Chapter Two - Latin American Mom and Pop 
     How great it is to be back home, and a big thing that brought me back to Latin America is Latin American economics.  This you see is a very special type of economics, it is an economics that is good for the soul.  Yes, an economics that is good for the soul.  I’m referring really to the commerce of Latin America.  It is a commerce that I have seen since my days growing up in Venezuela.  And now I have seen it in my 7 years of travelling around Latin America.  It is a type of commerce that is part of the community.  It is built right in, not separated, but built right in. It fuses with the people, with the citizens of the community.  It’s like there’s no distinction, no separation, between buyers and sellers.  They both go out there and blend together in a messy chaotic pure joy of free enterprise.  They interact, they walk by each other, they say “buenos dias”, they live close to each other or not far from one another, their walls - wall after wall - all eventually connected, their buildings run together, there is this both physical and spiritual attachment of commerce and community, It is really just a continuum that makes up a thriving healthy community, a long chain of connection running east, west, south, north throughout the entire town.  That is Latin America. That is the commerce and community of Latin America.
     It’s morning now and all the little shops open the big garage doors. Just unlock the padlock and push up the big door and we are open for business.  And our neighbour businesses do the same all somewhere usually between 8 and 9.  They open and then out comes the bucket of soapy water for cleaning the sidewalk.  That is an obligatory and traditional thing – wash down the sidewalk. The pedestrian got to be a little careful cuz it might be a bit slippery, but no problem and those cleaning will always be courteous giving passage to the pedestrians. It’s a wonderful sight and now bright and early in the morning Latin America is open for business.
     In and around this whole scene, you will likely here some roosters crowing.  Well, actually they have been crowing since like 4 in the morning, but that’s ok, they’re part of the show, they’re a sign of a healthy community where roosters and humans live together.  And the chickens are laying their eggs, not in far off industrial farms, bur somewhere nearby, and then the eggs are brought down to sell fresh and local to the little stores and restaurants and coffee shops where the community is now gathering to sip their local brew and gossip and talk politics.  Yes, Latin America has woken up, from Chile to Mexico, and it’s a celebration.        
     Latin America has woken up and many folks head bright and early to the “mercados” to buy fresh produce, meat, or maybe to get breakfast.  The mercados of Latin America are an absolute odyssey, an adventure, a blast to the senses.  As soon as you walk in, if it’s your first time and even not if it is not your first time, it’s a bit of oh my God!  This is crazy in here!  You have now in front of you a kind of cluster fuck shopping smorgasbord market maze with narrow little walkways and passages and people going in all directions all over the place, and lots of getting out of the way.  Everyone is generally pleasant and nice, but you often have to make room and scoot over that way or this way quite a bit.  There is a bit of bumping and touching so be ready to get intimate.  I have been in many of these mercados, both big and small, all the way from Chile to Mexico and they never fail me.  I always find what I want.  Once in the mercado in Valle de Bravo, Mexico I found a food stand that had rattlesnake tacos.  Yup, I tried rattlesnake tacos and didn’t particularly care for the taste.  The rattlesnakes in jars in some sort of liquid were a bit disconcerting.        
     Yes, the mercados of Latin America are quite the experience, and what always sort of freaks me out are the meat stands with their huge slabs of meat just dangling from above. Oh my God, it just does not look to sanitary!  Sometimes, you also find fish of different types, and the smell of fish overwhelms the nose as you walk by.  Typically, mercados also carry clothing items, caps, hats, plastic objects and basically you name it, I mean like everything. At this point in the process, I have made my way through mercados in Guatemala, Peru, and Colombia, Mexico, Costa Rica, and Chile, and a few times I’ve even gotten lost wondering if I would ever get out.          
     Once out of the mercado and back on the streets, commerce and community continue to dance and celebrate.  It is so vibrant, so fun to see, so awesome to be a part of.  Some folks head over to the magazine and newspaper stands as it’s time to read up on the news or gossip. In Mexico, many head bright and early to the local tamale cart to buy fresh tamales, and maybe a “cafecito”.  Of course, many folks will walk to the local coffee shop for their “cafecito”, where I proudly and religiously take part every morning in my religion of coffee.  In my 7 years of travelling around Latin America, I estimate I have now had 5,000 “cafecitos” and not one of those was a damn Starbucks “cafecito”.  I go for the local joints, my mom-and-pop coffee if you will.            
