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GT06 Western Highlands, Labor, Staple Crops, Vegetables, Trade, 
and Remittances Livelihood Zone  

Methodology and Key Concepts 
The Household Economy Analysis (HEA) was developed in the early 1990s as an approach to measure and predict short-
term changes to food access. Since this time, HEA has focused on how households make ends meet from one year to the 
next and the assets they rely on that enable them to do so. This includes how they survive, or fail to survive, through 
difficult times. Understanding local livelihoods provides insight on how to appropriately address short-term food and 
livelihood security needs and informs decision-makers on whether or not medium- or long-term interventions will 
support or undermine existing strategies. The evolution of HEA has led the way to expand its application across the 
development and humanitarian spectrum. HEA has been used to address questions related to disaster response, 
resilience and rehabilitation, early warning and scenario analysis, development planning, and monitoring and evaluation. 
 

 
 
In practice, the HEA analytical framework comprises two components: the baseline component and the outcome analysis 
component, as described in Figure 1 above. The baseline component has three steps: a livelihood zoning, a wealth 
breakdown, and an analysis of livelihood strategies for each of the identified wealth groups.  
 

Livelihood zoning is the process of dividing geographic areas within which people broadly share the 
same patterns of access to food (e.g., they grow the same crops, keep the same types of livestock). 
They also broadly share the same access to markets. Patterns of livelihood clearly vary from one area 
to another. Local factors such as climate, soil, and access to markets all influence livelihood patterns. 
Therefore, the first step in the HEA is to prepare a livelihood zone map.  
 
Where a household is situated is one factor that determines options for obtaining food and generating 
income. Another factor is wealth, which dictates a household’s ability to exploit the available options 
within a given zone. Generally, households that cultivate 1 hectare of land harvest more than their 
neighbors who only cultivate 0.25 hectares. In pastoral areas, households that own 50 heads of cattle 
have greater access to milk than those that own five heads of cattle. Defining the different wealth 
groups in each zone is the second step in the HEA, the output from which is a wealth breakdown1 

 

 
1 In HEA, wealth is considered in relative (and local) terms. Statistical data may indicate that 80 or even 90 percent of the population 
in a particular area lives below the national poverty line, but this is measuring poverty on a national, absolute scale. In a livelihoods 
analysis, we are interested in understanding the differences in the ways that people within a livelihood zone obtain access to food 
and cash income and the reasons for these — in which case, it is not particularly useful to lump 80 percent or 90 percent of the 
population together into one group, especially if there are differences in terms of food and cash income access within that larger 
group.  
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The third step — analyzing livelihood strategies — generates a quantified account of food, 
income, and expenditure patterns for typical households in each group for a defined 
reference or baseline year. Food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum energy 
requirements, taken as an average of food energy intake of 2,100 kilocalories (kcals) per 
person per day. Annual income earned by the household is balanced with expenditure, 
allowing the interview to capture a reliable account of the different income activities in 

which each household is engaged. 
 
A central aspect to HEA is that quantification takes place by converting all food and cash sources to a standard measure. 
It adds up all the sources of food and all the sources of cash income that households generate in the reference year and 
uses either a food or cash equivalent to express the total value. This composite of food and cash income is referred to as 
“total income.” By converting to a common currency, such as calories, we are able to compare food access across wealth 
groups, livelihood zones, and even countries.  
 
The second component of the HEA analytical framework is the outcome analysis. Outcome analysis investigates how 
baseline access to food and income might change as a result of a specific hazard, such as drought or flood, and the 
consideration of the extent to which households will be able to meet their basic survival needs and protect their 
livelihoods following the hazard.  
 
Like the HEA baseline, the outcome analysis also includes three steps: analyzing the economic impacts of the hazard on 
food and income sources (i.e., the problem specification), analyzing the coping/response strategies for households living 
in the zone; and measuring the resulting situation (projected outcome) with reference to two different thresholds.  
 
The problem specification is the fourth step in the HEA analytical framework. This step translates a hazard into economic 
consequences that can be mathematically linked to household-level baseline information on food and income options or 
expenditure items. After defining the problem and calculating its magnitude for each of the relevant aspects of the 
baseline picture, step 5 is an analysis of the response strategies2 that different types of households will employ to try and 
deal with the problems they face. This is a quantified analysis of households’ ability to diversify and expand access to 
various sources of food and income and thus to cope with a specified hazard.  
 
The final step, projected outcome, is a systematic attempt to determine where different households fall in relation to 
clearly defined intervention thresholds. It is an analysis designed to set forth, with the best available evidence, a clear 
picture of which groups of households will be unable to respond on their own to a shock without using strategies that 
would undermine either their health or their longer-term welfare. 
 

