This study was conducted when there was no 
concrete conflict in town (e.g., environmental effects were 
not reported at the time of the study), and we did not identify 
cases of women acting as sociopolitical leaders in confronta-
tions with the mine. Our interviewees were assigned pseud-
onyms to protect their identity.

Results: positioning women in mining

The narratives of several women illustrate how their differ-
ent positions translate into both similar and diverging effects 
on income and professional development, empowerment and 
autonomy, family and social relations, and environmental 
and health hazards.

Income and professional development
Lucia (32 years old) operates machinery inside the Mercedes 
mine (role 1). She is a mother of two young girls and com-
pleted secondary school (9 years of schooling). She entered 
the company 7 years ago to perform cleaning chores; how-
ever, the company offered her technical training for mining 
work.

For Lucia, one important reason to stay in mining is to 
provide her children with better opportunities. Her salary is 
higher than any other she could obtain considering her edu-
cation (one sector representative interviewed said average 
salaries in mining for both men and women are 35% above 

regular salaries in the state) and the low availability of paid 
rural jobs for women. She enjoys several benefits (i.e., full 
coverage health insurance) but her activities are risky and the 
journeys long. She rises every day around 3:40 am and the 
mine’s bus departs at 4:40 am from Magdalena, where she 
and her husband—also a mining machinery operator—some-
times stay. Their 14- year- old lives in Magdalena with a rela-
tive so she can attend school, while her 2- year- old girl is 
cared for by Lucia’s mother in Cucurpe. She works from 7 
am to 7 pm, returning home around 9 pm. She is in a 6 × 3 
shift, working 6 days and 3 days of rest.

Marta (52) (currently, role 4) is an unmarried woman with 
a master’s degree. She has played several roles in mining, 
working directly for companies and indirectly as a subcon-
tracted consultant in her own firm founded in 2007. She is 
the partner of the director of a major mining association in 
Sonora, with headquarters in Hermosillo, the capital city. 
Marta knows mining in its multiple dimensions and states 
proudly “I love mining,” indicating a strong identity with the 
sector. Currently, she is president of the mining association 
ladies’ club, a charity group composed of wives and partners 
of the association’s male members. She is not completely 
satisfied with this role, stating that women should also be in 
decision- making positions. What she feels proudest of is the 
club’s scholarship program for 51 low- income female and 
male college students from Sonoran mining communities to 
study mining- related careers.

For Marta and Lucia, mining is full of professional oppor-
tunities, and the pay is incredibly high in comparison with 
other jobs; but “this is not a job for just anyone.” It requires 
significant commitment, time, effort, and courage. The job is 
carried out in remote places, subject to long journeys, 
uncomfortable installations, and risky conditions. Marta 
comments that women in mining usually occupy operational 
positions, but not the top ones: “… we can’t break the glass 
ceiling even if wearing a miner’s helmet.” In the mining 
association she belongs to, 100 out of approximately 600 
members are women. Marta encourages them to speak their 
minds and to take leadership roles, even if the room is “full 
of old men”; if more women take leadership roles within this 
association, they may begin to engage in collective action in 
the future.

For female outsourced employees (role 2), conditions 
can be equally risky but without the benefits mines provide 
for direct employees. This puts them in the most vulnera-
ble position with respect to other women miners, espe-
cially if they have other socioeconomic characteristics 
magnifying the effects of these disadvantages, such as hav-
ing low educational attainment, younger or older age, or 
being single mothers. This is the case of Laura (27), a sin-
gle mother who started working 3 years ago as an out-
sourced safety personnel at Mercedes, and later office 
cleaning, also outsourced. She did not have as many bene-
fits as directly hired women (i.e., social security, better 
pay, retirement savings, and health insurance). She stopped 
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working there when her son started attending school and 
her mother was not able to take care of him anymore. She 
currently has her own food stall outside the home she 
shares with her mother and relayed that she prefers it 
because she manages her own time. However, given the 
remoteness of Cucurpe, her chances to grow her business 
and improve financially are lower than if she was offered a 
position back in the mine.

