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WHY DID WE COME? 

Flight from Oaxaca 
Luz Dominguez, Marcela Melquiades, and each immigrant room 
cleaner at the Woodfin Suites Hotel had complex reasons for setting 
out on the road to Emeryville. Pedro Mendez arrived in Tar Heel with 
other migrants from the same constellation of towns in the Mexican 
state of Veracruz. Each had his or her individual motivation for mak
ing the journey to Smithfield. But common threads run through all 
their stories. Similar economic and political conditions make up the 
terrain on which individuals and families decide to leave home. 

In 2oo6 Mexico was in turmoil. Dramatic political and economic 
conflicts uprooted and displaced thousands of families. Teachers 
struck in Oaxaca, and after their demonstrations were teargassed, a 
virtual insurrection paralyzed the state capital for months. Some of 
the world's largest mines and Mexico's only steel mill were paralyzed 
when workers occupied their worksites and refused to leave. Accusa
tions that the july presidential election was marred by fraud brought 
Mexico City residents into the streets, where they camped for weeks 
in protest. 

Economic desperation is at the root of these political and social 
movements, and is a major source of pressure on people to migrate. 
Repression brought to bear on those movements also leads to migra
tion. It's no accident that Oaxaca is one of the main starting points for 
the current stream of Mexican migrants coming to the United States. 
And the miners of Mexico's northern states not only share family ties 
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with miners on the U.S. side, but often have no choice but to join them 
when their unions are attacked or their jobs eliminated. 

To understand the impact of U.S. immigration policy in Oakland's 
Fruitvale neighborhood, or at the Smithfield packing plant, one has 
to start by looking farther south. 

About 30 million Mexicans survive on less than thirty pesos a day-not 
quite three dollars. The minimum wage is forty-five. The federal gov
ernment estimates that 37.7 percent of Mexico's 106 million citizens-
40 million people-live in poverty, and 25 million, or 23.6 percent, in 
extreme poverty. In rural Mexico, over IO million people have a daily 
income of less than twelve pesos-a little over a dollar. Mexican in
come is falling faster than that of any other Latin American country, 
according to the International Labor Organization. 

Poverty in Mexico, however, is no more evenly distributed than it is 
in the United States. According to EDUCA, a Mexican education and 
development organization, 75 percent of Oaxaca's people live in ex
treme poverty, making it the second-poorest state in Mexico, after 
Chiapas. Among Mexican states, Oaxaca has the second-highest con
centration of indigenous residents-people who belong to commu
nities and ethnic groups that existed long before Columbus landed 
in the Caribbean. Raquel Cruz Manzano, principal of the Formal Pri
mary School in San Pablo Macuiltianguis, in the Zapotec region, says 
this concentration of poverty among indigenous people caused the 
uprising that shook Oaxaca in 2006. Of its 3-4 million residents, she 
says, only nine hundred thousand receive formal healthcare, while the 
illiteracy rate is 21.8 percent. Oaxacans speak twenty-three indigenous 
languages, yet "the educational level in Oaxaca is five-point-eight years 
of study, against a national average of seven-point-three years. The av
erage monthly income for nongovernmental employees is less than 
two thousand pesos [about two hundred dollars] per family, the low
est in the nation, which means that seventy-five thousand children 
have to work in order to survive or help their fainilies." 

Oaxacan poverty is a result of Mexican economic development poli
cies. For more than two decades, under pressure from the World Bank, 
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the International Monetary Fund (IMP), and conditions placed on U.S. 
bank loans and bailouts, the government has encouraged foreign in
vestment while cutting expenditures intended to raise rural incomes. 

Oaxaca is a state of small farmers, whose main crop is corn. For 
many years, ~exico's state-owned CONASUPO grocery stores pur
chased corn at high subsidized prices, turned it into tortillas, and sold 
them, along with milk and other basic foodstuffs, at low subsidized 
prices in cities. Economic reforms and the North American Free Trade 
Agreement, however, led the Mexican government to dissolve the 
CONASUPO system and end subsidies. Prices were decontrolled and 
rose dramatically on necessities like gasoline, electricity, bus fares, tor
tillas, and milk. In 2006 a gallon of milk sold in Mexican grocery stores 
for more than three dollars-a higher price than its equivalent in many 
U.S. supermarkets. 

NAFTA lowered customs barriers that historically prevented large 
U.S. corn producers from dumping corn in Mexico. U.S. grain pro
duction is large-scale and highly mechanized, with large inputs of fer
tilizers, pesticides, and, more recently, genetically modified seeds. Its 
production costs are lower than those of smaller Mexican producers, 
and in addition are subsidized by the U.S. farm bill, although NAFTA 
prohibited the Mexican government from paying subsidies to its 
fanners. 