     Yes indeed, I am free to go, free to roam, and free to find the best local coffee.  I can share you with you a few of my fav coffee experiences and adventures.  The first one comes from the awesome little mountain coffee town in Colombia called Jardin.  Jardin is located several hours by bus from Medellin, and when I got off the bus in Jardin, I immediately fell in love with the town.  Jardin has a beautiful central plaza, and the town is surrounded by green lush hills and mountains.  Yes, Jardin is Colombia at its very best.  
     There are all these little, local coffee shops located around the central plaza in Jardin that open really early, some as early as 6.  That’s perfect for an early bird like me who likes to catch the worm and start the day with a cup of coffee.  Yes, I bow to the bean bright and early every morning.  
     What’s really neat about all these coffee shops in Jardin is that later in the day and at night they turn into bars.  Yup, from coffee to booze they go, and the locals go to these cantinas to drink their beers and sing songs.  There was one Colombian song they were playing in particular, and they played it over and over, and all the people in Jardin knew all the lyrics.  The song is called “Dulce Pecado”, and it is by the Colombian singer Jesse Uribe.  “Dulce Pecado” means “Sweet Sin” and the song involves a prohibited love.  I mean everyone in the bars were singing “Dulce Pecado” and finally I was too cuz it’s very catchy.  
     I also had some wonderful coffee experiences in southern Colombia in the town of San Agustin.  This is coffee growing country, and I had the opportunity to visit a small coffee farm, pretty much a religious experience.  The farm is owned by Argemio Gonzales and is about a half hour out of San Agustin further up in the hills where coffee and the banana crop mix.  That mixture of coffee cultivation and banana trees makes for a delightful scene, green and peaceful and entirely beautiful. I was able to go out and pick some coffee cherries. That’s how the coffee beans come at first, inside a cherry.  The green cherries are the ones that are not quite ripe, and the red ones are ripe and ready to be picked.  I nearly filled a whole bucket of coffee cherries, although my pace was far slower than the couple of farm workers.  It felt great to give back some labour to the bean that has brought me so much joy over so many years.  
     My visit to Argemios coffee farm was a great day.  While during the tour of the farm, Argemio laid out for me some coffee economics.  It is the basic economics of small-scale coffee farming, what we can call mom and pop coffee farming. He told me that his farm and thousands of other small coffee farms in Colombia and other Latin American countries face major obstacles.  Because of these obstacles, many of these coffee farms barely scrape by, and worse, thousands have gone under.  Then, the farmer and his families must make that very difficult choice, they are forced to leave, moving typically to the cities in hopes of finding work.  This is simply the reality of coffee economics, and it is the reality for 1,000s and 1,000s of small coffee farmers in Latin America.  What is this coffee economics?  Here is the basic lay out. These 1,000s of small coffee farmers have virtually zero market power, and that means zero bargaining power.  Because there are so many, no one coffee farmer has much say in the sale price of the coffee.  This price is determined by the overall global market for coffee, and what that means is that at a micro level, the coffee farmer really has no choice but to take the price offered to them by the buyer.  Argemio explained to me that the wholesalers come out to his farm to purchase his coffee, and that the wholesalers “negotiate” the price they want.  They tell Argemio this is the price we will buy per sack of coffee – take it or leave it.  With so many other coffee farmers around, the buyer can just say “adios” to Argemio or any other coffee farmer who tries to sell at a higher price.  Yes, this is how it works.   American family farms have long encountered the same thing, falling victim, if you will, to their own large numbers and also to the middle men and the giant processed food retailers.  Today, these American farmers find that it is better, when possible, to take their produce directly to the consumer at farmer’s markets across the US, and thus take out both the middle man and the mega retailers.   
     
     Latin America wakes up with its coffee and another day of commerce unfolds.  It’s really like a show, a show of real free enterprise, an economist’s delight!  One can roam around the central districts of Latin American towns and cities and be absolutely amazed at the totality of small-scale commerce.  I have seen it in my travels since 2017 in so many places – in Pereira, Colombia, in Lima, Peru, in Arica, Chile, in Panajachel, Guatemala, in Orizaba, Mexico to name just a few.  
