Maquiladoras and NAFTA and how it compares with the EU  
Introduction
Mexico has had a troubled history and its attempts to modernise through trade agreements and its coalition with the US and Canada through the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) appear to have done little for the welfare of the nation. There is much research that has evidenced the failure of NAFTA to provide not only economic stability but to also address the environmental needs and welfare rights of its members. Of the three nations Mexico is the most adversely impacted by NAFTAs narrow scope in the provision of free trade but not fair trade. This research will look at the troubled relationship of the foreign owned maquiladora industry along the US-Mexican border and its impact on the unskilled low wage labour workers who not only struggle to live above the poverty line, but are furthermore, adversely affected by poor working conditions and pollution caused by the multinationals blatant flouting of environmental policies. In the absence of definition of poverty from one of the world organisations such as the World Health Organisation (WHO) or the United Nations (UN), a definition by World Vision UK (2021) summarises it well: “anyone who is living on an income level of less than $1.90 per day, roughly £1.40, is deemed to be living in absolute poverty, as outlined by The World Bank, (2018)”, (note that although the World Bank is referenced here, a clear definition could not be found on the site). “Extreme poverty is not only characterised by money [but as] the United Nations defined in 1995 “a condition characterised by severe deprivation of basic human needs, including food, safe drinking water, sanitation facilities, health, shelter, education, and information. It depends not only on income but also on access to services.” It will reveal that the industry has a preference to exploit women and for reasons that will become apparent from the case study. A look at how NAFTA evolved, its key objectives, who were the driving force behind it will be explored and how NAFTA compare with the European Union (EU) who also developed similar agreements with member states. 
Maquiladoras and NAFTA
Maquiladoras first appeared in 1964 when Mexico created the Border Industrialisation Program (BIP) to attract foreign investment and create jobs for Mexican workers after the Bracero Program ended in the US. Located along a 20 mile strip along the northern border of Mexico, maquiladoras are foreign owned factories for the sole purpose of importing parts for assembly free of duty and with the condition of exporting all the finished products with only value added duty to be paid. Only a few multinationals opted to relocate here but it all changed after NAFTA came into force in 1994, replacing BIP.  Contrary to popular belief, the ideas behind NAFTA were initiated by the Mexicans, (Fernandez-Kelly and Massey, 2007) who concluded “although the treaty may have had mixed effects on workers in Mexico and the United States, its effects in terms of profits and capital accumulation are clear—never before have large firms experienced such an economic bonanza,” thus highlighting the focus on US corporations being the beneficiaries of the treaty at the expense of cheap labour in Mexico. In summary the NAFTA agreement was drawn with large bias in favour of the US corporations, giving them advantage over the liberalisation of the markets. This is evidenced in the growth of the maquiladora industry which grew exponentially when NAFTA replaced the BIP giving free reign to foreign trade and investment. The terms set within NAFTA have allowed foreign corporations the freedom to set up business across the border to exploit cheap labour and as will become evident, disregard labour, welfare, and environmental policy for the sake of profit. Theoretically, NAFTA was a viable option, but without a solid social policy in place alongside the economic policy, workers have experienced unfair treatments. Cooney, (2001) has shown that the success of foreign corporations has rested on the unregulated labour laws (see individual account of Carmen Duran in the text box). Workers are denied access to unions which has meant that the foreign companies, being unregulated, keep wages low, deny basic human rights such as using the bathroom and manipulate workers into working longer hours, dock pay and force increased productivity to name a few. He (Cooney) noted how a “semiconductor plant manager bragged about how he could get the workers to “double production every six weeks,” and “The absence of a union,” he continued, “means that we have a virtual haven for productivity, free of bargaining fetters. This is so much easier than the U.S.” There also appears to be little chance of advancement to better paid positions within the factory. Higher ranking positions are filled by foreign nationals from the corporation’s country of origin. The US also believed that through NAFTA, and its “1986 legislation to curb illegal immigration” (Martin, 1993) that migration from south of the border would be reduced to a minimum as a result of job creation in the maquiladora industry. The opposite was true, migration increased. This was because previously the Mexicans migrated seasonally, returning to their families once harvesting season was over. However, once restrictions were in place many preferred to remain in the US for fear of being refused re-entry.   