According to Juan Manuel Sandoval, a professor at Mexico's Na
tional Institute of Anthropology and History and a leader of the Mex
ican Network on Free Trade, once the agreement went into effect it 
became cheaper for large Mexican corn growers to buy U.S. corn and 
resell it than to grow corn themselves. For the vast majority, however, 
like Oaxaca's small farmers, the price for yellow corn (the first variety 
on which import restrictions were dropped) simply couldn't cover the 
cost of growing it. When farming families couldn't sell enough to buy 
food and supplies for the coming year, many had to look for another 
Way to survive. Migration meant survival. 

Oaxacan poverty has always been higher than the national average, 
and the state's residents have been seeking work outside their state for 
decades. Oaxacans traveled first within Mexico itself, starting in the 
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late 1950s, when government policies of rural development and credit 
began to fail. In nearby Veracruz they first found work cutting sugar
cane and picking coffee for the rich planters of the coast. Then Sina
loa's and Baja California's new factory farms a thousand miles north, 
growing tomatoes and strawberries for U.S. supermarkets, needed 
workers. Soon growers began recruiting indigenous migrants, and be
fore long, trains were packed with Oaxacan families every spring. Over 
the last twenty years, the state's indigenous farmworkers moved north 
through Mexico and eventually began crossing the border into the 
United States. 

Today thousands of indigenous people leave Oaxaca's hillside vil
lages every year. And as they find their way to other parts of Mexico 
or the United States, the money they send home becomes crucial to 
the survival of the towns they leave behind. In 2005 Mexican president 
Vicente Fox boasted that Mexicans in the United States-often work
ing for poverty wages-sent home over $18 billion. In 2006 the remit
tance total reached $25 billion. "Migration is a necessity, not a choice," 
explained Romualdo Juan Gutierrez Cortez, a teacher in Santiago Jux
tlahuaca, in Oaxaca's rural Mixteca region. "There is no work here. 
You can't tell a child to study to be a doctor if there is no work for doc
tors in Mexico. It is a very daunting task for a Mexican teacher to con
vince students to get an education and stay in the country. It is 
disheartening to see a student go through many hardships to get an ed
ucation here in Mexico and become a professional, and then later in 
the United States do manual labor. Sometimes those with an education 
are working side by side with others who do not even know how 
to read. 

"Migration helps pacify people," he added. "Poverty is a ticking 
time bomb, but as long as there is money coming in from family in 
the United States, there is peace. To curb migration our country has 
to have a better employment plan. We must push our government to 
think about the working class." 

By 2006, however, the social peace supported by remittances could 
no longer be sustained in Oaxaca. Poverty and migration provided the 
economic and social fuel for that year's uprising, which began with 
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teachers and mushroomed into a virtual insurrection demanding the 
resignation of the state's governor. According to Jaime Medina, are
porter for Noticias, an independent newspaper founded in 1978 that 
became the voice of the Oaxacan rebellion, "Something had to give. 
It sometimes seems like Oaxaca and southern Mexico aren't even part 
of Mexico, the way we're ignored by the federal government until a 

crisis erupts." 
If poverty supplied the fuel, the conditions of teachers were the 

spark that ignited the blaze. "The federal government is always rav
ing about its educational system," Medina explained, 'but here in rural 

parts of Oaxaca, a typical school consists of four poles and palm leaves 
for a roof. Students sit on rocks, logs, or anything else they can find. 
The country's educational department does nothing to improve these 
conditions. A typical teacher earns about twenty-two hundred pesos 
every two weeks [about $220]. From that they have to purchase chalk, 
pencils, and other school supplies for the children. The life of a teacher 
is very difficult, so the demands they are making are fair. Unfortu
nately we have a deaf and blind government. We are fed up with the 
promises made every election, because we get nothing afterwards." 

In 2005 teachers demanded changes. When the state administration 
turned them down flat, they struck to force improvements. "The gov
ernment's denial infuriated them," Medina said. "They almost didn't 
complete the 2005 school year, but teachers have such a love for their 
students they decided to return and finish out the term. They stopped 
the strike. But when government tried to force them to do the same 
this spring [in 20~6], the teachers refused." 