 

 
2 The term response strategy is preferred to coping strategy for two reasons. First, the term coping strategy is often used to refer to 
regular components of everyday livelihood (e.g., firewood sale), which strictly speaking are only coping strategies when intensified in 
response to a hazard. Second, coping can be taken to imply that the strategy in question is cost-free, which is not always the case.  
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The objective of outcome analysis is to investigate the effects of a hazard on future access to food and income, so that 
decisions can be taken early on about the most appropriate types of interventions to implement. The rationale behind 
the approach is that a good understanding of how people have survived in the past provides a sound basis for 
projecting into the future. Three types of information are combined: 1) information on baseline access, 2) information 
on hazard (i.e., factors affecting access to food/income, such as own production or market prices), and 3) information 
on response strategies (i.e., the sources of food and income that people turn to when exposed to a hazard). The 
approach can be summarized as follows: Baseline + Hazard + Response = Outcome 
 
The two thresholds that are used to determine whether the total income after coping is sufficient to meet household 
needs are the survival threshold and the livelihoods protection threshold. The survival threshold represents the costs to 
cover minimum survival requirements, including minimum food (2,100 kcal per person per day), water (if purchased in 
the zone), and the means to prepare food. If people cannot meet the survival threshold, their lives are at risk. This 
threshold is fairly standard across livelihood zones, with the exception of water, which is often not purchased but 
collected. The second threshold is the livelihoods protection threshold, which includes the cost of survival as well as basic 
education, health, productive inputs, and minimum household items purchased in an average year. This threshold will 
vary across livelihood zones and wealth groups because of differences in production costs (e.g., a wealthy pastoralist with 
100 cattle will have very different input requirements than a poor household living in a cropping area.) the livelihoods 
protection threshold is the standard threshold used to determine whether humanitarian assistance is required. If 
households cannot cover these costs, an intervention to protect livelihoods — which is crucial for next year’s survival — 
should be launched. 
 

Data Collection and Field Methods  
In HEA there are three levels of inquiry. The first level starts with the district-level interviews, typically with government 
officials. During district interviews, the assessment team is able to inform district officials of the proposed fieldwork and 
obtain clearances to work at the village level. District-level interviews are also useful for verifying livelihood zone 
boundaries, choosing villages where interviews will be conducted, collecting important market information, and building 
up a hazard/event timeline for the zone. Many district offices also collect data on production, prices, and other reference 
data that can be used throughout the assessment and in the outcome analysis. For this exercise, the first step was carried 
out remotely.   
 
Market and trader interviews are also performed at the district level. Reference year and bad-year information related 
to market networks, access, common commodity prices, and trade routes are collected during this level of inquiry. 
Community-level interviews we carried out in nine communities in the following departments: Huehuetenango, San 
Marcos, Tonicapán, Quiché, and Sololá3. It is as this stage of the inquiry that information collected at the district level is 
verified and expanded. During the community-level interviews, key informants provide a detailed account of local 
livelihoods, market access, resource availability, seasonality, and differences in wealth within the community. Differences 
in wealth are determined by the community leaders using locally defined characteristics.  
 
Once the characteristics of wealth are identified and agreed on by community leaders, households are divided into four 
wealth groups. Household-level interviews are conducted in each wealth group identified and at every village assessed. 
Information on food, income, and expenditure patterns is quantified for a 12-month reference period. The analysis of the 
household-level information is facilitated by assessment team leaders and team members immediately after the 
fieldwork is complete. Summary values for food, income, and expenditure for each wealth group are cross-checked and 
compiled. The qualitative and quantitative information included in each of the following livelihood zone profiles are the 
results of the fieldwork and subsequent analysis. 
 
The baseline data featured for each livelihood zone in this report refer to a specific 12-month time period, called the 
reference year. The reference year starts at the beginning of the consumption year, or when own household production 
starts and the lean season ends. Livelihood zone GT06 has a reference year of November 2018 to October 2019, 
starting with the maize harvest in November.  

 
3 The municipalities visited are: San Mateo and Colotenango in Huehuetanango, Sipacapa and Ixchiguan in San Marcos, Momstenango 
and San Cristobal in Tonicapán, Chinique and Nebaj in Quiché and Nahuala in Sololá. The names of the communities visited can be 
found in the GT06 BSS (baseline storage spreadsheet).  
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4 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in December 2019. The information presented in this profile refers to the 
reference year, which was the consumption year that covered the period November 2018 to October 2019. Normally, provided 

Guatemala Baseline Profile 

Western Highlands Labor, Staple Crops, Vegetables, 
Trade, and Remittances Livelihood Zone (GT06)  December 20194 

Zone Description 

The Western Highlands Labor, Staple Crops, Vegetables, Trade, and 
Remittances Livelihood Zone (GT06) covers most of the western part of 
the country, including the departments of Totonicapán, Sololá, and 
Huehuetenango; the northern half of the departments of San Marcos, 
Quetzaltenango, and Chimaltenango; and the western half of Quiché.  
 
Situated on Guatemala’s Altiplano, most of the livelihood zone lies at 
least 1,000 meters above sea level and consists of a mixture of 
mountains and plains, including the highest peak in the country, the 
Tajumulco volcano, which exceeds 4000 meters above sea level and is 
located in the Cuchumatanes mountain range. Lying in the shadows of 
the mountains, the lowland areas are suitable for agricultural 
production, but given the variety of soil types, agricultural activities are 
limited.  
 