For those women who do not work in the mining sector 
but live in a mining community, livelihood improvements 
depend on community programs the mine promotes, or 
benefits women can negotiate. Carmen (50), a librarian 
and board member of the local land organization (role 3), 
said that the mine has not hurt livelihoods, but actually 
helped in creating alternatives for men and women through 
financial support; for example, a water purification shop, 
hostels, dinners for mine employees, and other businesses. 
Other benefits are scholarships for miners’ and the local 
communal landholders’ children, support for local sports’ 
teams, and investments in infrastructure (paved roads, 
improvements in public buildings, lighting, etc.) through a 
federal tax for physical improvement of mining communi-
ties (Fondo Minero, or mining fund). Carmen hopes the 
company does not leave, since, for her, the economic ben-
efits of the mine on women’s lives is evident: “they (women 
in town) look better dressed,” “they have their business,” 
and “they do not have to wait for their husbands to give 
them money.” However, these financial impacts are not 
permanent; interviewees also reported that programs 
stopped when the mine’s ownership changed.

Benefits women can negotiate with the mine usually 
transpire through formal decision- making structures (i.e., 
the municipal government, the communal land organiza-
tion). For example, Carmen is knowledgeable of the sup-
port provided by the mine to the local communal land 
organization because she is a comunera (landholder) her-
self. Women with no access to formal local decision- 
making structures are less lucky. For example, Sara (44; 
also role 3), whose family’s income is nonsteady and nona-
grarian, has not seen changes in her condition because of 
the mine. Her family is landless, and her two adult sons 
have applied for a job in the mine without success. 
Women’s participation in decision- making regarding 
municipal infrastructure remains limited too because of 
traditional arrangements of local decision- making that 
privilege men’s opinions; therefore, even if women can 
derive livelihood benefits from the mine, those depend 
importantly on their personal position and capacity to 
negotiate.

Empowerment and autonomy
Empowerment and autonomy are two of the biggest 
achievements women feel mining has given them. Lucia 
thinks bravery is needed to enter an underground mine. 

One of her biggest personal transformations due to mining 
is her new capacity for decision- making that builds on her 
prior practical and strong character. Also, the high income 
is a factor in building women’s autonomy from family 
members.

Karla (39) has a bachelor’s degree in ecology and 
recently founded her own consultancy firm on corporate 
social responsibility, after holding several positions in 
mining companies (shifting from role 1 to 2). She confides 
that her high income was a factor in ending her first mar-
riage; it gave her a certain “empowered attitude” toward 
her partner as the main breadwinner. Although she works 
offering outsourced advising services to mines (role 2), in 
comparison to outsourced miner Laura (also role 2, above), 
her higher educational level, lack of children, and better 
socioeconomic endowments allowed her to benefit more 
professionally and economically from the sector.

In terms of gendered treatment, Lucia expresses that 
she has never felt like she was mistreated or treated 
unequally as a mine operator. She believes that opportuni-
ties depend on performance, not on who you are. However, 
Marta, in her managerial experience, states that women are 
not achieving decision- making positions, and this is 
because women are limited due to fear, large domestic 
workloads, and gender role impositions. Marta herself had 
to demonstrate that she could perform as well as any man 
in this environment, while defeating prejudice about wom-
en’s emotional tone or the belief in women’s incapacity for 
hard physical work. She relays: “the worst bullying I have 
ever received came from other women.” She remembers 
when she got a managerial position, some women said to 
her face “you slept with the boss.” Marta reflects,

There are gender discourses, good intentions, some gender 
equality policies in a few companies and society…but when 
the time comes, we (women) are not considered… I think 
men do not even notice these things. They are used to doing 
things their way.

Karla also experienced unsupportive and disempower-
ing attitudes from women co- workers. When she started 
working in mining, traveling to Chile for training was 
offered to her because of her good performance. Her boss 
told her to consider it carefully because the other women 
in the department could be angry that she received this 
opportunity because, he said, “you are the new one, you do 
not understand this system yet.” She still went, and her 
female co- workers started gossiping about her relationship 
to their boss. “This was very difficult to understand and 
overcome, I cried a lot.” She also remembers that she was 
offered a job in the community relations department of a 
mine. However, when she was completing paperwork, the 
manager handed her an agreement promising she wouldn’t 
get pregnant in the next 5 years, otherwise she could lose 
the job. Karla rejected the position and left the office of the 
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surprised manager because she “did not want to work with 
somebody with such a poor attitude.” Other women inter-
viewed (not reported here) and some women informally 
contacted during WIM Sonora events concurred with this 
perception about structural gender inequalities in mining. 
WIM, as a nonprofit, serves currently as a collective action 
platform for women in higher positions working toward 
improved visibility, acceptance, and opportunities within 
mining; it has the potential, however, to broaden its scope 
to incorporate all mining women’s interests regarding 
effects on sustainable livelihoods.