In early May 2006, teachers struck again for higher salaries and an 
end to growing human rights violations. Oaxacans charged Governor 
Ulises Ruiz, elected in 2004, with jailing so many activists that Amnesty 
International sent a delegation to the state to investigate. As popular 
resentment grew and the strike wore on, thousands of teachers occu
pied the main square in the state capital, camping with their children 
on the cobblestone streets. In a Mexican planton, or street occupation, 
people live in the streets as a form of social protest, cooking and eat
ing out of doors, sleeping in tents. The teachers' planton, the largest in 
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Oaxaca's history, filled the zocalo at the center of the city's historic 
downtown. One demonstration during the occupation brought out 
more than 12o,ooo people. On June n Ruiz met with business leaders 
and pledged to use the mana dura, or heavy hand, against teachers and 
their allies. Oaxaca's wealthiest citizens, who benefited from the eco
nomic reforms, had a big stake in suppressing advocacy of political 
and economic alternatives. They gave Ruiz a green light. 

Early in the morning of June 14, the twenty-fourth day of the plan
ton, helicopters began to hover overhead. Police wearing helmets and 
flak vests and armed with automatic rifles filled the streets. People 
began to run, frightened at the crump of tear gas shells and the bil
lowing clouds of suffocating smoke. Then the police opened fire. By 
the end of the afternoon, city hospitals confirmed that five people 
were dead-three teachers and two children. Hundreds of others were 
injured by beatings and bullets; some had broken limbs. One pregnant 
woman miscarried. 

Ruiz underestimated the teachers, however. They retook the square 
at the end of the day, and the next morning some three hundred thou
sand people marched through Oaxaca demanding his resignation. 
In the following weeks, teachers and other groups calling for Ruiz's 
removal formed the Popular Assembly of the Peoples of Oaxaca 
(APPO). Doctors and nurses shut down clinics, while in a desperate re
action, police stepped up violence against protestors. One state uni
versity professor was killed in the street, and the husband of a striking 
teacher, Jose Jimenez Colmenares, was gunned down during a protest 
march. Pistoleros shot protesters guarding the transmitter for the 
Channel 9 radio station, after it had been occupied by demonstrators 
and used to broadcast news of the uprising. Gunmen fired on re
porters from Noticias. 

APPO supporters "were being assaulted and shot at by police in 
plainclothes," Medina recalled. "Finally a U.S. reporter, Brad Will, was 
killed in Santa Lucia del Camino, a neighboring town, when demon
strators were fired on. The protesters defended themselves with what 
they could. After that, thirty-five hundred federal police arrived with 
tear gas, water cannons, and pepper spray, and attacked the residents 
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protecting the teachers in the plaza. The protesters held off tanks, their 
rocks and sticks against the guns. During this confrontation, a nurse 
was killed by a tear gas shell. Federal officers dislodged those occupy
ing Channel9, and a sixteen-year-old protester was killed." 

According to Raquel Cruz Manzano, a member of the executive 
committee of Section [local union] 22 of the National Union of Edu
cation Workers, and active in the national union's progressive caucus, 
the National Coordinating Committee of Education Workers, teach
ers agreed to end the strike in October. Nevertheless, she said, the state 
government didn't allow many to return to their jobs. During the 
strike, Governor Ruiz hired strikebreakers with no certification as 
teachers, in direct violation of the law. "There are still three hundred 
schools where this is a problem," Cruz explained in an interview six 
months later. In the course of the repression 23 people were killed, 
she said, citing a report by the International Civil Commission for 
Human Rights Observation, which took testimony from over 420 vic
tims during a four-week investigation. In addition to the deaths, Cruz 
accused the government of responsibility for "over five hundred ar
rests, and an undetermined number of people forced to flee, or 'dis
appeared,' not counting an enormous number who were assaulted 
physically and psychologically." 

A year later Oaxacans remained defiant: "A true uprising took 
place,'' Cruz declared, "an authentic insurrection they were unable to 
defeat. We have not surrendered, nor will we ever surrender." 

Oaxaca has many dangerous teachers like Cruz and Gutierrez. In the 
1970s and 1980s, more than a hundred teachers there were killed in 
the struggle for control of Section 22. Today it is one of Mexico's most 
militant unions. In many villages teachers are community leaders and 
popularize Mexico's most progressive traditions. 

One afternoon a year before the uprising, Gutierrez stood at the 
back of a classroom in rural Santiago Juxtlahuaca, dapper in a pressed 
White shirt and chinos. Two boys and two girls, wearing new tennis 
shoes undoubtedly sent by family members working in the North, 
stood at the blackboard, giving a report and carefully gauging his re-
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action. As they recounted the history of Mexico's expropriation of oil 
in 1936, a smile curved beneath Gutierrez's pencil mustache. The ex
propriation was a high point in Mexican revolutionary nationalism. 
"Education is a very noble field, which I love," Gutierrez enthused. 
"But today it means confronting the government. You have to be ready 
to fight for the people and their children, and not just in the class
room." 