     Much of the Latin American economy is still a shopping paradise, a wonderful land of mom and pop available for the local folks and visitors - everything is out there at low prices, and within easy walking distance.  That’s what crazy amounts of competition does, and consumers end up being the big winners.  It is indeed a true free market – a bit crazy, a bit of shoving and pushing here and there and watch where you’re going, the world of unregulated, chaotic, disorganized, quirky economics.  One of my favourite examples of this type of economics comes from Tlayacapan, Mexico.  This town is located just a couple of hours from Mexico City, and a lot of the city folks come to Tlayacapan on the weekend to get away, eat, shop and party.  Oh, how they love their micheladas in Mexico!  On a recent Sunday I took a slow stroll down the main tourist street and was amazed at the amount of sidewalk and street action. I give you now a bit of the observed inventory I saw for sale in just a couple of blocks. There were raspados, frapes, chamoyadas, churros, ladies bags, hammocks, pottery, pastries, jewellery, fruit and vegetables, honey, chapulin in buckets (grasshoppers), corn on the cob, plants, little toys, horchata and Jamaica juices, sunglasses, coffee, flowers, lampshades, paintings including one of Pancho Villa, Frida, and a little piggy wearing a hat and rolling a small grocery cart full of Coronas, a guy carrying a box of socks, and many street booths with tables and chairs set out selling all sorts of Mexican classics like sopes, huaraches, tlacoyos, tacos, and quesadillas and all filled with hungry customers with no seats to spare.  Now that’s free enterprise unleashed!  
     Yes indeed, free enterprise is what I find in my travels throughout Latin America.  I’ve got five of my fav and important places that are always entirely local and wonderfully mom and pop.  First, it’s the “pacas”.  Oh yes, the “pacas”!  These are kind of claustrophobic, somewhat disorganized used clothing stores of Latin America, and I have my two favourites, one in San Cristobal de Las Casas, Mexico and the other in Panajachel, Guatemala.  I say they are my favourites because they never fail me.  Whatever I go in looking for I find, t-shirts, long sleeve shirts, sweat pants, sweat shirts, sweaters, jeans, you name it as far as clothing. T-shirts are always the most fun to look for cuz they always have so many interesting and funny things written on them.  These shirts are brought down in mass from the United States so it’s all in English.  I’ve got one now that says in front “National Sarcasm Society – as if we care”, with the yellow rectangle above, a spin-off of course from the National Geographic Society.
     Indeed, I get all my clothes from the pacas, and I did all my typing for this book at cyber shops.  These are the little local shops that rent time on the computer, and I typed up this entire book at cyber shops in Mexico, Guatemala, and Honduras.  The rental rate usually comes out to about one dollar per hour.  For me, it’s the case of have USB, will travel.  I can take that USB with me, stick it into the next computer and write to my heart’s content.  I have found cyber shops all throughout Latin America, even in the smallest of towns.  Actually, there was no cyber shop in the very small town of La Tenencia Lazero Cardenas in the state of Michoacan, Mexico, but no problem because just a few miles down the road I found a cyber shop in the town of Jungapeo.  
     I got my pacas, cyber shops, and now my local “lavanderia”, the local laundry where you drop off your clothes in the morning and usually by afternoon or the next day your clothes are ready, washed, dried, folded, and bagged for about 4 to 5 dollars.  Amazing!  Every once and a while, they may lose something, a pair of shorts, whatever, but no big deal because that’s why the inexpensive paca is always close by.  
     When it’s time for my haircut, then there is never any problem finding the local “barberia” or “peluqueria”.  That’s barbershop or salon.  I always try to find the old barbershop where the barber has been cutting hair for like 40 years, and the barbershop is completely retro with old paintings and photos. I found one of the those in Orizaba, Mexico and the barber told the business had been in business for something like 100 years.  I found one in San Cristobal de Las Casas, Mexico in just a tiny room with only one barber chair for the client.  The barber was an older fellow who used the clippers on me with such force that I thought he would take my scalp off.  My request is always the same at the barber shops throughout Latin America, give me a zero cut with the clippers.  Sometimes, double ask me to make sure. Yup I say, “vamos con cero porfa”.
