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Sometimes what you remember most is not what you have seen but what you haven’t seen. In my ten 

plus years of working along the Mexican border what I haven’t seen is green – the green of fruit and 

vegetables being grown in people’s back yards. The reality is that communities like Palomas, Mexico or 

the area on the west edge of Juárez are “vegetable deserts.” Not only are vegetables not grown but it is 

almost impossible to buy them. 

Border Partners, a non-profit formed in 2008 by Peter and Polly Edmunds of Deming and Helena Myers 

of Columbus, New Mexico is trying to change that in Palomas. 

When they formed Border Partners, their two main Palomas issues were the lack of jobs and the poor 

health services. With a population of less than 5,000, no real industrial base and a long drive to the 

maquila plants outside of Juárez, job creation is always going to be a struggle for Palomas. In terms of 

health, however, Border Partners has been a leader and innovator.  

Health is a huge issue in Mexico and particularly along the border. Seventeen percent of Mexican adults 

aged 20-79 have diabetes. It’s the third leading cause of death after heart disease and COVID. Mexicans 

consume more Coca Cola than any other country in the world with 634 8 ounce servings per year per 

person. ( The US is in third place with 403 servings per year.) 

Before COVID, volunteer medical personnel from the United States filled some of the gap caused by a 

lack of government supported Mexican health care. For example, the non-profit Siguiendo los Pasos de 
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Jesús (SPJ) located on the west side of Juárez hosted monthly clinics that were provided by volunteer 

medical personnel from El Paso. 

Starting in 2015, the El Paso del Norte Health Foundation began providing grants to Border Partners for 

a variety of health initiatives in Palomas and the smaller communities to the south. In 2021 these 

initiatives included. 

Delivering more than 6,000 hot meals to 25 isolated seniors every weekday. 

Providing 922 free checks for blood pressure and glucose levels. 

Providing training for pregnant women in various pregnancy related issues.  

One on one counseling for 20 pregnant women and girls. 

School workshops regarding COVID prevention. 

Individual support to 42 gardeners who have greenhouses. 

Providing food for the community through its two large greenhouses. 

Offering 177 free Zumba exercise classes and organized one community bicycle event for 40 

participants. 

Organizing three training sessions for its “promotoras” related to pregnancy, early childhood 

development and nutrition. 

Making two deliveries a month of food to three small communities to the south– Modelo, El Entronque 

and Victoria. I participated in a delivery to Modelo last September and the need was enormous. 

What Border Partners is doing, however, goes beyond simply providing food. The larger goal is to 

change eating habits and encourage the consumption of fruits and vegetables. In shot, to change the 

food culture. 
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What we focused on during my February 25 visit was the gardening project, an innovative venture 

considering the relative shortage of water, the very poor soils and the lack of a culture of producing or 

even eating vegetables.  

The first step is to improve the soil by mixing manure from the nearby feedlots with what is called 

biochar, a charcoal that is produced by burning pecan shells. Border Partners has produced a biochar 

stove that can be used both for home heating and for burning these shells. It was designed by Bill 

Knauss of Silver City and Adrian Acuna of Palomas is building them in his metal shop. 

Border Partners is now working with families to help them implement this for home heating as well as 

the production of the biochar. 

In addition, 42 families already have home gardens and 12 of them have small greenhouses. 

Border Partners also has two greenhouses of its own. ( A third is planned.) The carrots, cilantro, varieties 

of lettuce, and other vegetables are used in the preparation of the meals for the 25 seniors. In addition, 

some bedding is to be packed in small boxes and taken to local schools so that students can learn how 

to produce vegetables themselves. What’s obvious, however, is that it doesn’t take much space to 

produce enough for a family. 

How will this turn out? Will the initial families stick with the program of making the biochar? Can more 

families participate? Will the students begin encouraging their parents regarding a change of diet. 

I think also of the barren terrain in the area west of Juárez where SPJ works. SPJ has exercise programs 

and will soon, we hope, be able to resume its twice-monthly health clinics. But what about a vegetable 

program there modeled on the work of Border Partners? 
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For years I’ve been making monthly trips to deliver food and clothing to the border but that’s just for 

temporary survival. What Border Partners is doing very different and much more important; it’s a 

project that is permanently changing life styles and culture. Congratulations and best wishes. 

Morgan Smith has been writing about border issues for the last decade. He can be reached at Morgan-

smith@comcast.net. 

 