Gutierrez was elected to Oaxaca's state legislature in 2ooo, in a part
nership between the Indigenous Front of Binational Organizations 
(FIOB), which he then headed in Oaxaca, and the left-wing Party of 
the Democratic Revolution (PRO). Following the end of his term, he 
was arrested and jailed by Ruiz's predecessor, Governor Jose Murat. 
"Before my arrest I thought we had a decent justice system," he said. 
"I knew it wasn't perfect, but I thought it worked. Then I saw that the 
people in jail weren't the rich or well educated, but the poor and those 
who work hard for a living." In prison Gutierrez met members of a 
local union who had been jailed for months. "There are over two thou
sand complaints of political oppression in the state that have not been 
investigated," Gutierrez charged, months before the 2006 uprising. 

News outlets that expose these abuses also find themselves in the 
government's crosshairs. In 2003 Noticias exposed public works fraud 
in the Murat administration. In that fall's gubernatorial election, the 
paper supported the left-wing PRO candidate, who lost amid charges 
of vote rigging. On December 1, the same day Murat's successor, 
Ulises Ruiz, took office, hooligans broke into the Noticias building and 
threatened reporters. More provocations followed. Six months later 
state police and dozens of thugs belonging to the Revolutionary Con
federation of Workers and Peasants (CROC) surrounded the office. 
CROC is a labor federation founded in the early 1950s by the Institu
tional Revolutionary Party (PRI), the party that governed Mexico for 
over seventy years and still rules in Oaxaca. In some areas the CROC 
functions as a normal union, but in others it is a vehicle used by the 
PRI to intimidate political opponents. 

Amnesty International reports that 102 of Noticias's 130 employees 
belonged to CROC, but in 2004 CROC leadership called a strike 
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"against the express wishes of the Noticias workforce." In a cynical use 
of the provision of Mexican labor law that prohibits an employer from 
operating during a strike, the Ruiz administration ordered the paper 
to stop publishing. "Three hundred people came in to take over," Me
dina recalled. "Thirty-one of my coworkers stayed behind. Some were 
getting ready to print the paper, while other reporters were finishing 
up last-minute stories. The editor and assistant editor also stayed 
behind. All of them were basically kidnapped. We could see them 
through the windows as they were being assaulted. They were held for 

thirty-one days." 
Facing a news blockade in Oaxaca, the imprisoned journalists 

hit the phones. From inside the besiegep newsroom, reporter Cesar 
Morales got on the radio in Fresno, California. He was interviewed 
by Rufino Dominguez, the FIOB binational coordinator, and journal
ist Eduardo Stanley, cohosts of a bilingual program for Mixtec mi
grants on community radio station KFCF. Morales described "an 
assault by more than a hundred plainclothes police, and thugs brought 
in to beat us." He called for help, and letters and faxes from California 
deluged the governor's office in Oaxaca. On July 18 the journalists 
were released by military personnel, but were beaten again on their 

way out. 
After the PRI evicted the journalists it closed the paper's offices, and 

for over a year Noticias was written, edited, and printed elsewhere. 
"Even though it was very expensive to produce, it came out daily," 
Medina recalled. "The newspaper would arrive in Oaxaca between 
one and three in the afternoon, and people would form lines to buy it. 
We were very thankful to the people of Oaxaca because they helped 
us survive." A year after the 2006 uprising Noticias was once again dis
tributed in Oaxaca. Meanwhile, Oaxacans in California had discovered 
an ability to use media in their binational campaigns for human rights 
at home. 

In the 2006 presidential campaign, the FIOB supported the PRO 
candidate, former Mexico City mayor Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador. 
Leoncio Vasquez, communications director for the FIOB in Fresno, 
Said Mexico faced a clear choice in political direction. "Lopez Obrador 
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declared openly that he'd put poor people first. He's against corrup
tion and corporations who violate workers' and human rights." Rais
ing rural income was Lopez Obrador's answer to the problem of 
migration. 

During the campaign, violence in Oaxaca escalated. On May 19, 

three weeks before the assault in the zocalo, Moises Cruz Sanchez, a 
PRD activist in the Mixtec town of San Juan Mixtepec, was gunned 
down in front of his wife and children as he left a local restaurant. The 
two gunmen fled, and police couldn't seem to find them. That month 
in Fresno the FIOB organized demonstrations against a planned visit 
by Governor Ruiz to California. Response to the protests revealed in
creasing cooperation between U.S. and Mexican authorities targeting 
dissent. After receiving a copy of a letter sent to the Mexican consulate 
objecting to Ruiz's visit, Fresno police detective Dean Williamson paid 
a surprise visit to the FIOB office on Tulare Street. "It's an official pro
cedure," he claimed, "in which we're trying to clarify possible threats 
affecting public security." 