Livelihood Zone GT06 is rich in natural resources. Pine forests cover 
large parts of the livelihood zone; however, deforestation is a recurring 
problem, especially in the department of San Marcos. Residents in the 
livelihood zone rely on the forests for firewood and for wood to make 
furniture and other handicrafts, and for construction. The department 
with the best-preserved forest cover is Totonicapán, which is also the  

Livelihood zone map (GT06) 

most mountainous. The main rivers in the area are the Nahualá, Samalá, Quiche, Motagua, Xequijel, Chixoy, Cabuz, 
Rio Blanco, and Rio Azul, which are used for irrigation in some nearby communities.  
 
Temperatures throughout the livelihood zone vary considerably given the range in altitude. In the mountainous 
areas, temperatures range from 8 to 22 degrees Celsius and can drop to a low of - 4 degrees Celsius between 
December and February.  
 
The amount of rainfall also varies significantly. The variability of rainfall has its origin in the abrupt topography of 
the area and the direction of the winds that blow from the Atlantic to the Pacific and collide with the Sierra de Los 
Cuchumatanes, discharging most of the rain along this Sierra. The rainy season starts at the beginning of May and 
ends in mid-October, with a brief dry spell, la canicula, from mid-July to mid-August. During the reference year, the 
average rainfall across the zone varied between 1,000 mm and 1,900 mm.  
 
Agriculture is very well rooted in the local traditions and customs. It is based on smallholdings, where most 
households produce maize (zea mays) and black beans (phaseolos vulgaris) in a mixed cropping and reserved for 
home consumption, including livestock consumption. These two staple crops are grown together with two types of 
pumpkins, the ayote (cucurbita moschata) and chilacayote (cucurbita facifolia). Land preparation is done by hand 
with the use of a hoe. Most of the land preparation activities take place at the end of the dry season, between mid-
March (February at the highest altitudes) and the beginning of the rains in mid-May, and crops are harvested from 
October to the end of the year. Maize grain is converted into masa (dough), under nixtamalization5, and consumed 
as tortillas, or as basis for preparing tamales and other local dishes (chuchitos, tayuyos). 
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there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this profile is expected to remain valid for 
approximately five to 10 years (i.e., 2024 to 2029). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 

5 Nixtamalization is a process of cooking and macerating mature maize in alkaline lime solution. This process facilitates grinding and 
improves flavor, aroma, and nutritional value. Field teams employed the following standard: 1 kg of maize yields approximately 1.8 kg 
of masa. 

 
According to the information collected, the different socioeconomic groups that make up this livelihood zone work 
as local agricultural laborers (primarily in the local maize and bean fields, but also in small coffee plantations and 
larger fruit and vegetable farms), and also outside of the zone, cutting coffee (both in Mexico and Guatemala) and 
cutting sugarcane in the south of Guatemala. They typically work for three months locally, inside zone GT06, as 
agricultural laborers, for six months outside the zone, also as agricultural laborers, and the remaining three months 
are dedicated to non-agricultural work, such as working in small businesses, cutting firewood, masonry or weaving, 
all within the GT06 area. 
 
All households have some livestock. Poultry are the most common species as they can be kept close to the home. 
Some households also have pigs or a cow and sometimes both. All family members take care of livestock, but above 
all, it is the responsibility of women and children. The main livestock inputs are water, feed, and deworming drugs 
(for cows and pigs). 
 
Remittances play an important role in the local economy for both rural and urban households residing in this part 
of the country. The majority of middle and better-off rural households receive monthly remittances from family 
members working in Guatemala City or outside the country. Very poor and poor households do not typically receive 
remittances; they rely on seasonal migration rather than permanent or semi-permanent outmigration, but they 
benefit from the injections of cash into the local economy that remittances represent. Families receiving remittances 
have a higher purchasing power and are able to employ local agricultural laborers to cultivate their fields (sometimes 
replacing the loss of family labor to migration). They also invest their capital in construction (e.g. building a family 
home and perhaps small business premises), generating demand for construction laborers. Huehuetenango and San 
Marcos are two of the top three departments in terms of the volume of remittances.  
 
Note: The information presented in this livelihood profile has been derived from primary data collected in nine 
different municipalities in the departments of Huehuetenango, San Marcos, Tonicapán, Quiché and Sololá. While 
the data can be considered representative of the majority of rural households living in the GT06 livelihood zone, it 
must be noted that this is one of the largest livelihood zones in the country and a zone which includes a variety of 
altitudes with give way to variations in local climate and, therefore, agricultural production. Additionally, the 
livelihood zone borders Mexico and the local livelihoods in communities situated close to the border will 
undoubtedly be influenced by their proximity to Mexican markets. Furthermore, within the GT06 livelihood zone 
there are two district subzones: i) a large vegetable production area in the department of Quetzaltenango where 
income depends heavily on this specialist type of agriculture and, ii) an area influenced by the tourism sector around 
Lake Atitlan. 

