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Free Trade and Forced Migration

During the 1994 debate over the North American Free Trade Agreement, Attorney General Janet Reno declared, “NAFTA is our best hope for reducing illegal migration in the long haul.”  She predicted that NAFTA would raise Mexican living standards so significantly that it would reduce undocumented immigration by as much as two-thirds by the end of the decade.  

We know today that, as devastating as NAFTA has been for working people in the United States, it has been even worse for working people in Mexico.  Rather than curtailing migration from Mexico, NAFTA has driven down living standards for the average Mexican and caused an explosion in immigration over the past fifteen years.  

Over those first six years of NAFTA, the poverty rate in Mexico actually increased from 45.6 percent to 50.3 percent.  The percentage of Mexicans in extreme poverty—a food-based poverty line estimating the percentage of people at risk of malnutrition—grew from 27.9 percent to 31.9 percent.  According to the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, the real wages for most Mexicans also dropped under NAFTA.  

One of the driving forces behind the increase in poverty were specific NAFTA provisions that forced over a million small farms out of business.  As with many developing nations, agriculture is the single largest sector of employment in Mexico.  When tariffs on agricultural products from the United States were removed, it resulted in a flood of imports. This wasn’t the “free market” at work.  Imports of certain agricultural staples from the United States were cheaper than food grown locally in Mexico because giant agribusiness exporters benefit from billions of dollars in U.S. taxpayer subsidies, enabling them to sell grains on the international market for less than what it costs farmers to actually grow them.  

By 2000, Mexican farmers were selling their corn for little more than half what they received in the early 1990s.  Corn imports in Mexico have risen by 522% under NAFTA, and imports of rice, wheat, soy, cotton, beef, pork and poultry have all far more than doubled.  This pushed millions of people out of rural communities to look for jobs in cities, and when no jobs were available, to look for work in the United States.  

While Mexican farm workers clearly suffered under NAFTA, U.S.-subsidized agricultural imports did not benefit the Mexican people as consumers either.  In 1994, the daily minimum wage bought almost 45 pounds of tortillas.  In 2003, it bought less than 19.  The cost savings derived from the subsidized imports of U.S. corn and other food staples went primarily to middlemen such as millers, food processors and retailers (often themselves transnational corporations).  For the average Mexican, NAFTA is a lose-lose situation.  

As NAFTA ravaged Mexico’s economy, millions of people exercised one of the only remaining options to feed their families—they moved North.  According to the U.S. Census, the number of Mexican-born people living in the United States grew by more than 80% between 1990 and 2000.  In the six years that followed, the number of undocumented immigrants from Mexico living in the United States continued to grow from about 1.5 million to an estimated 6.2 million.  

Some business leaders and elected officials argue that immigrants are working in jobs that Americans refuse to take, and that the U.S. actually needs new “guest worker” programs that allow employers to directly import labor from other countries and then send people home again when they’re no longer wanted.  This is simply a way of legalizing the exploitation of undocumented immigrants that is already taking place, and should be opposed.  

A quick look at the building trades shows that American citizens are more than happy to work in physically demanding jobs in exchange for decent pay and working conditions.  Unscrupulous employers exploiting undocumented immigrants is very clearly driving down wages in that industry and others, ultimately adding the economic insecurity of American citizens.  By tying employees’ legal status to the whims of their individual employers, “guest worker” programs would do essentially the same thing.  

Blaming immigrants for these things would be both morally wrong and politically counterproductive.  In the words of one rural Mexican migrant planning to cross the border into the United States, “I would rather risk dying in this desert than endure the shame of watching my children suffer from hunger in their own land.”  So long as opportunities for subsistence continue to be taken away from people in their home countries, they will be willing to literally risk their lives coming to the United States in the hopes of finding opportunities to support themselves and loved ones back home.  

Finding an ultimate solution to the question of undocumented immigration will by no means be easy, and reasonable people will certainly have differences of opinion, but from a union member’s perspective, the approach we take to this issue should be based on the principle of worker solidarity.  We need to broaden our opposition to free trade agreements from simply preventing the offshoring of American jobs to also defeating those trade provisions that hurt small farmers and force privatization abroad.  We also need to be firm in the demand that all working people living in the United States deserve the same freedoms of speech and assembly—including basic workplace protections and the right to organize—so that employers can no longer exploit workers just because of their immigration status.  