When the state's teachers struck, indigenous community organi
zations, including FIOB, became heavily involved in APPO. In the Mix
tee region, protestors occupied the Huajuapan de Leon city hall. Ruiz 
issued arrest orders for fifty APPO leaders, including three FIOB 
officials. Dominguez warned that "Mexico is approaching a situation 
of ungovernability, spreading to all parts of the country. A tiny group 
is trying to hold on to power by increasingly violent and illegal means." 

By organizing across the border, the FIOB and other Oaxacan or
ganizations sought to reduce that threat and defend its victims. Bi
national pressure freed Gutierrez from Murat's jail, where local efforts 
alone might not have succeeded. Other human rights violations in 
Oaxaca over the last decade have resulted in similar cross-border re
sistance, and the FIOB was at the heart of many of these protests. 
Gutierrez believes that a successful challenge to Oaxaca's elite must in
volve the state's residents living on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico bor
der. If indigenous migrants raise their voices, he says, they may be 
able to help force a change in the political structure at home, and 
thereby influence migration abroad. 
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Medina believes poverty and political repression in Oaxaca 
.. definitely affect the U.S. because we are such close neighbors. If the 
United States spent more money on the poorest neighboring regions 
inStead of on war, we wouldn't need a fence to divide us," he asserted. 
''What is dividing us is the economy. It's incredible that so many of 
our people get an education here only to spend their days working as 
farmhands in the U.S. Mexico makes millions of dollars exporting pe
troleum to other countries, yet its people don't see that money. If that 
money was spent for our benefit, we wouldn't see the need to migrate 

elsewhere." 
"Indigenous people are always on the bottom in Oaxaca," con

cluded Vasquez. "The rich use their economic resources to maintain 
a government that puts them first. Big corporations control what's 
going on in Mexico, and those who criticize the government get ha
rassed constantly, with arbitrary arrest and even assassination. That's 
one of the reasons why people from our communities have been 
forced to leave to find a means of survival elsewhere. The lack of 
human rights itself is a factor contributing to migration from Oaxaca 
and Mexico, since it closes off our ability to call for any change." For 
Oaxaca's indigenous residents, greater democracy and respect for 
human rights are the keys to eventually achieving a government com
mitted to increasing rural family income. That in turn might make it 
possible for people to make a living at home, instead of heading for 
California. 

Battles in the Mines 
In its natural state, Cananea's copper ore is part of a sagebrush-covered 
mountain, in the middle of the Sonoran Desert seventy miles south of 
Arizona. To extract the metal indispensable to computers, automo
biles, and iPods, that rock is first blown out of the mountainside with 
high explosives and loaded onto huge dump trucks, the tires of which 
Would each dwarf a basketball player. The trucks then dump their 
loads-small boulders, in effect-into the first crusher at the top of 
the hill overlooking the mine's concentrator. When the crushed rocks 
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pour out down below, into tunnels deep in the hillside, they're still 
about the size of watermelons. The next crusher breaks them into 
smaller pieces, and then enormous mills below grind them down even 
further, until they are no longer rocks at all, or even pebbles, but a 
steady stream of fine sand. 

Rock dust in parts of this huge complex is so deep that it rises up 
over the boot tops of the miners. In the dark tunnels where rubber 
conveyor belts normally carry the ore from crushers to mills at break
neck speed, the fine powder mounts up against the machinery in drifts. 
"When the mine is running," says Victoriano Carrillo, a member of 
the mine's health and safety commission, "you can't even see more 
than a few feet in front of you." 

Mine dust is more than just uncomfortable or inconvenient. It's 
deadly. Superfine particles lodge in the lungs, so tiny that the cilia, the 
small hairlike projections that expel most foreign substances, can't get 
them out. Miners who breathe it year after year suffer a variety of lung 
diseases, but the most dangerous is silicosis. In mine communities 
from Cananea to Tucson, on both sides of the border, generations of 
copper miners have died from it. 

In a well-run mine, dust is sucked from the buildings covering the 
crushers, mills, and conveyor belts by huge vacuum cleaners, or dust 
collectors. Outside the hulking buildings of the concentrator complex 
in Cananea, those collection tanks and their network of foot-wide 
pipes are five stories tall. But since 2005, many of the tanks have de
veloped rusty holes in their sides the size of a bathroom window. And 
the pipes, which should lead into the work areas, instead end in midair. 