Markets 

The most important markets supplying the livelihood zone are the markets located in the capital town of each 
municipality. Formal cross-border trade with Mexico takes place at the two main border markets of La Democracia 
and La Mesilla, both in the department of Huehuetenango. Nonetheless, smuggling is very common, and there are 
several points along the border where there are no controls. As a result, a great variety of products coming from 
Mexico are being marketed in the zone, such as food items (basic grains, fresh products, and processed food), 
hygiene products, and other basic household goods.  
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Overall, market access within the zone is limited due to the poor infrastructure, dominated by gravel roads in poor 
condition, and the mountainous terrain, which impedes travel and transport in general and especially during the 
wet season when landslides are common. Access during the dry summer weather is better. The poorest 
communities are typically located far from urban centers, where road access is worse. Their remote location 
translates into poor market integration and fewer or less advantageous opportunities for local farmers to sell their 
produce, and it also results in higher costs for all consumer goods arriving in the area.  
 
The local population bring their goods and animals to the nearest municipal markets on market days, where they 
sell them at a better price than in their communities. Households also buy staple food at the municipal markets. 
Small quantities of goods and small animals are transported by public transport (such as chickens in baskets on top 
of buses) or private transport. Larger stocks and animals, such as pigs and cows, are transported in private pick-up 
trucks.  
 
Maize is supplied from Mexico (formal and informal imports) and other livelihood zones in Guatemala (mainly GT03 
and GT12) through wholesalers operating in the main collection centers in the country. Large retailers located in 
the municipal markets sell staple foods in large volumes (typically by quintals, 100 pounds) and in small volumes 
(typically in pounds, 0.45 kg). The most common products sold include Mexican maize, locally produced maize 
(locally denominated maiz criollo and referring to varieties of maize that are local to each community), black beans, 
and rice. Beans are supplied from the GT02 and GT03 livelihood zones (Petén and the Northern Transversal Strip) 
and from the GT12 and GT10 livelihood zones (southern and eastern agricultural areas). Local bean supplies also 
exist especially right after harvest. 
 
The most important crops produced in the zone are maize and beans. Local production is mainly reserved for 
household consumption. In fact, local varieties of maize and beans are more appreciated by the local population, 
and production levels are not high enough to justify high volumes of sale nor export to other areas. Better-off 
households produce a maximum of six months of staple food. Very poor households’ stocks last a maximum of one 
calendar month. Poor households consume their produce for approximately two months and the middle group for 
around four months.  From February or March, most household stocks have been exhausted (except for middle and 
better-off households), and families have to resort to buying maize in local municipal markets. The demand for 
staple food increases progressively and peaks during the May to September lean season, when households’ supply 
of maize and beans has run out completely, and the new agricultural season has only just begun. During this period, 
from May to the end of August, food prices increase as domestic supplies dwindle and demand increases, 
stimulating the increase in demand for Mexican imports, which are often cheaper. 
 
In terms of the labor markets available to the population of the Western Highlands Labor, Staple Crops, Vegetables, 
Trade and Remittances Livelihood Zone, 60 percent of labor is performed inside the zone in agricultural areas (rural 
areas), 5-10 percent in the urban areas within or outside the zone (in shops, domestic work, bricklaying, tortilla 
making), and 30 percent in agricultural areas outside the zone. Local labor opportunities are available during harvest 
time and also during land preparation, sowing, and fertilizing the land. Labor rates average 50 GTQ per day without 
lunch. Typically, daily labor is paid at the end of the day’s work.  Four destinations are common for migratory labor: 
1) zones GT11 (coffee plantations) and GT12 (sugar cane plantations) for harvesting work between November and 
March, 2) Mexico to work as agricultural labor between November and February, 3) the United States on a more 
permanent basis to carry out a variety of low skilled jobs (for example in agriculture, the service sector or in 
construction), and 4) to larger urban areas within the zone or outside the zone (such as Guatemala city). Overall, 80 
percent of households engage in local agricultural labor, of which 90 percent also engage in migratory labor, and 20 
percent also work in urban areas. Many households engage in all three types of labor. 

Timeline and Reference Year 

The baseline assessment refers to a very specific period called the reference year. In the Western Highlands Labor, 
Staple Crops, Vegetables, Trade, and Remittances Livelihood Zone, the reference year covered the consumption 
period from November 2018 to October 2019, from the start of the local harvest of maize and beans.  



GT06 Western Highlands Labor, Staple Crops, Vegetables, Trade and Remittances Livelihood Zone – baseline profile   2020 

 

Famine Early Warning Systems Network 7 

 

 
During community leader interviews, informants were asked to rank the last five years in terms of seasonal 
performance with 1 indicating a poor season and 5 an excellent season. The table below, which summarizes the 
response of the community leaders, shows year quality by production year, which starts with the land preparation 
for maize and beans in mid-March. Therefore, the production year of 2018 corresponds to the consumption year of 
November 2018 to October 2019.  
 
As shown in the table, the production year corresponding to the reference year had a below-average harvest as a 
result of irregular rainfall — the most common hazard in the Dry Corridor — as well as instances of strong winds 
and localized landslides. The zone suffered consecutive years of poor harvests between 2013 and 2016. Harvest 
levels at the end of 2017 were average, but the team deemed that collecting detailed information for that period 
(two years before the fieldwork) would have been too difficult for respondents to recall correctly. 
 