     The last one to mention here, the number 5, are the wonderful thousands and thousands of local “panaderias” of Latin America.  These bakeries are about as mom and pop as you can get, and always the various breads and pastries are fresh and very inexpensive.  I mean these bakeries are almost not fair.  They are a huge temptation and usually I give in when I walk by as both the sight and smell is like a gigantic hook.  In Panajachel, Guatemala, I’ve got two bakeries where I can get a fresh loaf of delightful banana bread for about 2.25 US.  My favourites are always the cream filled pastries, custard crème yes!
     
     I really enjoy sharing my examples and experiences of mom-and-pop Latin America.  I’m basically showing off Latin America.  It’s such an amazing contrast to the economics and commerce of the United States.  In the US, there is very little mom and pop.  In the US, it is the world of the giants and their thousands and thousands of chains and franchises. It’s big corporate world where everything looks the same, is the same.  Yes, the giants rule in the US imposing their standardization on commerce and the economy.  That’s what I had to get away from.  I travel and walk free now in the beautiful quirky free and open commerce of Latin America.  In chapter 5, I give an explanation for the huge difference between economics and commerce in Latin America and in the United States.  For now, just a bit of a teaser if you will; it is the regulatory state, the imperialist regulatory state of the United States that attacks economics freedoms, those of both consumers and producers.  Mom and pop in Latin America can thrive and survive because no such imperialist regulatory state exists, not at anywhere close to the levels found in the United States anyway.  True small-scale enterprise exists in mass and flourishes because the government at all levels essentially stays out, and when there are rules and regulations there are often largely ignored and/or not enforced.  Largely ignored and/or not enforced?  Is that good or bad?  Interesting question!                        
         Yes indeed, small-scale thrives in Latin America in an economic environment that is free from overpowering rules and regulations, but that’s not to say Latin America does not also have its giants.  Oh indeed, there are giants!  Of course, there are large corporations operating in Latin America and their chains and franchises expand out into many communities.  What this gives us then in Latin America is sort of an interesting coexistence between the very smallest and the very largest, and plus a whole bunch of in between.  The giants are there in Latin America, and their existence and control of certain markets is likely the result of various forces and factors.  Sure, that’s economics 101where such things as brand loyalty, massive marketing and economies of scale produce oligopoly and even sometimes monopoly situations.  The 2Bs, beer, and banking are two good examples.   Quite a few countries in Latin America have their national beer(s) and that particular beer(s) dominates national sales.  For example, in Guatemala it’s Gallo.  Yup, Gallo!  In Nicaragua, the two main beers are Toña and La Victoria, and in Belize it’s Belikin, and in Costa Rica it’s Imperial. I remember from my days growing up in Venezuela that its Polar.  We could probably say for Mexico that it’s Corona, although Mexico, being a larger country, has several other very popular beers.  Why this kind of domination in some Latin American countries by just one a couple of beers?  It may have something to do with a long cultural tradition associated with that particular beer in creating a solid permanent consumer loyalty, and this probably combined with aggressive marketing by that particular beer company.  Sure, that’s what the big enterprise can do – market the hell out of the product.  It’s likely also that there are some substantial economies of scale in beer production.  Of course, we can make that swill beer at per unit lower costs per unit costs because of the specialization of production resources and mass production techniques, and the ability of the company to buy its production resources in bulk and thus at discounts.
     The other big B, banks, also tend to have oligopoly power in Latin America (and throughout the world).  Sure, often in a particular country, you will find just a handful of very large banks that dominate most of the action.  I would imagine that raw and pure economies of scale are a big part of the explanation for this.  Large banks in that sense make sense. They are big because they should be.  Large banks are simply more efficient, able to unite lender and borrower in mass, make an enormous amount of loans, often make massive size loans, and better able to take on the risks of making loans.  Yes, overall, big banks make sense, and that’s exactly why they have such a dominating presence throughout the world.        