Research on NAFTAs objectives at inception reveals little in terms of a comprehensive package that incorporates all who are impacted by the Agreement: Multinationals, labour and environmental. Its focus was on satisfying the needs and demands of the multinationals with not much thought given to labour and environmental issues. Carol Hartt (1998) noted, “As corporations outgrew the domestic market and began trading, and [….], producing internationally, they grew in economic power and governments began to lose their powers of governance. In other words, the decline of meaningful national economies led to the breakdown of the governmental ability to balance the production of mass consumption and mass production.” This is a key observation given that the main objectives of NAFTA cited are, “providing factory owners with unhindered access to cheap Mexican labour,” “eliminating barriers to capital mobility in the most advanced sectors of the economy by issuing new rules for expanded investment in telecommunications, banking, insurance, biogenetics, and computers.” Fernandez-Kelly & Massey, 2007.  They also note how capital interests are highlighted through protection of “intellectual property rights, patents and copyrights, and the rights and privileges of ownership” with the absence of consideration given to labour and environmental concerns giving freedom of access to cheap Mexican labour and “unhindered access to Mexican property and financial assets.” In October 1992 before NAFTA was formally ratified President Bush asked for Clinton’s to endorsement of the NAFTA. Clinton agreed to do so only if the Bush administration rectified the lack of environmental and labour welfare policies. Given that the NAFTA came into force on 1st January 1994, it was a very short time in which to create these policies. Side agreements were hurriedly created and drawn up: the North American Agreement on Environmental Cooperation (NAAEC) and the North American Agreement on Labour Cooperation (NAALC), each of which, fails to provide adequate policies for the protection of workers and the environment (Charnovitz, 1998). More so, these treaties go untested since any attempts by the workers to exercise their rights are quashed since any legal representation appointed by the government tend to receive a pay off from the company. The consequences of which are evidenced in the case study of Carmen Duran and her story in Tijuana, off the border of SanDiego, California, see text box 1. The story of the women forming a promotora, a group they were forced to form as they had no union representation.  When they approached their government appointed union representation to claim severance pay that was due when Sony relocated to Indonesia, they found that the official was paid off by the company. They successfully recovered the money that was due to them. It was a victory.  It is worth mentioning Nogales, a town that spans the US-Mexican border in Arizona, US and Sonora, Mexico. In their book, Why Nations Fail, Acemoglu & Robinson (2013, p. 7) set the scene on what can be expected when living on either side of the border. In Nogales, Arizona most enjoy a relatively comfortable lifestyle with no worry about health, welfare, or safety. They are secure in the knowledge that they live in a democracy and can vote for change should they need to. They do not need to worry about education or even basic needs of sanitation, housing, or food. But in Sonora, just on the other side of the wall, which was erected in 1995, the scene is very different; residents there instead must contend with a lack of sanitation, high crime rates, pollution, unmaintained roads, and lack of opportunities. There is no security here.  All of Nogales once belonged to Mexico but their fates were sealed when the US bought land that cut through the town splitting it into US and Mexico. Prior to the wall being erected the people on both sides of the border happily crossed daily either for work or socially but since the wall which has rolls of barbed wire along it the ability to mix with each other is impossible. 
Whilst the US were securing their economic and financial interests, the Mexicans failed to ensure that beyond economic growth they needed to ensure political stability by ensuring that the welfare of their citizens and the environment had firm policies in place and that they would be adhered to. The Mexican government were more focused on “an attempt to integrate into the global economy through trade liberalization,” (Gereffi, Spener, & Bair 2002, quoted in Fernandez-Kelly & Massey, 2007) that they overlooked the needs and interests of the labour workers and the need to protect and enforce standards in the environment they work and live in. The Mexican government’s attempt to achieve economic success were based on their observed successes of other cheap labour countries around the world, but they failed to understand that these governments maintained firm control of economic, welfare and labour standards. Another aspect that has led to Mexico’s labour crises is the disposal of the Ejido system, a government initiative that distributed small amounts of land to farmers for subsistence farming that had been in force for 60 years.  By allowing the privatisation of agricultural land, which was open to agribusiness, the consequences were “The diminishing of land availability [that] forced peasants to migrate to the cities, where they added to both the scarcity of jobs and pressured urban services” (Shefner, 2007). Many headed to the northern borders in the hope of securing unskilled labour in the maquiladoras and the prospect of higher wages. 