The outcome of the local maize and bean harvest is only one component of the local economy. Other key elements 
also play an important part in determining food and livelihood security levels in the zone: labor demand in coffee-  
and sugarcane-producing areas, labor demand in local vegetable production areas, the economic prospects for 
migrants in Mexico and the United States, and how this may influence the flow of remittances, and staple food 
prices. Some of these elements are affected by changes in weather patterns, while others depend on 
macroeconomic trends, global demand, and variations in the global futures markets.  
 

Production Year Consumption year Rank Critical Events 

2019 2019-20 n/a Harvests are expected to be closer to average and above 2018 
levels.  

2018 2018-19 2.4 Below average harvest as a result of rainfall irregularities 

2017 2017-18 2.8 Average agricultural production. Average levels of demand for 
migratory labor, remittances, and staple food prices. 

2016 2016-17 1.8 Poor maize and bean harvests. Average levels of demand for 
migratory labor, remittances, and staple food prices.  

2015 2015-16 2.6 Below average maize and bean harvests. Average levels of 
demand for migratory labor, remittances, and staple food prices. 

2014 2014-15 1.6 
Poor maize and bean harvests. Average levels of demand for 
migratory labor, remittances, and staple food prices. 

5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g., due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields) 
4 = a good season or above-average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below-average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g., due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
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Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
There are two main seasons during the year in the Western Highlands Labor, Staple Crops, Vegetables, Trade, and 
Remittances Livelihood Zone, a dry season from the end of October/beginning of November to late April or May, 
and a wet season from May to October. July and September are the months with the highest levels of precipitation, 
reaching almost 300 mm of rain each month. Between mid-July and mid-August, la canicula occurs, and rain is 
scarce, and temperatures increase. In recent years, the canicula period has become longer and less predictable 
throughout the region.  
 
The agricultural campaign starts with the land preparation activities that begin around March (although in some 
areas as early as January depending on the local climate at different altitude levels) as early as March and continue 
until the onset of the rains. Sowing takes place as soon as the first rains arrive. This varies depending on altitude 
levels but usually takes place between April and May. Weeding peaks in June, and in July, maize is fertilized. Further 
weeding takes place in September. In October, households start to consume fresh maize from their fields (such as 
in the local atol de elote sweetcorn drink).  Maize is left to dry in the fields and is harvested from then until February. 
 
The availability of local labor follows the agricultural season. In general, laborers work locally for six months of the 
year during the land preparation, sowing, fertilizing, and harvest seasons (mostly for maize and bean cultivation, 
but also growing vegetables and working in nearby coffee plantations). They work outside the zone for a further 
three months at the peak of the coffee and sugarcane harvests. During the rainy season, when local farm labor is 
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Wealth Breakdown and Productive Assets 

  
 
The table above summarizes the types and numbers of productive assets that typical households within each wealth 
group own and/or manage. The graph inside the table shows the percent of households within the zone that falls 
into each wealth group.  
 

more difficult to find, laborers search for opportunities in the nearby urban centers and construction sites, 
sometimes migrating further afield for short periods of time.  
 
December is the peak period for sales of all types of livestock coinciding with the festival season. Christmas is the 
most important celebration. Poultry is sold throughout the year, as the need arises, such as if a family member falls 
ill. Pigs are sold mainly in December for Christmas, or in July to generate cash for the purchase of fertilizer. Cows 
are also sold in July to buy supplies. Livestock diseases peak during the dry season, from December to April. 
Treatments can be accessed from private suppliers.  
 
The most common hazards in this zone are irregular rainfall, strong winds during the rainy season, frost during the 
dry season, and crop pests typically at the beginning of the rains.  
 
The lean season starts in May and intensifies during the first part of the rainy season and the canicula period to end 
with the availability of fresh maize in October, the demand for harvest labor, and the start of the migratory labor 
season. Staple food prices peak between May and August because very few households have any stocks left. By this 
time, the income generated at the time of peak demand for labor, both locally and in coffee and sugar-producing 
areas, has run out, and while access to local off-farm labor is possible, it requires transport to urban areas. 
Additionally, households must purchase agricultural inputs (especially fertilizers), adding pressure to the household 
budget. 
 
Also included in the seasonal calendar is the school calendar, there are approximately 180 school days. During this 
period children in primary and secondary school receive a hot daily meal under the Programa Nacional de 
Alimentación Escolar, a government-led national school feeding program.   
 
Finally, remittances sent from family members living and working in large urban centers and abroad (often on a 
permanent basis) complement significantly the income of local households. There is no specific seasonality to these 
transfers, they take place throughout the year.  
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The main local determinant of wealth is the amount of land owned and cultivated by each household. The amount 
of land exploited by households in the different wealth groups varies significantly, which leads to different profiles 
of food security due to differences in levels of self-sufficiency in food crops. The majority of households considered 
to be very poor are landless or own very small amounts or poor-quality land. The amount of land owned — and 
cultivated — increases along the wealth spectrum. The difference can be as large as eight times more land exploited 
by better-off households than very poor households (comparing the midpoint values). Very poor households have 
little land (typically half a cuerda6 for their house and one cuerda for crops). The poor have an average of four 
cuerdas of their own (one for their house and three for planting), which allows them to cover their basic food needs 
for one to two months of the year. Though middle-income and better-off households own considerably larger plots 
of land, their income is derived from farm labor and off-farm activities.  
 