The dust should have been sucked up by the collectors, but wound 
up instead in miners' lungs. There are other dangers as well. Many 
machines have no guards, making it easy to lose fingers. Electrical pan
els have no covers. Holes in the floor have no guardrails. Catwalks high 
above the floor are slippery with dust, and often grease, and are criss
crossed by cables and hoses. In 2006 one worker tripped and fell five 
stories to his death. Safety lines running alongside the conveyors, 
which can stop the speeding belt in the event of an accident, have been 
cut so that they can't be pulled, or are simply absent. 
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"We know what's safe and what's not," one miner said bitterly, 'but 
they never want us to spend time fixing problems-just get the pro
duction out. If we tried to stop the line for safety problems, we would 
lose our jobs." He did not give his name, out of fear of being fired. 

On july 29, 2007, miners at Cananea struck against the dust. The 
union for Cananea miners, Section 65 of the Mexican Union of Mine, 
Metal and Allied Workers, sought to force the mine's owner, the giant 
Grupo Mexico corporation, to abide by the safety protections in 
the union contract. In response, Grupo Mexico sought to replace the 
seventy-year-old union with a more friendly one that would let it run 

the mines as it likes. 
Strikers charged that the vacuum apparatus to suck dust from 

the complex had been disconnected and inoperable for two years. In 
an effort to weaken the union, they said, Grupo Mexico had elimi
nated the jobs of workers who were in charge of maintaining the dust 
collectors and brought in a private, nonunion contractor to do the 
work. When the union objected, the company disconnected the ven-

tilators. 
In Cananea, the healthcare system doesn't help workers assess their 

physical condition. In the union office, files are filled with letters signed 
by Dr. Alfredo Parra Ybarra, director of the Hospital Ronquillo, where 
the company pays for miners' medical care. The forms repeat a few 
stock phrases. Miners with fifteen or twenty years on the job are told 
they've either had a "normal medical examination," or are given di
agnoses of problems unrelated to work, such as "overweight" or "poor 
eyesight." Recommendations amount to simply "Consult the medical 
service." The Hospital Ronquillo was built over a century ago, and 
though over a thousand miners, their wives, and children all get their 
care there it still has only one bathroom for men and one for women. 

In October 2007 a binational delegation of health and safety experts 
from Mexico and the United States visited the Cananea mine and did 
Preliminary health screening on sixty-eight of the thirteen hundred 
strikers. "We documented appalling working conditions in the open
pit mine and processing plants where workers are exposed to high lev
els of airborne silica, which can cause fatal diseases like silicosis and 
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lung cancer," said Garrett Brown, a California health and safety in
spector and network coordinator for the Maquiladora Health and 
Safety Support Network. "Ironically, the Mexican Labor Department's 
own safety inspectors found the same hazards in an April2007 inspec
tion of the facility and issued a laundry list of seventy-two 'corrective 
actions,' including fixing the cranes' brakes and reassembling the dust 
collectors. None of the mandated corrections, many of which had also 
been identified in previous inspections, had been completed by the 
time the workers went on strike over health and safety issues on July 
twenty-ninth." 

The hospital's inadequacy led miners half a century ago to build 
a clinic of their own, the Clinica Obrera, with a beautifully equipped 
operating theater, a children's wing, wards with one bed and bath
room per room, and specialized prenatal care, obstetrics, and other 
services. The union contract required the company to pay its costs, 
and the workers ran it. In 1999, however, Grupo Mexico and the state 
government reached an unusual conclusion. Comparing the larger, 
better-equipped clinic with the Hospital Ronquillo, they decided that 
the hospital was better. The company refused to continue paying the 
clinic costs, although Articles 146 and 147 of the union contract re
quired it. After the clinic closed, Jose Luis Zamora, its last director, 
was kept from returning to his job in the mine for three years. "They 
were punishing me," he said, "for fighting to keep it open." 

The company halted payments for the clinic, and forced workers' 
families back into the Hospital Ronquillo, a year after the union lost a 
disastrous strike in 1998, one of a long series of battles in which the 
union tried to resist the impact of the mine's privatization. The story 
of the privatization and the strikes that followed is also the story of mi