Family and social relations

Lucia needs to rely on her family to have her young child 
cared for while she is working. Also, household chores are 
distributed between her, her husband, and her mother. 
When asked how she manages her multiple responsibili-
ties, she laughs: “…I convert myself into an octopus, I 
‘extend’ myself.” It is difficult to maintain friendship net-
works with the long workdays. Free days are dedicated to 
laundry, cleaning, grocery shopping, and being with 
family.

Marta also says that “mining is very jealous” of one’s 
time. She believes not having children helped her advance 
in her career. Most women who are mothers and miners 
must deal with family responsibilities, very long journeys, 
and demanding shifts, unless they receive or hire help. 
Mine managers also don’t recognize the different work-
loads and responsibilities assigned to men and women out-
side the companies that limit women’s capacity to access 
top positions. These are very hard issues for men with fam-
ilies too. Marta confided that she has seen a lot of miner 
fathers requesting “gender equality” to see their children, 
attend school meetings, and take them to the doctor. The 
mines usually permit this for mothers, not fathers. “Mining 
is a macho world, and more than that, a very corporatized 
sector,” she says. This lack of recognition by mining com-
panies of fathers’ roles in parenting and the perpetuation of 
machismo within many rural households continue to place 
most child- rearing and housework on women’s shoulders.

Karla was also aware of these dynamics. After her first 
marriage ended, she decided to quit mining and develop 
consultancy activities while searching for a more stable 
family life because mining work was time- intensive. Some 
told her during fieldwork “what are you doing here? Go 
home and have children! Aren’t you scared that somebody 
is going to steal your husband from you?” Even as a young 
girl growing up in Cananea, a mining town, Karla wanted 
to be a geologist, but her father told her that was a “man’s 
career.” While mining is a difficult job, it is made even 
harder for women because of cultural impositions that 
openly persist in rural communities, and subtly persist in 
mining companies. In general, to be a successful woman in 

mining, as in other economic sectors, support from social 
networks is vital.

Environmental, social, and health hazards
Both men and women face physical, social, and environ-
mental risks related to mining. Of the women presented 
here, Lucia was the most exposed to physical risks due to 
her work in an underground mine. She is conscious that 
one day she might not emerge from the 1.5- km- deep tun-
nel. She remembers that the hardest challenges faced 
underground were a small fire and gas intoxication; both 
could have been fatal. However, she feels proud because 
“the same things they (men) do, I do too.” Lucia has good 
medical insurance that allowed her to receive better 
gyneco- obstetrician care when her youngest daughter was 
born, something her female townspeople (role 3) or her 
female subcontracted colleagues (role 2) do not have.

Marta explains it is difficult to be a woman in a place 
full of men. Using the same bathroom, wearing male miner 
clothes, and establishing respectful relationships with 
male co- workers (especially if drunk) are challenging. 
Another factor heightening risks is the increasing presence 
of drug traffickers (narcos) in the rural communities. Marta 
says that you learn to “feel no fear of anything” when you 
are out there. Karla shares a similar story from when she 
was working in an exploration project: “…when we [first] 
arrived and were surrounded by ten boys holding AK- 
47s… they surely thought: these people have come to 
invade us, and, on top of that… they are women!” These 
are both social and potentially bodily (physical) impacts 
women face in mining. For women not working directly in 
mining, but living in the community (role 3), the main 
environmental/health effects are impacts on water and 
land, and consequently on their livelihoods, and health 
effects of current and long- term pollution.