All wealth groups grow similar crops; only the yields vary somewhat due to differences in cultivation methods. 
Better-off households have sufficient capital to hire laborers and to use better quality and larger amounts of 
agricultural inputs. Additionally, these households often have the necessary space and facilities to stock their 
produce and conserve it for longer. Middle-income and better-off households have sufficient land to cultivate fruit 
trees and small bushes to be used as firewood. Larger landowners have access to irrigation and are able to run 
market gardens and grow fruit trees, coffee, maize, and beans. Vegetable production is concentrated in 
Chimaltenango and Quetzaltenango and provides agricultural labor opportunities for households living across this 
livelihood zone.    
 
The typical household size is the same for all wealth groups, six household members, most commonly two adults 
(the father and the mother), one young adult doing paid work or working the land as a parents’ helper, and three 
children (two of them attending school and therefore receiving food at school).  
 
The very poor group make up the biggest percentage of the population, comprising a little less than half of all 
households in the livelihood zone. The groups become incrementally smaller with the better off being the smallest 
group at just under 12,5% of all households7.  
In addition to the four wealth groups presented in the table above, there is a fifth wealth group of landowners who 
no longer reside in the rural areas, having moved to urban centers within the livelihood zone or outside it. They still 
maintain ties with their communities of birth and continue to own their family land, which they continue to exploit 
with the help of local laborers. As such, this fifth wealth group of absentee landlords is an important provider of 
labor opportunities for the local community and a key source of income, which even the better-off make use of 
during the peak seasons for labor demand. It was not possible to interview representatives from this wealth group, 
but community key informants were able to provide some insight into the role they play in the local livelihood 
patterns.  
 
The very poor and poor provide labor to the better-off households and to the landowners described above, during 
the key stages of the maize and bean agricultural calendar. Typically, the payment for local labor is at the end of 
each working day. This is different from migratory agricultural labor, for example, in the coffee plantations, which 
is typically paid biweekly. 
 
Despite owning more land, better-off households do not base their livelihood entirely around crop production. Land 
yields are low and require large quantities of inputs, and weather patterns are becoming erratic. Crop pest outbreaks 
are common and difficult and expensive to control. As a result, they reserve their production for household 
consumption and engage in farm and off-farm labor and trade to generate an income.   
 

 
6 One cuerda is 1/16 of hectare (1 cuerda = 0.0625 ha = 625 square meters) 
7 The wealth group distribution derived from the baseline is as follows: very poor households 47.5% of the total population in the 
livelihood zone, poor households 22.50%, middle income households 17.50% and better off households 12.5%. 
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Poor and very poor households cannot grow more crops because they are limited by the amount of land to which 
they have access. They primarily use their income to buy food. They have no collateral to be able to obtain a loan 
to buy land for cultivation or to buy animals or to invest in more profitable productive activities.  
 
Besides land, all households own animals. Very poor households keep a few poultry (three to five). Poor households 
own poultry and at least one pig. Middle households also keep a pig and have more poultry than poorer households 
(five to 15). Better-off households keep more livestock: they typically own one cattle, one to three pigs, and 10 to 
20 poultry. All wealth groups have basic handheld agricultural tools; middle-income and better-off households often 
have fumigation pumps, too. 
 
Most of the people within the community have not completed primary education. The very poor are often illiterate. 
The poor may have completed the first and second grades of primary education, but most cannot read or write. The 
middle have typically completed the third grade of primary, and some are literate, and the better-off are generally 
literate, even if they did not complete the sixth grade. 

 

Sources of Food 
The graph presents the sources of food for 
households in different wealth groups in the 
livelihood zone from November 2018 to October 
2019. November represents the start of the 
consumption year because it is when the main 
harvest of maize, the staple cereal, begins, 
thereby marking the end of the hunger period. 
Food is presented as a percentage of 2100 kcal per 
person per day for the 12-month period. This was 
considered a below-average year, which means 
own production could be slightly more important 
in average years. 
 
Very poor and poor households obtained more 
than 80 percent of their annual food requirements 
from the market. During the reference year, very 
poor households produced an average of one 
quintal (equivalent to 45 kg) of maize and poor 
households an average of four quintals. In 
comparison, the maize production for middle 
households reached around 300 kg and just under 
500 kg for better-off households. The amounts of 
maize produced by the poor, middle, and better-
off households only covered a period of approxi- 

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food 
requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2,100 kcals per 
person per day. 

mately 60, 120, and 180 days of household consumption, respectively, making them dependent on maize purchases 
for the rest of the year.  
 
Of the crops cultivated, beans and pumpkins generated 0 to 3 percent of minimum household food needs for the 
different wealth groups, making the production of maize by far the most important in terms of kilocalories. Maize 
and pumpkin crop residues are also important as animal feed.   