gration from Sonora's mines to the United States-dislocation caused 
by free market economic reforms, uprooting families and setting them 
on the road north. These reforms not only drastically transformed 
workplaces, jobs, unions, and living conditions, but displaced a large 
portion of the country's industrial workforce. Like corn farmers and 
teachers, displaced miners saw little option for their families' survival 
other than migration to the United States. 
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Copper extraction began in the mountains of Sonora under the 
Spaniards in 1665. At the end of the 18oos Colonel William C. Greene, 
"the Copper King of Cananea," began large-scale industrial mining. 
In 1906 Greene almost lost the mine in an insurrection partially 
planned in the barrios of Mexican railroad workers in Los Angeles and 
St. Louis. The movement was organized by the brothers Ricardo and 
Enrique Flores Mag6n, Oaxacan anarcho-syndicalists with close ties 
to the Wobblies (the Industrial Workers of the World) in the United 
States. The Cananea rebellion was a precursor to the Mexican Revo
lution, which broke out in 1910, and the Flores Mag6n brothers were 
pursued by then Mexican president Porfirio Diaz. At his request they 
were arrested by]. Edgar Hoover, who headed the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation for decades, in one of his first forays as a U.S. federal po
liceman. The brothers paid for their radicalism with long U.S. prison 
sentences-Ricardo died in Leavenworth prison in Kansas. 

In the 1930s the Cananea mine became the property of the Ana
conda Copper Company, which owned many mines on the U.S. side as 
well. In 1971 the Mexican government took a 51 percent interest, in the 
waning days of its nationalist economic development policy, and in 
1982 nationalized the rest. 

Mexico has always been a mining country, and its copper mines 
in Cananea and nearby Nacozari were the jewels of its national in
dustry-enormous open-pit excavations that are among the world's 
largest. The miners' union was a staunch pillar of support for the rul
ing Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRJ) for decades. Its relation 
with the government and, by extension, the management of the na
tionalized mines, produced middle-class incomes by Mexican stan
dards. In small mining towns, workers were given land and cheap 
loans for housing. A mining job was secure and many fathers saw their 
SOns follow them into the pits. 

Jesus Morales Tapia, a retired mine union leader in Cananea, re
called, "When I was young, the most moneymaking jobs were the 
~es. There were other jobs, but they were badly paid for that pe
nod. All of us tried to work for the company. There were many acci-
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dents, frequently fatal ones, but that was where you could earn the 
most money. At that time, it was shaft mining-subterranean work. 
All of us who were not scared went there." 

Independent movements to democratize the union were ruthlessly 
suppressed, but workers were able to strike, and did so to win better 
wages and benefits. During the 1950s and 1960s, they even won condi
tions that were sometimes better than those in U.S. copper mines a 
hundred miles north in Arizona and New Mexico. Moises Espinoza, 
a miner in Cananea during those years, says silicosis was recognized as 
an industrial hazard in Mexico before it was in the United States. "We 
knew it was an occupational disease but it wasn't treated as one there," 
he recalled. "When I was in Denver, Colorado, I asked the engineers 
at the mine school why. They said that business was very powerful in 
the Senate and Congress, and they weren't going to allow considera
tion of it." 

Espinoza was sent by Cananea's mine management to look at work 
methods in the United States. "When I was in Bisbee [Arizona], I met 
some young men who'd worked with me in Cananea," he remem
bered. Wages in the United States were better, although the difference 
was much smaller in that era than it is today. "The workers I saw were 
Mexicans, who worked first here in Mexico and used their experience 
to get jobs over there." It was not hard for Mexicans to get jobs in U.S. 
mines, and miners on both sides of the border often belonged to the 
same families. "Bosses in the United States always liked to hire Mexi
cans, because we were more willing to take risks. But we paid for it. 
My brother-in-law died in Superior [Arizona] from heart problems 
caused by silicosis. He worked for many years in the mines. My father 
died in Tucson from silicosis, too, but they wouldn't recognize it as an 
occupational illness." 

Bosses may have liked hiring Mexicans, but they didn't like paying 
them the same wage as white, or U.S. citizen, miners. Winning equal 
wages for Mexican miners was a long struggle in both countries. Fam
ily connections became an important base of support for miners on 
both sides during strikes. "Despite the border, we've always had a lot 
of exchange of people between the mines on each side," Espinoza ex-
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plained. Maclovio Barrajas, a leader of the U.S. union of the 1950s and 
early 196os, the International Union of Mine, Mill and Smelter Work
ers, came from Cananea and grew up with Espinoza's family. 'Mer 
we'd been on strike for a month or two," Morales Tapia remembered, 
"we sent out commissions to seek help. [Barrajas] arrived with half a 
dozen miners from the U.S. to give us support. There were people of 
Mexican descent with him, but also Americans. It was welcome help, 
if only for the fact that once the national leadership of our union knew 
that the miners in the United States were supporting us, there was 
more pressure on them to help too. Our movement was successful, in 
part because of the help the U.S. miners gave us. A year later there 
was a strike among the miners in the United States, which lasted a 
year. With the little that we were earning in that time, we were able 
to come up with a good amount of dollars to send them." 