For the Mercedes mine, all land was part of a private 
ranch, therefore all negotiations were between private 
owners (Premier Gold Ltd, 2018). According to the 
Cucurpe municipal authority interviewed, the only case in 
which the mine dealt with the collective land organization 
was during power line construction; then the mine finan-
cially compensated each landholder. Several women also 
participated as members of the organization. However, far 
fewer women than men own land here which is similar to 
elsewhere in Mexico, where slightly fewer than 30% of 
rural landholders are women (Instituto Nacional de las 
Mujeres, Gobierno de Mexico, 2019). This is an obstacle 
to women’s negotiation with mining companies over 
access to livelihood resources (Castro- Ramírez et al., 
2015; Salazar and Rodríguez, 2015).

There are also social–ecological risks associated with the 
mine’s presence and uncertainty about the reliability of govern-
ment monitoring of water quantity and quality.4 The municipal 
representative interviewed did not trust the federal water 
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agency (CONAGUA) surveillance of the Mercedes tailings 
dam.

Who can guarantee that we won’t have the problems the 
Sonora River had? (referring to a large copper leaching solu-
tion spill in the neighboring Sonora River in 2014). We want 
an official statement that monitoring is happening and every-
thing is in order.

However, he did say that the mine is improving tailing 
storage. Although we did not interview CONAGUA’s offi-
cials at the time, previous research points to the lack of per-
sonnel and surveillance as major problems (Lutz- Ley, 2016).

Table 1 summarizes the different effects associated with 
the roles identified. While we could find empirical evidence 
in Cucurpe for roles 1–4, the fifth one was not possible to 
find in this community in particular, but it exists in other 
places of Sonora and Mexico (Browning- Aiken, 2000; 
Salazar and Rodríguez, 2015). Role 5 is described through 
evidence from literature review.

Diverse roles, fair trade-offs?

Women’s involvement in LSM in Latin America and 
Mexico is increasing, yet there is little literature on this 

topic in the region (notable studies were identified for 
Australia, Africa, and Asia). Women in mining have been 
treated as a rather homogeneous group, and most literature 
focuses on women’s participation in ASM. Our study 
addressed both a geographic and a conceptual gap, identi-
fying through literature review five roles women play in 
LSM and finding empirical evidence via semistructured 
interviews for the first four roles in Cucurpe, Sonora, a 
small village in arid northwest Mexico. Sonora is a major 
mining region lacking in- depth studies on women in this 
sector. We also contribute to FPE by analyzing how these 
roles shaped women’s experiences with LSM related to 
career and livelihood advancement, gendered workplace 
politics, and household dynamics. In general, we found 
that the higher wages women earned in a limited agrarian 
labor market, in part, silenced opposition to the longer- 
term environmental and livelihood impacts of mining in 
this community, but these benefits and dangers were not 
equally distributed within the community and among 
women.

Women working in regular and outsourced positions in 
mining (roles 1, 2, and 4), including operational and man-
agerial jobs, are exposed to safety risks in their work, lack 
adequate facilities and clothing in remote exploration 
areas, and must also contend with new dangers like drug 

Table 1. Summary of roles of women in mining and their related positive (+) or negative (-) effects.

Roles of women Socioeconomic and livelihood effects Environmental and health effects

1. Women who work in the 
mining production process 
directly dependent on the 
mining company

•	 Nonagrarian income (+)
•	 Professional opportunities (+)
•	 Empowerment (+)
•	 Persistent inequalities (–)
•	 Persistent glass ceiling (–)
•	 High social and family costs (–)

•	 Better health services and insurance (+)
•	 Higher risks of sickness or sudden death (–)
•	 Lower environmental quality in the workplace and the 

community (–)

2. Women who work for 
outsourcing companies in 
the mining sector

•	 Nonagrarian income (+)
•	 Persistent inequalities (–)
•	 Job insecurity (–)

•	 Higher risks of sickness or sudden death (–)
•	 Lower environmental quality in the workplace and 

community (–)
•	 Little or poor social and health insurance services (–)

3. Women who live in a 
mining community and/or 
reproduce domestic life in 
households which may or 
may not have one member 
who is a miner

•	 More financial and material resources 
available (+)

•	 Better educational opportunities (+)
•	 Better infrastructure and public services (+)
•	 Child- rearing overload (–)

•	 Impact on resources for livelihoods and/or domestic 
reproduction (+/–)