Staple purchases (maize, beans, and rice) represented between 80 percent and 60 percent of annual food 
consumption, decreasing in importance with wealth, while non-staple food purchases increased with wealth and 
represented 13 to 20 percent of annual food needs. Included under non-staple foods are sugar, vegetable oil, meat 
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8 The average exchange rate from November 2018 to October 2019 was 1 GTQ = 0.12 USD 

(beef, chicken), and eggs. Middle and better-off households bought larger amounts of these more expensive food 
items thanks to their larger disposable incomes.  
 
School feeding programs are present in all primary and secondary schools in the zone, contributing around 1 percent 
of the minimum annual household energy needs. 
 
The total amount of food consumed by all households of this livelihood zone was sufficient to cover the minimum 
annual requirements of 2,100 kcal per person per day. 
 

Sources of Cash Income 

Households rely on a range of cash 
income sources in this zone, including 
different types of labor sales, petty 
trade, remittances, and livestock sales, 
but no crop sales. During the reference 
year, very poor and poor households 
relied entirely on income from the sale 
of their labor, and even the middle and 
better off derived at least half of their 
income from the sale of labor.  
 
In the first set of graphs, we can see that 
income distribution is not very 
pronounced in this livelihood zone and 
that, on average, better off households 
earnt twice as much as very poor 
households.  This graph helps to point 
out, however, the difference in the 
diversification of income sources. Very 
poor and poor households rely on their 
labor force (with a very small addition 
of income from animal sales for the 
poor) and generally do not have enough 
capital to engage in petty trade nor to 
support the costs related to migrating 
outside of the country. Middle and 
better-off households are able to 
diversify their sources of income 
somewhat through remittances and 
petty trade, and better-off households 
no longer rely on migratory farm labor. 
 
The second set of graphs help to 
illustrate the typical income profile of 
each wealth group. The majority of 
households in the livelihood zone GT06 
are essentially subsistence farmers who 
divide their labor power between their  

 

 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (GTQ) 

Wealth group Very poor Poor  Middle Better off 

Annual income 
per household 8 

10 -14,000  15 -19,000 20 – 25,000 26 – 28,000 

The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash income in GTQ according to 
income source. 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of the source of income as a percentage of annual 
income. 
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Expenditure Patterns 

The graph presents the expenditure 
patterns for the reference year, 
November 2018 to October 2019. 
While absolute expenditure increases 
with wealth and in line with total cash 
income, the expenditure breakdown by 
percent in this graph shows the relative 
amount of income spent on different 
categories.   
 
In this livelihood zone, households 
need to spend money throughout the 
year on a range of goods and services. 
These include staple and non-staple 
food, household items, productive 
inputs, social services like schooling 
and health, clothing, and other 
miscellaneous items. 
 

The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure according to 
category of expenditure. 

Expenditure patterns reflect the realities noted above in the sections on sources of food and income. All households 
relied on the market to provide 80 to 90 percent of their food needs (see the source of food graphs). Very poor 
households spent close to 50 percent of their total expenditure to cover food purchases. The better-off still spent 
over a third of their income on food. 
 
Investment in agricultural inputs (the blue section in the bars in the graph above) reflects the economic profile of 
each wealth group, where the better off spends around 8 percent and the other wealth groups spend 1 to 3 percent 
of their annual income. Included in this category are medicine for livestock, seeds, fertilizer, pesticides, agricultural 
tools, and labor hire. Very poor households only spent money on fertilizer and on replacing some of their agricultural 
tools, while poor and middle also typically buy pesticides. 
 
Household items are an important expenditure category after food for all households. This category includes — in 
order of importance to the household’s budget — firewood, soap and other hygiene products, the costs of grinding 

own farms and working for others. Labor sales are divided into 1) local farm labor primarily in maize and bean fields 
but also in vegetable production and some coffee and fruit plantations located inside zone GT06, 2) local off-farm 
labor mostly in urban centers (typically as domestic labor, such as washing clothes or collecting firewood, and 
construction labor), and 3) migratory labor dominated by work in coffee plantations but also sugarcane plantations 
and in urban centers outside of the zone (e.g., Guatemala city). Dependency on farm labor increases vulnerability 
to crop hazards (especially irregular rainfall and crop pests). Dependency on coffee labor increases vulnerability to 
changes in the global market and coffee rust epidemics, which can significantly reduce demand for labor. 
 
In most villages, middle and better-off households have small businesses. A very common activity is making and 
selling traditional embroidered garments (güipiles) and wooden crafts. Both men and women participate in crafts; 
women sew, and men specialize in woodwork. Sometimes the artisans work for an entrepreneur who supplies them 
the raw materials and acts as an intermediary for the sale of the produce. 
 
Middle and better-off households typically receive remittances. The average amounts received vary from 400 to 
600 GTQ per month. However, this figure must be interpreted with caution because it is notoriously difficult to 
collect quantitative information on remittances, and it was not possible to triangulate this data with other sources 
of information.  
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maize, electricity, coffee, replacing kitchen utensils, and salt and other condiments. All groups pay for firewood and 
for the mechanical grinding for grains. Middle and better-off households also collect firewood from their own land. 
Water is accessed freely from communal hand pumps for which the community covers the costs of maintenance 
and repair. 
 