	TEXT BOX 1
Video diary of Carmen Duran
Carmen Duran worked for Sanyo, a maquiladora in Tijuana, Mexico along the US border.  She arrived there alone at the age of 13 and stayed.  She does not say how old she is now but, looking young, she is a single mum of three children living in Lagunitas which looks like a shanty town bordering the pristine looking set up of the manufacturing zones. She points to a factory which can be seen at a distance from her home.  She appreciates that she doesn’t have to travel far to get to work. 
The video shows a clear divide between the US and Mexico of a high wall, clearly visible is the stark contrast of urban development of a high concentration of maquiladoras on the Mexican side with the US side of the border being undeveloped. The purpose of the wall was to deter illegal crossings from Mexico into the US. 
Carmen notes that the term maquiladora first became a thing in the 1960s. People migrated there with the promise of better wages.  At that time 80% of the labour workforce were women. (She does not mention if these statistics have changed since then).  Women were preferred because “we would make a good workforce because we had agile hands, and we would be cheap and docile.”
Her role in Sanyo was making ‘flybacks’, a television component. When she first started at the factory, she suffered nosebleeds. Everyday the first thing to hit her on entry to the factory was the horrible adhesive smell that smelled like burned plastic and left work reeking of it. She reflects that she liked the environment but not how she was treated.  She was harassed and pressured, but she stayed because she had friends there and they were together. She also stayed because she is hardheaded.
She worked for Sanyo for 6½ years until they moved their operation to Indonesia because labour was cheaper. “They just wanted to pay less and make more.” Worse still, Sanyo were legally bound to pay severance but failed to do so. The government appointed legal counsel who favoured the company rather than the worker.  
Also noted in the video is the various jobs women were employed to do jobs such as assembling oxygen masks, furniture, filters, electrical components, toys, urinary bags or package panty hose, telephones, batteries, are a few mentioned.
The second video further depicts Carmens and other women’s stories and highlights the conditions they live in. It highlights what they must contend with on a daily basis. Carmen built her home herself from cheap garage doors.  She could not afford to put a floor down. A river near the village separates them from the industrial park gets polluted with toxic waste from factories that are cited on high ground and whose pipes are directed away towards their neighbourhood and river. The lack of sewage pipes, no electricity so they hang cables which are dangerously exposed and have caused injuries.  A nearby factory has been abandoned for ten years now but was left filled with barrels of lead which have eroded, and the waste is scattered everywhere.  The health problems are vast – from sores and nosebleeds to babies born without brains or other health issues or die at birth.  
