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Unfortunately, the canal is any-
thing but good for humans, Munoz
lamented. As it has been for years,
the rate of blood and intestinal tract

diseases runs high in the area.

Juarez is one of several Mexican
border cities with woefully inade-
quate sewage treatment facilities.
Treatment plants are under con-
struction in a few cities, but such

.. plans in Juarez and most places re-
' main on the drawing board. The

AFL-CIO is part of a coalition of

. environmental, religious and public

watchdog groups to demand that
environmental and social issues be
part of free trade negotiations be-
tween Mexico and the United

. States.

President Bush and his Mexican

| counterpart, Carlos Salinas de Gor-

tari, await only a green light from
the U.S. Congress to begin formal
negotiations. Informal talks have

‘been under way for months and

continue today in Houston with a
meeting between Bush and Salinas.
Government leaders on both

- sides have repeatedly insisted that

although they are interested in ad-

. dressing environmental and social

concerns, such issues have no

place in trade negotiations. How-

- ever, they have left open the possi-

bility of considering those issues in

. separate, possibly simultaneous,

talks.

The United States already has a
free trade accord with Canada, and
adding Mexico would create a
North American free trade zone
with 360 million people and $6 tril-
lion in economic activity.

The leaders of the three nations
agree that a North American trad-
ing bloc is crucial if the continent is
to keep pace with European and
Asian traders, especially superpow-
ers like Japan and Germany.

Bush has said he hopes to wrap
up negotiations by the end of the
year, although most experts predict
an agreement won't be concluded
until well into 1992,

The president wants “fast track”
authority from Congress, meaning
lawmakers would be allowed only
to vote up or down on the agree-
ment when it's finished. Congress
could advise the administration,
but it would be shut out of the actu-
al negotiations and prohibited from
making any amendments to what
Bush lays out.

Congress has until June 1 to ob-
ject to the fast track, or it is auto-
matically approved. Objection from
either the House or Senate would
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kill the fast track, which Bush
claims would in turn kill free trade.

Bush and Salinas promise great
things from free trade, namely a
more vibrant economy in both na-
tions, especially in much poorer
Mexico. And with a stronger econ-
omy, the Mexican government
should be able to muster the re-
sources to provide more public ser-
vices and better living conditions,
the leaders contend.

But Munoz said the only exam-
ple to judge by is the 25-year-old
maquiladora program, in which
foreign-owned companies got
cheap labor and were given tariff
and import-export fee breaks in re-
turn for operating plants in border
communities, in hopes of provid-
ing widespread employment and a
better quality of life in the de-
pressed region.

‘‘The promise of economic
growth and all that goes with it has
been around all these years, and
look around you. What do you see?
Poverty and pollution every-
where,”” Munoz said.

There are now almost 1,900 ma-
quiladoras, most owned by U.S.
firms, along the U.S.-Mexico bor-
der. Hundreds of thousands of
Mexicans have been employed, but
in the process, the population of
border towns swelled and inade-
quate services became even more
strained.

Juarez, which has almost 1.2
million residents, is the granddad-
dy of the maquiladora industry
with more than 300 of the plants.

Many maquiladora workers labor
in clean, modern plants but are
stuck living in colonias, sprawling
and impoverished communities of
mud brick homes and cardboard
shacks. They can afford no more
because most are paid less than $1
an hour; even at that, maquiladora
employees are among the better-
paid border residents.

“Having a nice place to work
doesn’t translate into a healthy
community, decent housing and a
good quality of life,” Munoz said.

He recently took a reporter, a
fellow union official and Susan
Mika, president of the Benedictine
Sisters and chairwoman of the In-
terfaith Center on Corporate Re-
sponsibility, on a tour of several
Juarez colonias and the surround-
ing areas.

After dodging potholes as he
wound through the mud streets of
one colonia, Munoz explained that
the makeshift community, unsanc-
tioned by the local government,
was built on an open and illegal
garbage dump.

He drove to the edge of the co-
lonia, where the dump was clearly
still in active use. There were ap-
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parently fresh heaps of refuse ev-
erywhere, much of it partially
burned. Scattered throughout the
dump were scavengers.

“This is where the people from
the colonias get all their building
materials, storage tanks, every-
thing — everything is recycled,”
Munoz said.

He stopped his car and the group
got out to see what types of materi-
als were being dumped. There
were numerous piles of electrical
circuit boards and other plastic ma-
terials that Munoz said could come
from nowhere but maquiladoras.

There also were several bright
blue plastic jugs with ‘‘sulfuric acid
solution” warning labels. The jugs
were partially cut, apparently in an
attempt to keep anyone from reus-
ing them, but Munoz said it wasn't
enough.