The category “social services” refers to expenditure on schooling and health. On average, households across all 
wealth groups only spent about 1 percent of their income on medicines and other health costs. However, per capita 
expenditure on health was twice as high for better-off households than other households. Access to the national 
health service is free, but the reality is that medical supplies are low, and households generally purchase the 
medicines they can afford at the local community shops or use traditional medicine. An average of 3 percent of 
annual income was spent on schooling. Schooling is free, but households must cover the cost of school supplies.  
 
Very poor, poor, and middle households spent 5 to 6 percent of their annual expenditure on clothes, while the 
better off spent 8 percent. Most of this expenditure is on the traditional güipil costume worn by women and girls 
daily. This is an important item to manifest the local cultural identity. Western-style clothing is also purchased. 
 
The “other” expenditure category includes communication and transport, as well as expenditure on celebrations 
and non-essential items such as beverages or tobacco, and a small amount of municipal tax. 

 

Hazards 

The common weather hazards that affect this livelihood zone are instances of irregular rainfall, which can lead to 
drought, prolonged canicula seasons, strong winds (typical of the winter in the altiplano), hail storms, and landslides. 
 
The most common agricultural pests are beetles and aphids that affect maize. Pest controls are used, such as 
insecticides, or lime and ash used on the roots of the affected crops. Working in terraces and planting in furrows 
goes some way to minimize the occurrence and the impact of wind and landslides. With regard to livestock diseases, 
influenza, which affects poultry, is the most common. Pigs and cows are affected by worms. Treatment (such as 
deworming drugs) can be purchased at the main municipal towns. 
 
The waves of coffee rust affecting coffee plantations in Guatemala and Mexico have also had an impact on the 
demand for this kind of labor. 
 

Response Strategies 

In response to hazards and years with bad production, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and 
cash requirements through a number of strategies. The common strategies used in this livelihood zone are detailed 
below: 
 
• All households try to reduce expenditure on non-essential items first and use that money to buy the basic staples 

and essential food at optimized amounts, such as sugar, oil, and meat. Food may also be bought on credit. Meat 
and animal products (e.g., eggs) from their livestock are no longer consumed by the household and instead are 
sold. Better-off households may no longer employ agricultural helpers, thereby reducing their costs but also 
reducing labor opportunities for local households.  

• Non-essential items such as alcoholic beverages or sodas and celebrations are limited or cut out altogether, less 
is spent on phone credit or transport. Expenditure on clothes is reduced. Very poor households have little non-
essential expenditure to cut so that they may reduce their expenditure on the least essential items, one example 
may be purchasing lower quality, cheaper food products and even reducing the quantities of food purchased.  

• All households try to increase their income from agricultural work, seeking out more hours working on farms 
owned by absentee landlords, in their communities, other communities in the livelihood zone, and also outside 
the livelihood zone, such as Guatemala City or in Mexico. Very poor and poor households, for example, may 
manage to extend their period of labor migration to four months instead of three, and the eldest son may 
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accompany the head of the household to maximize the income gained. Women across all wealth groups try to 
increase labor in the domestic sector, such as washing clothes. 

• All wealth groups also try to increase their animal sales. Middle and better-off households have more animals 
and can exploit this strategy to a larger extent than poorer households. Poorer households are limited to 
increasing the sale of poultry. 

• Middle and better-off households may increase the volume of petty trade. Additionally, those who have family 
members working in towns, in the capital, or abroad can request additional remittances.  

 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Western Highlands Labor, Staple Crops, Vegetables, Trade and Remittances Zone. 
These should be monitored to indicate potential losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-
going monitoring systems or through periodic assessments.  

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 
Crops • Maize – production levels 

 
 

Livestock production • Pigs – animal numbers 
• Poultry – animal numbers 

 

• Pigs - producer prices 
• Poultry - producer prices 

Other food and cash 
income 

• School feeding – children in school, 
number of school days, average calories 
of meals 

• Local agricultural labor (harvest) – labor 
demand  

• Local agricultural labor (pre-harvest) – 
labor demand 

• Migratory labor to coffee producing 
areas – labor demand 

• Migratory labor to sugar cane producing 
areas – labor demand 

• Migratory labor to urban centers – labor 
demand 

• Local construction labor – labor demand 
• Local domestic work – labor demand  
• Remittances – volume and economic 

conditions in countries of destination 
• Petty trade (typically craft sales) – 

volume of sales 

• Local agricultural labor (harvest) – labor 
rates  

• Local agricultural labor (pre-harvest) – labor 
rates 

• Migratory labor coffee – labor rates 
• Migratory labor sugar cane – labor rates 
• Migratory labor urban centers – labor rates 
• Construction labor – labor rates 
• Domestic work – labor rates  
 

Expenditure •  • Maize – consumer prices 
• Beans – consumer prices 
• Rice – consumer prices 
• Sugar – consumer prices 
• Oil – consumer prices 
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