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union outlets and by provid-
ing larger incentives for
agroindustrial  firms  man-
aged by workers.

As far back as August 1985,
the Confederation had pro-
posed setting up training
programs for peasants to im-
prove farming techniques,
linking associations of gjidos
to study and research cen-
ters, providing  consult-

antship in management for

Lost illusions for the old folk

cooperatives and gjidos, as
well as peasant participation
in  processing, distribution
and marketing of their pro-
duce.

Labor's proposals are a clear
symptom of the social con-
cern over the plight of the
peasants, who themselves have
demanded that the state
take a greater role in dealing
with the situation. Peasants
are seeking subsidies in the
form of agricultural inputs
and.-improved seeds; easily
available and greater amounts
of credit; cutbacks in the
cost of irrigation services;
the setting up of state-owned
storage and transportation

facilties and government
intervention to put an end
to political imposition and
repression in ejidos and
municipalities.

These men and women whose
hands are chapped from
sun and hard work will never
forget that their demands have
been ignored despite the
fact that they played a deci-
sive role in the 1910 Revolu-
tion. Mexico will be unable to

resolve its crisis as long as
there are young men without
land or work, or while entire
families huddle in Mexico
City’s railroad station, or as
long as crops are lost to the
forces of nature, and small
farmers and peasants lack
credit and government sup-
port or are further impov-
erished by middlemen. The
problem is not merely to
achive selfsufficiency in food
production. It's also a matter
of restoring dignity to agricul-
tural workers, the men and
women who are currently
living on the fringes of mod-
ern Mexico. %

Jorge Luis Sierra Guzman

Governments Choreograph
Dance of Indifference for

Central American Migrants

Hundreds of thousands of Ceniral Americans leave their
countries to look for work and peace in the north: many
remain in Mexico.

Mexico's southern border has its ““wetbacks' too —altholf
nobody calls them that— who illegally cross the Suchiate fi
from Guatemala into Chiapas.

Most of them arrive in Mexico with the intention of reachi
United States, fleeing armed conflicts, military repressi
ever-increasing economic stress in El Salvador, Guat
Honduras and Nicaragua. An estimated two million people
been displaced by the Central American conflicts, an
haps half a million of these are now living in Mexican terild

Nonetheless, only 42,000 receive official aid from intern
organizations and the Mexican government: these are th
temalan Indian peasants who fled their country during ft
tary governments headed by General Romeo Lucas (18
1982) and General Efrain Rios Montt (1982-1983). Most off
refugees arrived in Mexico between 1981 and 1983. A
imately half of them still live in Chiapas in crowded
camps, while the other half have been resettled in t
of Campeche and Quintana Roo, in self-sufficiency
gration projects. This:latter group has received the mig
status of ‘‘temporary workers,” while those still in Chiap
in the country as “border visitors.” In all cases, the cf
‘born in Mexican territory are entitled to Mexican citize

Sergio Aguayo, professor and researcher at the Co
México's School of International Studies, says there &
400,000 “forgotten Central Americans’ in Mexico. L
illegal immigrants in the U.S., they are subject to explo
by employers and extortion by corrupt officials; they he
access to state health facilities and even have difficulti
ting the kids enrolled at school, since they often lack thel
sary documents. They also risk arrest and deportation; a
ing to Dr. Aguayo, some 40,000 Central Americans
ported through the border crossings over the Suchiate
near Tapachula, Chiapas, in the first ten months of 18

The great majority of illegal immigrants in Mexico are ffg
Salvador, and they do not generally remain in the
border areas, but move north immediately to try a
their main objectives: work, dollars and safety from
and bombs made in U.S.A.— which make life imposs
home. The interrelationiship between the United Stal
Central America is easily detected by observers. U.S.1n
tion and military involvement in the area have cause
of displaced persons to leave their homes. More than of
lion Salvadorans are now estimated to live in the
these people, Mexico is but a stepping stone to the *
Dream”.
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alvadorans who remain in Mexico assimilate into the lo-
opulation and usually manage to survive with the help of
es, friends and charitable or political organizations. Only
alvadorans in Mexico City receive help from the United
1s High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR): supple-
ary food hand-outs and medical assitance.

alvadorans are recognized as ‘‘refugees,” it is possible
em to seek asylum in a third country. Both the Canadian
Australian governments have representatives in Mexico
nterview and approve a limited number of persons for
fugee resettlement programs. For example, since 1983,
lia has received 1,000 Salvadorans each year, some di-
ly from E| Salvador and others from Mexico.

st of the Central American immigrants who remain in the
i border area of Chiapas are from Guatemala. They look
rk in the coffee, cacao, cotton and banana harvests in
conusco area. As in the United States, these transitory
al" workers from the south are badly treated and overex-
d. Tapachula, the biggest city in the Soconusco, report-
1as plenty of Central American women who despair of
economic situation at home and who travel north to earn
y from prostitution.

sts of Mexico migratory-political problems say that Mex-
in the middle of the sandwich: from the south apparently
-ending floods of people who can no longer tolerate the
al, social and economic deterioration in their countries:
he north, pressures from a super-power with an increas-
militarized border.

the nation

A Catholic priest in Guatemala recently told me that 150 to 200
people leave his parish each week to go north; a nun from the
Good Shepherd Order, working in the border town of Mexicali
from 1981-1983, said that during that time some 4,000 Central
Americans would pass through town each month with the in-
tention of crossing into the U.S. Sister Bertha told me she used
to work in Mexicali's prisons and that two buses would leave
each week with illegal immigrants on board, bound for the
southern border at Tapachula.