•	 Food/water insecurity (–)
•	 Impacts on environmental quality of the community (–)

4. Women who are in 
managerial or decision- 
making positions within the 
mining sector

•	 Professional opportunities (+)
•	 Empowerment (+)
•	 Persistent inequalities (–)
•	 Persistent glass ceiling (–)
•	 High social and family costs (–)

•	 Better health services and insurance (+)
•	 Exposure to long- term stress and burnout (–)
•	 Lower environmental quality in the workplace when 

working in the mining site (–)

5. Women who are political 
subjects in conflict/
cooperation relationships 
with mines

•	 Loss or deterioration of livelihoods and/or 
property (–)

•	 If in cooperation, improved access to 
resources for alternative livelihoods and 
better community infrastructure (+)

•	 Impacts on physical, mental, emotional, or sexual health (–)
•	 Exposure to environmental hazards (–)
•	 Exposure to increased violence (–)
•	 Exposure to long- term stress and burnout (–)
•	 If in cooperation, improved access to public services, which 

can include health and care (+)
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traffickers in rural locations. Women in these positions 
indicated that mining gives them a strong identity and 
sometimes empowers them within their households and 
communities. However, they pay high costs to arrange 
their family responsibilities around their jobs. Women in 
outsourced positions, part of neoliberal flexibility policies 
of globalized mining operations, had less agency and were 
more vulnerable: they were even less likely to advance 
within mining than women in regular positions. Recent 
networks of women miners within the national Mexican 
mining labor union formed with women in other industries 
for greater gender equality offer a glimmer of hope for 
women in Cucurpe (Solidarity Center AFL- CIO, 2017); it 
remains to be seen if both permanent and temporary 
women miners could benefit.

Using an FPE analysis, we examined the ways in which 
these material relationships and experiences were medi-
ated by challenging political environments for women who 
must stand their ground vis-á-vis mining companies, miner 
colleagues, and their own household and community mem-
bers. All women miners interviewed mentioned major 
impediments to career advancement, because of a macho 
work culture and lack of recognition of gendered work-
loads outside the mines. Women are able to exert some 
pressure on mining companies and the government to use 
mining revenue to bring scholarships, infrastructure and 
income- generation projects to their communities, but their 
influence also depended on their capacity to participate in 
formal, community decision- making structures, which are 
characterized by traditional, gender- based inequalities 
related to decision- making capacity.

For those women who depend more on agrarian livelihoods 
and do not work directly in the mine (role 3), lack of legal 
access to resources is a major obstacle to their ability to negoti-
ate with mining companies even though their livelihoods can 
be compromised. In rural Cucurpe considerable volumes of 
scarce groundwater are diverted for mining with inadequate 
water pollution prevention measures developed. Similarly, 
land concessions are extensive and long- standing, favoring 
land use for extractive industries, in the hands of companies 
instead of communities, much less in the hands of women.

Despite the problematic position of mines in rural com-
munities, they play an important role for some women. 
This is due to low remuneration for agricultural jobs and 
for crops, paucity of available rural nonagricultural 
employment for women, and lack of jobs with comparable 
remuneration to mining. Even women with low educa-
tional attainment can earn more. Women hired directly by 
the mine receive superior benefits than subcontracted 
workers do. This labor market context makes them less 
likely to overtly resist the entry and persistence of 
extractive activities in their community. Some women 
like Marta and Karla have been able to develop higher- 
end businesses like consulting firms related to mining, but 
they were more educated than most women and men and 

even said that career advancement was more difficult for 
women.

Women who endure and are promoted in mining are 
those who negotiate a more equal distribution of house-
work and childcare among themselves, spouses, and oth-
ers. However, they sometimes face resentment and 
resistance from family and community members for their 
courage to enlarge the public space they occupy due to 
their mining jobs and from female mining colleagues for 
any upward mobility. Inclusion of their voices and FPE 
analysis shed light on the dynamic interconnections 
between the social, economic, and environmental impacts 
of LSM on Sonoran women in their careers, homes and 
communities, and their agency to shape these spaces.
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Notes

1. Our translation from original in Spanish.
2. Mining has been a historic, although nondominant activity in 

Cucurpe (Sheridan, T. 1988. Where the Dove Calls. The Political 
Ecology of a Peasant Corporate Community in Northwest 
Mexico. Tucson: The University of Arizona).