The women in the film educated themselves in understanding the law and became Promotoras – they began chipping away at resolving the problems in their workplace and in their neighbourhoods. The film shows the victories and gains they are making. Carmen had success in getting severance from Sony and they also succeeded in getting the government to organise clean up of the lead in the abandoned factory.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xgX_w2WwqMM&list=PLija8sXg02DMcsXwL4ORCo2NZZMMARM5j&index=4 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C3EGupx8u18&list=PLija8sXg02DMcsXwL4ORCo2NZZMMARM5j&index=6 



NAFTA and the EU
 As stated earlier, the Bush administration responded to pressure to draw up side agreements to NAFTA for labour and environment; NAALC and NAAEC respectively. Stanton (1998) noted in relation to NAALC but applies equally to NAAEC, “Without a method of acting upon their own recommendations, the institutions intended to guarantee a certain quality of life to workers in all three NAFTA member states, are ineffective and inadequate in dealing with current labour issues as well as future ones.”  Evidence of personal accounts from the case study supports Stanton’s statement. NAFTAs focus on economic success without applying the same focus on labour and environment has resulted in an imbalance in equality and environmental standards something 
 which the European Union (EU) has been effective in addressing. who have a similar treaty but have successfully managed to combine free trade with fair trade. NAFTAs main drive was to satisfy the will of corporates that would enable economic success with relative freedom; the EUs main objective and focus was to form a peaceful alliance. After WWII, the six countries of France, Germany, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg formed an alliance of their coal and steel resources to form the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) so that there was little chance of going to war against each other. Building on the success of their alliance, the members created the European Economic Union (EEC) and the European Atomic Energy Community (Euratom), the purpose to establish a common market through the removal of trade barriers and establishing common policies in transport, trade, and agriculture.  The policies were not perfect but have evolved as needed. In 1967 the three communities of the ECSC, Euratom and EEC united to become one community – the EEC.  The EECs successful treaties attracted interest to join from other European countries. At its peak the EU had 28 members. The UK has since left. The successes of the EU rely on members adhering to its policies which, over time, have evolved to address the needs and concerns that arise that may have an impact on members. The EU has created a zone in which all 27 of its member countries can operate on a level playing field.  It has created a zone that enables, freedom to trade, freedom to work live and move freely within its member countries.  Countries abide by the treaties but retain sovereignty thus supporting a peaceful alliance. Articles 3 of the Lisbon treaty, listed in the box below outlines the objectives of the EU.  To achieve these objectives, notably those missing from NAFTA, the EU have standardised some key elements, “created among other things a common market, a shared custom, a single currency [….] and shared agricultural and trade policies”, Fernandez-Kelley & Massey (2007). A Structural Fund program is designed to bailout countries that are most in need. This ensures imbalances are addressed and stability is created; Its wholesome approach ensures economic, labour and environmental needs are addressed. The EU has further deepened unity by creating the Schengen Agreement which dispenses the need for passports when travelling between member countries and enables freedom to work, live or travel anywhere within the EU.  
	TEXT BOX 2
Lisbon Treaty
Article 3
1.   The Union's aim is to promote peace, its values and the well-being of its peoples.
2.   The Union shall offer its citizens an area of freedom, security and justice without internal frontiers, in which the free movement of persons is ensured in conjunction with appropriate measures with respect to external border controls, asylum, immigration and the prevention and combating of crime.
3.   The Union shall establish an internal market. It shall work for the sustainable development of Europe based on balanced economic growth and price stability, a highly competitive social market economy, aiming at full employment and social progress, and a high level of protection and improvement of the quality of the environment. It shall promote scientific and technological advance.
It shall combat social exclusion and discrimination, and shall promote social justice and protection, equality between women and men, solidarity between generations and protection of the rights of the child.
It shall promote economic, social and territorial cohesion, and solidarity among Member States.
It shall respect its rich cultural and linguistic diversity, and shall ensure that Europe's cultural heritage is safeguarded and enhanced.
4.   The Union shall establish an economic and monetary union whose currency is the euro.
5.   In its relations with the wider world, the Union shall uphold and promote its values and interests and contribute to the protection of its citizens. It shall contribute to peace, security, the sustainable development of the Earth, solidarity and mutual respect among peoples, free and fair trade, eradication of poverty and the protection of human rights, in particular the rights of the child, as well as to the strict observance and the development of international law, including respect for the principles of the United Nations Charter.
6.   The Union shall pursue its objectives by appropriate means commensurate with the competences which are conferred upon it in the Treaties.


 What sets the EU apart from NAFTA is the solid objectives and values that underpin it and are inclusive of all member states ensuring equal, fair, and just treatment for all. The EU is not perfect, but its overall objectives set it apart from NAFTA in its ability to integrate wider concerns and to consult with stakeholders, organisations, and levels of social strata. 

