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Producing for U .S. 

lndustry on the 

Mexican Side of the 

Border 

Everyone living to the south of the bórder knows that U.S. 
industry could not survive without them; the question is, does 
the Mexican economy need it, too? 

The word "maquila" comes from the Arabic word for a 
"measure." In Spanish, maquila means that part of the grain, 
flour or oil given to the miller as payment in kind for his ser
vices. 

Today, the word is used to refer to the practice of sub
contracting the production or assembly of certain goods to a 
firm, which will then be used in the productive process of 
another firm. This process was first introduced in the 1960s in 
Mexico's northern states, especially in Baja California, Sonora 
and Chihuahua. By the early 1 970s, the practice had become 
entrenched, aided by new legislation referring to the ma
qui/adora industry. 

In Baja California, both private industry, as well as 
government-run enterprises, such as the Urban Development 
Agency of Tijuana, with federal, state and municipal govern
ment participation, use this process. In the early 1980s, the 
New Tijuana City Industrial Complex was built, and more 
recently construction began on two new industrial parks, El 
Florida, near Tecate, and La Gloria, on the road toward 
Rosa rito, ali of which serve maqui/adora industries. 

By providing official saaction for the maqui/adora industry, the 
Mexican government hoped to slow the flow of migration to 
the U.S. and to create industrial development centers within 
the country. But twenty-one years later, can we say that the 
maqui/adoras have either slowed the out-migration or con
tributed to reactivating the Mexican economy? 

For Mexico, the maqui/adoras represent the use of cheap 
labor working intensive work shifts; in other words, they 
generate jobs and foreign exchange. For the U.S., they repre
sent the possibility to reduce production costs significantly, to 

maintain competitive prices for its products on the world 
market and to have practically union-free shops: Thus, they 
have received preferential treatment. 

Export-oriented maqui/adoras have been established especial
ly along Mexico's northern border. Eighty-nine percent of 
these plants are located in 34 municipal areas stretched 
a cross the 2,547 km.-long border with the United States. By 
the year 2000, sorne eight million jobs will be taken from the 
U.S. and reestablished in developing countries. Three million 
of them could well be in Mexico. 

According to sorne calculations, Mexico has the potential to 
export more than $5 billion in goods produced by ma-

Maquila industry. 

qui/adoras. In fact, maqui/adoras already represent ter-l per
cent of all of Mexico·s manufacturing activites. 

Jesús Ta mayo, researcher at CI DE (a graduate-level research 
and teaching institution that works in the areas of economics, 
public administration, international affairs, political studies 
and applied mathematics), states that the maquila moves 
forward because it is not a national project, but is rather, 
multi-national. "lt grows in the midst of paralyzation." The 
problem is that the government has neither a sectorial nor a 
regional policy for the maquila, although Tamayo 
acknowledges that they have helped to create jobs and to 
produce foreign exchange, even though most of the dollars 
end up being spent in the U.S. 

According to the CIDE researcher, the maqui/adoras brought 
in about $1 billion annually before the economic crisis. This 
year it is likely that they will once again bring in that amount 
of income. And he adds that what this means is that Mexico 
will earn about the same amount of foreign exchange for dou
ble the effort beca use of the falling exchange rate of the peso 
against the dollar. 

According to Jorge Salman Haddad, President of the Coor
dinating Council of Maqui/adora Industries, by 1992, Mexico 
will be the home for the largest number of maqui/adoras in 
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the nation 

Tamayo explains that the weakness or simple non-existence 
of unions in maqui/adora industries is one of their main 
characteristics. 'The unions that do exist in the sector do not 
defend worker's rights, but rather actually serve to increase 
their exploitation. They are distorted in that way." Thus, he 
adds, it is important for workers to unite to organize and 
struggle for better working conditions in the maqui/adoras. 

Much of this goes on because the legislation regarding ma
qui/adoras makes it easy for management to rotate the work 
force. A new worker in a maqui/adora does not become "per
manent" until she or he has worked in the plant for 90 days. 
Thus, it is possible to tire workers during this period without 

14 having to pay severance pay. Tamayo claims that this 
phenomenon is related to pressures from the United States 
that hope to use the northern part of Mexico as a platform for 
exports and to validate the presence of the_ U .S. productive 
plant in Mexican territory. "The maqui/adoras are an extension 
of U.S. manufacturing activites; they absorb the ups and 
downs in the U.S. economy," he says. 

TOWARD THE FUTURE 

For Jesús Ta mayo, the maqui/adora industries present the fol
lowing charateristics now and into the future: 

* by the year 2000, Mexico will be saturated with ma
qui/adoras; 

* there are no training programs for workers in these in
dustries;
* its growth is related to totally exogenous-external factors,
and there is no interna! strategy to control those factors ade
quately.
* they receive "liberal," exceptional treatment; and labor laws
are adapted to the demands of the industry.

As a result, Tamayo believes that there will be profound 
ch,mges i.n the class structure of the northern border area, 
specifically in Sonora, Northern Baja California and 
Chihuahua. As a part of the same analysis, Ta mayo states that 
pollution will also increase dramatically in the region since 
many of the U.S. businesses that leave their country to set up 
shop in Mexico do so to avoid the rigors of modern legislation 
that reflect a higher degree of consciousness regarding the 
importance of environmental protection.* 

Adriana de la Mora 