3. See http:// wimmexico. org. mx/ (accessed July 11, 2019).
4. Although we did not find official data for water consumption, 

Premier Gold’s 2018 technical report states that the mine uses 
9,000–15,000 m3 of water per month, most of it groundwater 
extracted from the mine tunnels’ perforations. This is a signifi-
cant volume for a mine in a semiarid region like Cucurpe. The 
local municipal representative and Carmen (role 3 above) re-
ported no impact so far on the water sources for agriculture in 
the community.

References

Akiwumi FA (2011) Transnational mining corporations and 
sustainable resource- based livelihoods in Sierra Leone. 
Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography 32(1): 53–70.  DOI:  
10. 1111/ j. 1467- 9493. 2011. 00419.x

Behzadi NE (2019) Women miners’ exclusion and Muslim 
masculinities in Tajikistan: A feminist political ecology of 
honor and shame. Geoforum 100(2019): 144–152.

Belasko LA (2012) Corazón de la Tierra. Mujeres en la Minería. 
Energía 12(70): 1–16.

Belasko LA (2014) Mujeres en la Minería. Frente de Trabajadores 
de La Energia de Mexico. Energía 14(282): 16–28.



Lutz- Ley and Buechler 83

Bell SE and Braun YA (2010) Coal, identity, and the gendering of 
environmental justice activism in central Appalachia. Gender 
& Society 24(6): 794–813.  DOI:  10. 1177/ 0891 2432 10387277

Binoy P (2017) Darly and her battle with the sand- mining mafia: 
Tracing a feminist geopolitics of feat in the production of 
nature. Human Geography 10(2): 37–53.  DOI:  10. 1177/ 1942 
7786 1701 000203

Bracamonte Sierra A, Lara Enríquez BE and Borbón Almada MI 
(1997) El desarrollo de la industria minera sonorense: El 
retorno a la producción de metales preciosos. Región y 
sociedad 8(13-14): 39–75.  DOI:  10. 22198/ rys. 1997. 13- 14. 
a1136

Brain KA (2017) The impacts of mining on livelihoods in the Andes: 
A critical overview. The Extractive Industries and Society 4(2): 
410–418.  DOI:  10. 1016/ j. exis. 2017. 03. 001

Browning- Aiken A (2000) The transformation of Mexican copper 
miners: The dynamics of social agency and mineral policy 
as economic development tools. PhD Thesis, School of 
Anthropology, University of Arizona, Tucson, USA.

Buechler S (2015) Climate- water challenges and gendered 
adaptation strategies in Rayón, a riparian community in Sonora, 
Mexico. In: Buechler S and Hanson AM (eds) A political 
ecology of women, water and global environmental change. 
New York: Routledge, 99–177.

Buechler S and Hanson AM (eds) (2015) A Political Ecology of 
Women, Water and Global Environmental Change. New York: 
Routledge.

Buechler S and Lutz- Ley A (2019) Livelihoods with multiple 
stressors: Gendered youth decision- making under global 
change in rural northwest Mexico. Environment and Planning 
E: Nature and Space 21(4): 1–24.  DOI:  10. 1177/ 2514 8486 
19878603

Castro- Ramírez A, Zapata Martelo E, Pérez Olvera M and Martínez 
Corona G (2015) Desposesión, minería Y transformaciones 
en La vida de la población de Cedros, Zacatecas, México. 
OXÍMORA Revista Internacional de Ética y Política 7: 276–
299.

Grobmann K, Padmanabhan M and Von Braun K (2017) Contested 
development in Indonesia: Rethinking ethnicity and gender in 
mining. Austrian Journal of South- East Asian Studies 10(1): 
11–28.

Hilson G, Hilson A, Maconachie R, McQuilken J and 
Goumandakoye H (2017) Artisanal and small- scale mining 
(ASM) in sub- Saharan Africa: Re- conceptualizing formalization 
and ‘illegal’ activity. Geoforum 83(2017): 80–90.  DOI:  10. 
1016/ j. geoforum. 2017. 05. 004

Himley M (2011) El género y la edad frente a las reconfiguraciones 
de los medios de subsistencia originados por la minería en el 
Perú. Apuntes: Revista de Ciencias Sociales 38(68): 7–35.  DOI:  
10. 21678/ apuntes. 68. 618

Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía (2015) México en 
cifras- Sonora- Cucurpe, 2015. Available at: https://www. inegi. 
org. mx/ app/ areasgeograficas/? ag= 26# (accessed 5 May 2019).

Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía (2016) Censos 
Económicos 2014. Sonora. Aguascalientes, Mexico: INEGI.

Instituto Nacional de las Mujeres, Gobierno de Mexico (2019) Las 
mujeres rurales producen más del 50% de la producción de 
alimentos en México. Blog. 15 October. Available at: https://
www. gob. mx/ inmujeres/ articulos/ las- mujeres- rurales- agentes- 
clave- para- el- desarrollo- sostenible (accessed 20 December 
2019).

Jenkins K (2014) Women, mining and development: An emerging 
research agenda. The Extractive Industries and Society 1(2): 
329–339.  DOI:  10. 1016/ j. exis. 2014. 08. 004

Kaggwa M (2019) Interventions to promote gender equality in the 
mining sector of South Africa. The Extractive Industries and 
Society.  DOI:  10. 1016/ j. exis. 2019. 03. 015

Kotsadam A and Tolonen A (2016) African mining, gender, and 
local employment. World Development 83(2016): 325–339.  
DOI:  10. 1016/ j. worlddev. 2016. 01. 007

Lahiri- Dutt K (ed) (2011) Gendering the Field: Towards Sustainable 
Livelihoods for Mining Communities. ANU E- Press.

Lahiri- Dutt K (2015a) The feminisation of mining. Geography 
Compass 9(9): 523–541.  DOI:  10. 1111/ gec3. 12229

Lahiri- Dutt K (2015b) Understanding water access in mining areas. 
In: Buechler S and Hanson AM (eds) A political ecology of 
women, water and global environmental change. New York: 
Routledge, 38–57.

Lozeva S and Marinova D (2010) Negotiating gender: Experience 
from Western Australian mining industry. Journal of Economic 
and Social Policy 13(2): Article 7.

Lutz- Ley AN (2016) Human adaptation to social and environmental 
change in rural communities of the San Miguel Watershed 
in arid northwest Mexico. PhD Thesis, Arid Lands Resource 
Sciences, University of Arizona, Tucson, USA.

Mayes R and Pini B (2014) The Australian mining industry and 
the ideal mining woman: Mobilizing a public business case for 
gender equality. Journal of Industrial Relations 56(4): 527–
546.  DOI:  10. 1177/ 0022 1856 13514206

Mercier L and Gier J (2007) Reconsidering women and gender 
in mining. History Compass 5(3): 995–1001.  DOI:  10. 1111/ j. 
1478- 0542. 2007. 00398.x

Mukherjee S (2014) Mining and women: The case of the Maria 
of Chhattisgarh. Social Change 44(2): 229–247.  DOI:  10. 1177/ 
0049 0857 14525500

O’Faircheallaigh C and Corbett T (2016) Understanding and 
improving policy and regulatory responses to artisanal and 
small scale mining. The Extractive Industries and Society 3(4): 
961–971.  DOI:  10. 1016/ j. exis. 2016. 11. 002

Premier Gold Ltd (2018) Technical Report on the Mercedes Gold- 
Silver Mine, Sonora State, Mexico. NI 43-101 Report. Premier 
Gold Ltd.

Rocheleau D, Thomas- Slayter B and Wangari E (1996) Feminist 
political ecology: Global issues and local experience. New 
York: Routledge.

Salazar H and Rodríguez M (2015) Miradas en el territorio. Cómo 
hombres y mujeres enfrentan la minería. Heinrich Böll Stiftung- 
México, Centroamérica y El Caribe: Mexico.