Comparative Look at NAFTA and EU 
Comparing NAFTA to the EU is like comparing a child to an adult since EUs history starts after WWII and is well established and documented whereas NAFTA began in the mid 1990s creating a model that “by its very nature, represents the interests of investors over workers and those of rich nations over poor nations.” (McCarthy & LMSW, 2008). One could have forgiven NAFTA for this oversight even though they could have turned to the EU for guidance, but the evidence in practice shows the lack of disregard for human life and environmental degradation. NAFTA have failed to foster good top-down relations with its neighbour. Instead, they have worked in opposition to fostering good relations, “the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) represents the latest attempt to tear down barriers to capital mobility, even as territorial demarcations were tightened for workers.” (Fernandez-Kelly & Massey, 2007). This was “in striking contrast to the European Union, which made labour central to the broader process of market integration.” (Fernandez -Kelly & Massey, 2007). NAFTA stands for exploitation and exclusion and the EU inclusion and collaboration. It is very difficult to appreciate NAFTA although the first agreement with Canada; the Canadian-US Trade Agreement (CUFTA), was a success that those on both sides of the border were keen that there were calls to “accelerate the scheduled phase out of tariffs." (Stubbs, 1998). This probably worked well due to both countries being a democracy without the shortfalls faced by Mexico that made the treaty economically viable. Canada aside, the relationship with Mexico needed close collaboration to consider all factors that would be impact the workers and their environment by the Multinationals relocating south of the border. The EUs creation of the Structural Fund Program has ensured that such situations as experienced by Mexico would not happen. Bailouts for poorer nations is not unknown. The EUs policy of ensuring economic, welfare, labour and environmental stability is probably what has attracted more countries to join.  NAFTA would do well to learn from the EU if they are to foster relationships that create harmony and positive relations going forward. What NAFTA lacks that the EU has is equality among its members. The fact that the EU has grown in complexity is a testimony to the attention it pays to the details that are necessary for a harmonious community. Very few Organisations exist in perfection, the EU is not one of them. With an organisation as large as the EU it is to be expected that it would have its share of conflict and disagreements but to have an organisation that is able to set policies in place that its members can adhere to and benefit from and to have countries wanting to join is a testimony to its overarching policies of inclusion and equality. Evidence also points to the development of NAFTAs treaty being heavily influenced by the corporations and major banks without input from other key players who would be affected by the deal.  As pointed out earlier, this was addressed with the addition of the side agreements NAAEC and NAALC, but these were only added as an afterthought and to satisfy opposition in government and have proven to have had little effect in practice. A search to find high impact problems within the EU model could not be found. Such as the ones experienced by Mexico therefore it can be considered that the EU model is a success.   
Both NAFTA and the EU are members of the World Trade Organisation (WTO) and interestingly both are in compliance with its rules only that they work differently. 
Conclusion
It has been a difficult task to highlight the positive aspects of NAFTA. Aside from its success in negotiating effective free trade agreements it is difficult to view this as a success when the true cost has been to the workers of the multinationals and the environment. There is no real need for over the top profits at the expense of another’s life.  As aptly put by one of the female workers in the video, they are treated like commodities – expendable but these are people who also deserve a decent life as much as anyone else. The definition of poverty stated above as mentioned above certainly matches the criteria of the maquiladora workers, but nobody is taking any notice. It is a testimony to those that are taking action and achieving results slowly but surely. That they are educating themselves and able to take on the corporation is to be applauded. The fact that the people behind the treaties are able to develop policies without regard for those they will employ is unacceptable. NAFTA needs to be held accountable for the enabling multinationals to exploit cheap labour without consequence but more critically the multinationals that participate in inhumane practices need to be not only held accountable but also fined and made to make reparations for those that have suffered as a direct result of their actions. It has indeed been difficult reading to learn of the plight of the factory workers and their helplessness in a situation that is totally out of their control. To arrive at a place with a promise of work and a better lifestyle but to only be met with working conditions that even animal activists would find unsuitable for animals is unfair. There needs to be a body that holds NAFTA accountable for its lack of humanity and make it force multinationals to make reparation. To also learn that the multinational will move their production to another country on the promise of cheaper labour shows that Mexico is not the only country to experience exploitation at the hands of the corporate giants. Ultimately, the operating with free trade is a good idea as it fosters alliances and good relationships however, it cannot be ignored that many countries do not have the same level of power and resources to be on equal footing with the richer nations therefore responsibility must lie with the richer nations to take the lead in creating a fair and just policies for all.  
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