Maria, a woman imprisoned along with her 4-year-old son in
Mexico City in 1985 for not having her papers in order, told me
the immigration Detention Center was full of Central Americans
awaiting deportation. In this unending cycle of journeys deten-
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Malnutrition ravages the refugees. A baby in the hospital in Chiapas

tions, deportations, escapes and new attempts, families disin-
tegrate and people lose each other; but the tide continues. The
search for the American Dream is seen by some as the only
escape valve for Central America,

The “forgotten Central Americans’ in Mexico and the United
States are unusally termed ‘‘economic immigrants’’. Those
who are forced to leave their homes because of war or internal
violence, but who remain in their own country, are called "‘dis-
placed persons.” Those who flee to another country because
of a well-founded fear of losing their lives if they remain, are
termed ‘‘refugees’ by the UNHCR. While Mexico has a tradition
of receiving exiles from other countries —from Spain in the
1930s and Latin America in the 1970s— only the 42,000 Gua-
temalan peasants under the care of the Mexican Commission
for Refugee Assistance (COMAR) are actually considered refu-
gees.

Economic immigrants have no rights; they are left to fend for
themselves. Displaced persons seem to have no rights either;
at least in Guatemala, El Salvador and Honduras, they are to-
tally dependent on their own efforts and local charity for their
survival. A refugee, however, who has crossed a border for fear
of political persecution, does have some rights; they may re-
ceive aid from the UNHCR to remain in the country of first a-

sylum or be resettled in third countries, such as Sweden, Cana-
da or Australia.

The situation in Central America is of such political viclence
and instability, that Mexico and other countries in the region
—except the United States—have proposed another definition
of the word refugee: “'those persons who have fled from their
countries because their life, liberty or security has been threat-
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ened by generalized violence, foreign agression, internal con-
flicts, massive violation of human rights or other circumstances
which have gravely affected public order” (Cartagena Decla-
ration, November 1984).

Dr. Aguayo criticizes both Mexico and the U.S. for their *'dance
of indifference” with respect to the human drama of Central
American migration. However, he says that Mexico has the
best policy in the region and a more humane approach to the
problem. In a way, he says, Mexico has tried to ignore the prob-
lem, while at the same time seeking a regional solution. In
fact, many of those deported from the U.S. as undocumented
Mexicans are Central Americans. Officers don't bother to ask
where the “‘wetback’’ is from, for the simple reason that it is
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Hoping someday to return 1o their land and country

more costly to deport someone 1o Honduras or El Salvador
than to Mexico. Dr. Aguayo says the United States does not
recognize any Central Americans as refugees or asylum-seekers,
yet accepts that two of its allies, Canada and Australia, interview
Central American refugees in Mexico.

Mexico, in its current economic crisis, cannot afford to be too
generous or too humanitarian with the floods of migrants, says
Aguayo. Thus, one can explain the Mexican government’s ap-
parently ambivalent attitude: a certain leniency and tolerance
towards the illegal immigrants in its territory, coupled with
arrests and deportations.

Mexican Foreign Minister, Bernardo Sepulveda, has repeat-
edly stated that Mexico needs peace in Central America, since
an “increase in the region’s armed conflicts would bring very
grave consequences for Mexico™ X

Jackie Buswell

Shifting Gears in
Mexican Industry
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A bold plan to modernize
Mexico’s aging industrial
plant has been proposed.

Numerous countries around
the world have found them-
selves confronted with the
need to transform their pro-
ductive plants in order to sur-
vive and compete in the in-
ternational marketplace.
Since the 1960s, the rules
of industrial production have
been gradually changing to
the point that today countries
like Mexico are faced with
the problem of how to deal
with increasingly outdated
installations and technology.

This situation has given rise
to a new concept: industrial
reconversion, also called
modernization, readjustment
or simply the restructuring of
the industrial plant. When
people speak of industrial re-
conversion, they imply that
the previous model of indus-
trial development is now ob-
solete. in Mexico, that model
has led to irrational internal
growin and difficulties in stay-
ing competitive on the ra-
pidly changing international
market. The situation is clear-
ly compounded by the se-
verity of the country’s crisis.

In official Mexican circles, re-
conversion is understood as
a strategic policy proposal.
It is ah ambitious plan intend-
ed to deal with the urgent
need to transform the
country’s productive appara-
tus. In addition, it recognizes
that transformation is not a
passive process of reinser-

“tion in the international mar-

ket but rather demands the
correction of past vices and
insufficiencies fo create a
“new dynamic style of growth

Workers few losing their jobs
through reconversion

and beneficial participé
in the marketplace.

In November 1986, .
del Mazo, Minister of
Mining and Para-State
tries, outlined the m
ments of reconvers
ring a session W
country’s House of
sentatives. The goal is
Mexico into an ind
power by the year:
With this reorientat
government hopes
ance the trade ledger
duce vulnerability to
factors, as well as o
tee the production
goods and strategic
strengthen and red
development of thel
market.