Servicio Geológico Mexicano (2017) Panorama Minero del Estado 
de Sonora. SGM: Diciembre 2017. Mexico.

https://www.inegi.org.mx/app/areasgeograficas/?ag=26#
https://www.inegi.org.mx/app/areasgeograficas/?ag=26#
https://www.gob.mx/inmujeres/articulos/las-mujeres-rurales-agentes-clave-para-el-desarrollo-sostenible
https://www.gob.mx/inmujeres/articulos/las-mujeres-rurales-agentes-clave-para-el-desarrollo-sostenible
https://www.gob.mx/inmujeres/articulos/las-mujeres-rurales-agentes-clave-para-el-desarrollo-sostenible


Human Geography 13(1)84

Solidarity Center AFL- CIO (2017) Breaking Ground: Mexico’s 
Miners Push for Workers’ Rights. Available at: https://www. 
solidaritycenter. org/ photostory/ breaking- ground- mexicos- 
miners- push- worker- rights/ (accessed 28 December 2019).

Tetreault D (2016) Free- market mining in Mexico. Critical 
Sociology 42(4-5): 643–659.  DOI:  10. 1177/ 0896 9205 14540188

Viteri CN (2017) Territoriality, Narratives and Violence: Stories 
of Eight Women Living in the Presence of a Large- Scale Mine 
in Ecuador. Master’s Thesis 153, International Development, 
Community and Environment (IDCE) Program. Worcester, 
USA: Clark University.

Author Biographies

América Lutz- Ley, PhD, is a professor researcher at the 
Center of Studies on Development, at El Colegio de Sonora, 
in Mexico. She holds a PhD in arid lands resource sciences 
from the University of Arizona (2012-2016), an MA degree 
in social sciences with focus in public affairs from El Colegio 
de Sonora (2008-2010), and a BA degree in psychology from 
the Universidad de Sonora (2002-2007). Her award- winning 
research for her master program focused on the role and fea-
tures of organized civil society (NGOs) networks around 
environmental issues in Mexico. Later, this focus broadened 
to consider the social and institutional factors contributing to 
global change adaptation in northwest Mexico- Southwest 
US in critical aspects of human development, such as water 
security, rural sustainable livelihoods, gendered 

environmental impacts of change, adaptation policies, and 
local development and adaptation strategies. Since August 
2017, she works at El Colegio de Sonora, where she teaches 
a graduate course on sustainability and development. 
América is also member of the National Researchers System 
in Mexico (level: Candidate).

Stephanie Buechler, PhD, is an associate research scientist 
in environmental policy and an associate research professor 
at the Udall Center; and an associate research professor in 
the School of Geography and Development at the University 
of Arizona. Buechler holds a PhD in sociology from 
Binghamton University (2001), an MA in public affairs from 
Cornell University (1992), and a BA in political science form 
Haverford College (1989). Her research focusses on gen-
dered natural resource use under changing environmental 
conditions in rural, peri- urban and urban settings; gender, 
agriculture and renewable energy projects and gender and 
mining. She has conducted research in Guanajuato, Zacatecas 
and Sonora, Mexico; Tucson, Arizona and upstate New York, 
USA; Hyderabad and Uttarakhand, India; and Tegucigalpa, 
Honduras and will soon embark on research on gendered 
livelihoods and environmental displacement due to climate 
change in Argentina. She is also affiliated with the Institute 
for the Environment; Gender and Women's Studies; and 
Latin American Studies at the University of Arizona, Tucson, 
Arizona, USA.

https://www.solidaritycenter.org/photostory/breaking-ground-mexicos-miners-push-worker-rights/
https://www.solidaritycenter.org/photostory/breaking-ground-mexicos-miners-push-worker-rights/
https://www.solidaritycenter.org/photostory/breaking-ground-mexicos-miners-push-worker-rights/

	Mining and women in northwest Mexico: a feminist political ecology approach to impacts on rural livelihoods
	Abstract
	Minería y mujeres en el noroeste de México: Un acercamiento desde la ecología política feminista a los impactos sobre medios de vida rurales
	Resumen
	Palabras clave
	Mining and women in northwest Mexico
	A feminist political ecology of women in LSM
	Research methods
	Identification of women’s roles in relation to mining
	Study site
	Semistructured interviews

	Results: positioning women in mining
	Income and professional development
	Empowerment and autonomy
	Family and social relations
	Environmental, social, and health hazards

	Diverse roles, fair trade-offs?
	Declaration of Conflicting Interests
	Funding

	Notes
	References
	Author Biographies