     There are many other products and services in Latin America where large corporations exert considerable market power.  They are out there and tend to coexist with the huge amount of small-scale.  That’s fine, but the problem comes in when coexistence turns into something else, it becomes cannibalism.  That is happening in various economic sectors of Latin America, that is, the big guy devouring the small.  A major case-study of this is the monster enterprise called OXXO.  OXXO is the name of huge convenience store chain corporation in Mexico, and there are thousands and thousands of OXXOs to be found like everywhere like all over Mexico, every year the OXXO empire opens many more. The calling card of the OXXOS is red and yellow.  That is their colour combination scheme on the outside of the building, the two colours that marketing psychologists say is most attractive to the eyes of consumers.      
     The OXXOs are a major concern because the expansion and growth of OXXOs throughout Mexico threatens one of the most wonderful things about Mexico - the thousands and thousands of “tienditas”.  These neighbourhood mom and pop stores are a classic of Mexico and Latin America.  You’ll find these little stores on nearly every block in every town and city Mexico and throughout Latin America.  They are usually really small, a bit cramped and tight, and you may bump your head on something as you walk through.  The “tienditas” of Mexico and Latin America are built right into the community, and they typically have all the basics, like eggs, soda, beer, milk, and candy bars, and the clerks that work in these little stores don’t have to wear any damn corporate uniform.  Yes indeed, the “tienditas” are a quintessential feature of Latin America.  
      I would imagine that the number of “tienditas” in Mexico and throughout Latin America reaches perhaps into the millions.  I mean they’re everywhere, sometimes 2 or 3 on the same block.  That’s fantastic, it’s such a spirit of community, but the concern is that one day all these small neighbourhood stores may be gone, replaced by the huge corporate convenience store chains.  This is not just some theoretical thing because that’s exactly what happened in the United States.  We used to have all those 1,000s of quirky little mom and pop convenience stores, especially out there in rural America, but they are long gone, devoured now and replaced by the giant corporate store chains where the poor employees do have to wear those damn uniforms.  
     But here’s the thing; the giants of the world like OXXO do have their advantages, advantages and benefits for consumers. The OXXOs of Mexico provide useful services for the local community, like such things as money transfers, remittances coming in from the US, paying utility and other bills, and buying minutes for your cell phone.  For many folks, it can sort of be an all-in-one shopping stop, an efficient stop at the OXXO.  The little mom and pops are unable to provide these types of services.   
     I have observed the OXXO dynamic in my travels throughout Mexico.  I’ve noticed that OXXO often tends to set up shop in the high rent, higher foot traffic parts of town and also out on the main roads and highways.  Just one example of many - there is an OXXO right at the corner of the central plaza in beautiful Comitan, Mexico.  That plaza gets a lot of tourists with a lot of foot traffic so no doubt that in a high demand spot like this, rents for businesses will be high.  OXXO can afford to pay this kind of rent while the local small local convenience stores owners cannot.  Thus, you could say that OXXO has its place, its niche, and the neighbourhood stores have their place, their niche.  It is possible then that OXXO isn’t directly competing with the small stores.  The little stores still operate and thrive a bit away from the high demand region back in the many small neighbourhoods and streets of town.  But we still have this situation - even if OXXO is not directly competing with the “tienditas”, it is still possibly outcompeting and taking out the “tienditas”.  Local folks in the community make a decision on whether to patronize their neighbourhood store or head to the OXXO.  Do I go to my little neighbourhood store or do I go to the OXXO, the OXXO where I can buy some eggs and beer and also take care of some other things like money transfers?   It is easy to see then why OXXO may ultimately win out.   
     It seems then that the fate of the “tienditas” is in the hands of the consumer.  Consumers will make their choice.  I am hopeful as I don’t see the immediate demise of the “mom and pop” stores in Mexico and Latin America.  That’s just based on purely my own observations from travelling around Mexico and Latin America.  The mom and pops stores are still out there, everywhere it seems, and hopefully they can survive, along with all the other small-scale operations.  

     Latin America mom and pop is incredibly special.  It has always been in my heart and soul.  I actually grew up in this world.  I grew up in Caracas, Venezuela.
[bookmark: _GoBack]