“Someone will take these home
to use as some sort of container.
Nothing goes to waste,” he main-
tained. ’

The scavenging problem doesn’t
exist only at the unregulated
dumps in Juarez. Munoz and Mika
told of an instance at a city-operat-
ed dump a few years ago in which
an American company dumped
unknown amounts of ‘‘green
rocks,” plastic-like lumps of tolu-
ene, the toxic ingredient in various
solvents and glues that children
sniff to get high.

Of course, said Mika, word got
out among the youth of Juarez
*‘and a lot of kids were getting high
and it was very dangerous.” The
mess was cleaned up shortly after
local officials caught wind of it.

But Juarez’s pollution problems
go much further.

Inadequate emission controls
still allow heavy pollution from
automobiles, and in the hills
around the city, residents burn tires
in winter to keep warm. The un-
healthy smoke frequently drifts
into contiguous El Paso, which has
more than 500,000 residents.

“It's'sad and hazardous, but how
else are you going to keep warm if
you live in poverty and have noth-
ing else to bun?”’ Munoz asked.

Mika, Munoz and other mem-
bers of their band of special interest
groups — operating under the title
Coalition for Justice in the Maquila-
doras — maintain they’re not op-
posed necessarily to free trade.
They just want to ensure that nego-
tiations cover social and environ-
mental issues.

They contend the best way to do
that is for the businesses and gov-
ernments of Mexico and the United
States to adopt a Maquiladora Stan-
dards of Conduct that the group
drafted.

Among the standards is a pledge
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An Irrigation system near Juarez, Mexico, supplles water from a sewage-fllled canal.

by industry to fully comply with— ment officials involved in the early

Mexican environmental regulations
that are loosely enforced and a
promise by businesses to contrib-
ute more to improving public ser-
vices in Mexico. “These are many
of the richest companies in Ameri-
ca; they have an obligation to the
communities they are in,” Munoz
argued. ]

Many magquiladoras already an-
nually contribute an amount equal
to 5 percent of their plant wages to
an infrastructure improvement
fund. Juarez maquiladoras have
pledged to fund $4.8 million worth
of improvements over the next
three years.

Environmentalists and union ac-
tivists aren’t the only ones com-
plaining about the lack of results

coming from the fund. Companies

claim they've contributed millions,
thinking the money would be used
for local improvements only to see
the money kept in the capital,
Mexico City, for projects there.

Chuck Almquist, manager of a
General Motors plant in Matamo-
ros, just across the Rio Grande
from Brownsville, said GM alone
contributed more than $11 million
to the infrastructure fund over the
past five years. The result: only
about a half-dozen low-income
houses built in Matamoros.

“l have no control at all (over
the fund),” Almquist said. ‘It goes
to Mexico City.”

He said he’d be glad to consider
proposing that GM increase its
contribution, but only *‘if we could
see a benefit.”

Most U.S. business and govern-

stages of free trade talks believe
the controversy over corporate
contributions is typical of the ob-
jections raised by environmental-
ists and union activists — well-
intentioned but misguided.

Corporate officials said the way
to do something to get more results
from the fund is to lobby the Mexi-
can government to change its ap-
propriations practices, not hassle
U.S. firms that already are contrib-
uting millions of dollars.

Likewise with the environment.
El Paso Mayor Suzie Azar, who has
a first-hand view of border prob-
lems, said the best way to literally
clear the air is to back free trade
and stabilize the Mexican economy
so its government can afford to en-
force its already-tough environ-
mental standards.

And, Azar stressed, what’s good
for the Mexican border economy is
good for commerce on the U.S.
side as well.

Mexico’'s Secretaria de Desar-
rallo Urbano Y Ecologia (SEDUE)

er than US. regulations, and the
environmental agency has begun a
crackdown on violators, shutting
down some plants, including a
state-owned energy facility in
smog-plagued Mexico City.

*“Things already have gotten bet-
ter,” Azar said.

“It's easy for these groups to go
after the plants and make them
look really bad, but if they don’t
compare it to the way conditions
were just a few years ago and how
things have improved, it's wrong,”
she said.

“The fact is, Mexico is in a finan-
cial pickle and can't afford to sud-
denly have all this enforcement
and other things. We need to help
get themn squared away so they can
afford to do the job,” added Azar.

“We want clean air and clean

_ water and all these things we care

so dearly about, but all of that is
kind of lofty when you've still got
people in Juarez living in sad, sad
poverty. If free trade passes, I'll say|
‘God bless us’ because we helped
stabilize that economy.” '
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