
T
he Santiago R

iver:
A

 C
ase of E

nvironm
ental Injustice

M
ichelle

E
vangelista

T
hesis D

irector: D
r. T

yler M
cC

reary -D
ept. of G

eography
The Tyler C

enter for G
lobal Studies U

ndergraduate R
esearch A

w
ard

The Santiago R
iver flow

s through the m
unicipalities of El 

Salto and Juanacatlán in G
uadalajara, Jalisco. B

etw
een the 

tw
o m

unicipalities is Juanacatlán Falls, a once-popular 
w

aterfall (note figure 1). O
f 280 industrial w

astew
ater 

discharges in the area, 266 go to the Santiago river 
(M

cC
ulligh et al., 2007, p.12). 
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G
eneral them

es from
 interview

s included:
1. Santiago R

iver Sanctuary -num
erous residents responded said it w

as a paradise w
ith m

uch 
flora, fauna, and clean w

ater for the com
m

unity to live off.
O

ne resident recalled w
hen he could sw

im
 in the river and the various anim

als that lived there:
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•
Sulfuric sm

ell from
 river, can perm

eate closed doors
•

M
osquitoes that are active 24/7

•
The w

ater has elevated levels of lead, m
ercury, 

chrom
ium

, cobalt, arsenic, fecal coliform
, and other 

carcinogens (G
onzalez et al., 2009, p.714).

•
The w

aterfall creates neurotoxin hydrogen sulfide, w
hich 

can cause fatigue, headaches, declined m
em

ory, 
irritability, and poor m

otor function, as w
ell as irritating 

the eyes, nose, and throat (M
cC

ulligh et al., 2007, p.28). 
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Photo of Juanacatlán Falls from
 M

ay 21, 
2022. The rail in the im

age is about 10 years 
old.
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The application of environm
ental justice concepts can 

expand understanding of circum
stances on the Santiago 

R
iver. 

●
Environm

ental justice refers to the processes and 
procedures used to ensure the fair distribution of 
environm

ental issues and burdens (Zim
m

erm
an 1993, 

p. 633). 
●

D
istribution refers to differences betw

een w
ho bears 

the costs and experiences the benefits (M
artin et al., 

2016, p. 254). 
●

Procedural justice refers to w
ho is able to

participate in 
environm

ental decisions-m
aking (Lake, 1996, p. 164). 

●
R

ecognition refers to the consideration and respect of 
different identities and 
D

ocum
ent analysis and sem

i-structured interview
s w

ere 
conducted based on these concepts.

M
ethodology

The interview
 questions w

ere divided into 5 different categories:
1.Inform

ation about resident, how
 they interpret their environm

ent, and their experiences w
ith 

activism
2.H

ow
 the Santiago river w

as used and the relationship betw
een the river and the com

m
unity, in 

the past and present, and how
 use and the relationship has changed over tim

e.
3.H

ow
 residents interpret the governm

ent’s (federal, state, and m
unicipal) efforts and governance 

of the Santiago R
iver and im

proving it
4.D

istribution of im
pact and benefits from

 the river's pollution  
5.W

ho they believe is responsible for the pollution and how
 they should be held responsible

20 Interview
s w

ere conducted am
ongst residents of El Salto and Juanacatlán, w

ith som
e being 

activists in the local non-profit organization, U
n Salto de V

ida. 

D
iscussion

Postal Stam
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n.
C

ourtesy of A
rquím

ides Flores

2. Sim
ilar observations about the Santiago river today, that it is a place of pain and 

suffering for the com
m

unity, as one resident states:

“N
o, pues im

agínate, yo crecí en el río Santiago por com
o quien dice, porque yo ya lo iba a 

bañarm
e, allá m

e enseñó a nadar com
o a los 7 años. Y

 yo nadaba en el río porque el agua iba 
lim

pia, podíam
os tom

ar agua del río.  Salvajería agua del río si podíam
os en ese tiem

po.  Y
 

este había m
ucha fauna.  M

ucha flora, o sea que.  H
abía patos, tortugas, ranas, carpas, bagres. 

. .  culebras. . . chacales.  Pues sí, m
illones de patos que había, *m

illones* que llegaban a la 
orilla del río”. 
"N

o, w
ell im

agine, I grew
 up in the Santiago R

iver because I used to go there to bathe, he 
taught m

e to sw
im

 there w
hen I w

as 7 years old. A
nd I sw

am
 in the river because the w

ater 
w

as clean, w
e could drink w

ater from
 the river.  W

e could take w
ater from

 the river if w
e 

could at that tim
e.  A

nd this one had a lot of w
ildlife.  A

 lot of flora, I m
ean.  T

here w
ere 

ducks, turtles, frogs, carp, catfish . . . snakes . . . jackals.  W
ell yes, m

illions of ducks there 
w

ere, *m
illions* that cam

e to the riverbank." Interview
ee 3

“Sufridos com
o es él son los lugares de sufrim

iento, pues no por el progreso de la zona 
m

etropolitana del país. N
o, no puede ser de Santiago, hoy es todo lo contrario, es m

uerte, 
es tristeza, es dolor, es frustraciones, coraje, rabia. “

"Suffered as he is the places of suffering, not because of the progress of the m
etropolitan 

area of the country. 
N

o, it cannot be from
 Santiago, today it is the opposite, it is death, it is sadness, it is pain, it 

is frustrations, anger, rage. " Interview
ee 13

3. D
istrust in governm

ent action and a lack of governm
ent action, from

 the federal, state, 
and m

unicipal. 

“E
l G

obierno no ha podido con este río.  ¿D
im

e, podrá por tanta corrupción?” 
"T

he governm
ent has not been able to handle this river. T

ell m
e, w

ill it be able to because 
of so m

uch corruption?" Interview
ee 1

R
esults

O
verall, the interview

s revealed a com
m

on 
understanding of the river’s history, presence, and 
governance w

ithin the tow
ns of El Salto and Juanacatlán. 

M
any of the interview

ees revealed sim
ilar ideas across 

the 5 different categories:
1.Their current environm

ent is not ideal and cannot 
support life of anything.

2.The relationship betw
een the com

m
unity and the river 

in the past w
as supportive and m

utually beneficial, 
w

hile today, there is a negative relationship
3.There is a lack of trust in governm

ent actions, 
governm

ent officials, and prom
ises about im

proving 
the Santiago R

iver.
4.C

hildren and the elderly are the m
ost im

pacted by the 
river’s pollution.

5.Industries, the governm
ent, and even the com

m
unity 

(El Salto and Juanacatlán) is responsible for the 
pollution. Som

e ideas for justice include fines, jail, 
and seeking legal action on an international scale.

M
ore w

ork needs to be done on transcribing, and then 
connecting interview

 content to docum
ents. 

Figure 1 -Stereo card of “M
ajestic Juanacatlán Falls -

The Pride of M
exico”
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Eight-year-old M
iguel A

ngel Lopez 
R

ocha. C
ourtesy of Type Investigations.
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