To Morales Tapia it was natural for miners on both sides of the 
border to support each other. "In the first place, we're both commu
nities of miners. Plus, there are family relationships among people on 
both sides. But the main reason is that we all work in the mine. It's 
the same kind of work, regardless of which side of the border you're 
on. When we have problems, there are no borders. We all have to 

work to survive." 
The government invested hundreds of millions of dollars in 

modernization, converting Cananea from shaft to open-pit mining, 
increasing output substantially. But in 1989 it declared the mine bank
rupt, seeking to cut labor costs in preparation for privatization, and 
army troops expelled the workers from the mine. The conflict was so 
long, and miners' conditions grew so desperate, that the town's mayor 
hired strikers to pave the city streets, one reason Cananea's thor
oughfares are still in much better condition than those in most border 
towns. To end the conflict, the mine was taken over by Financiera Na
cional Azucarera, a national company in the sugar industry, which 

restarted operations. 
That arrangement didn't last long. In 1988 Carlos Salinas de Gor

tari had become president, after an election viewed as fraudulent by 
rnany Mexicans. Salinas began a wave of wholesale privatizations, and 
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among the beneficiaries was one of Mexico's richest families , the La
rreas. Their family business, Grupo Mexico, eventually became one 
of the world's largest mining corporations, buying numerous mines 
that had previously been government property, at a fraction of their 
true value. Salinas sold Cananea to Grupo Mexico in 1990 for $450 mil
lion, when its value was closer to $3 billion. 

The Larreas, with their partner Union Pacific, the U.S. railroad 
giant, also gained control of one of Mexico's main rail lines. Today 
Grupo Mexico's Southern Copper Corporation owns two copper 
mines in Peru, even larger than Cananea, and it bought the American 
Smelting and Refining Company (ASARCO) after it went into bank
ruptcy. ASARCO has two mines and a smelter in Arizona. 

After the Larrea's Minera Mexico SA de CV, a unit of Grupo Me
xico, took over ownership of Cananea, it began demanding changes. 
In the years after 1991 the workforce was reduced from 3,300 to 2,ooo. 

In 1997 Grupo Mexico said it no longer wanted to operate the dam 
and city waterworks. In Cananea, water and most municipal services 
had been provided by the mine. The dam holds back a huge lake of 
toxic runoff-if it were to fail, the human and environmental cost 
would be enormous. Eliminating the 135 jobs in both areas threatened 
the entire community, and on November 19, the mine's 2,070 workers 
decided to strike to save them. Mexican labor authorities ruled the 
strike illegal in January, and the company then announced it would 
reopen the mine with strikebreakers. Strikers responded by sending 
delegations north to Arizona and California, seeking support from 
the United Steelworkers (USW), which represents copper miners 
on the U.S. side. The USW and other Arizona unions sent truck cara
vans to Cananea, carrying food and supplies. 

Conservative national leaders of the miners' union, however, allies 
of the governing PRI, signed a back-to-work agreement promising 
severance pay for those whose jobs were eliminated. Workers in 
Cananea rejected the agreement, and on February 13, 1998, went into 
the vast pit, concentrator, and smelter, to hold them against possible 
replacements. Meanwhile, four convoys of Mexican soldiers began 
moving toward the town. Over three hundred heavily armed mem-
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bers of the state judicial police took over the streets. With violent con
frontation in the air, local union president Manuel Romero, Cananea 
mayor Francisco Garcia, and police and army officers entered the 
mine. They walked from installation to installation, appealing to 
the miners to leave. Fearing an armed battle, the workers gave up the 

occupation and ended the strike. 
In the days that followed, over 120 strike leaders were turned away 

as they tried to report back to their old jobs. Grupo Mexico closed the 
smelter and began sending ore to the smelter at Nacozari. Hundreds 
were permanently laid off. Over the next few years, Grupo Mexico 
contracted out many more jobs. By 2007 only 1,350 working miners 
belonged to the union, while another 450 people worked alongside 
them for contracting services, receiving none of the benefits paid to 

union members. 
The company blacklisted Juan Gonzalez (whose name has been 

changed to protect his identity) for helping lead the 1998 strike and 
participating in the delegations to Arizona. When the conflict ended, 
the company posted lists for each department of the people they were 
accepting back. "When I went to look at the list, my name wasn't on 
it," Gonzalez recalled. "In my department, the two people they didn't 
take back were the two of us who participated in the movement." In 
the company office he was told by the labor relations coordinator that 
he was a gri.llero, a complainer. "He told me I'd never get a job any
where in Mexico after that. They'd put my name on a flyer and sent it 

to other employers." 
For a year, Gonzalez tried to find other work in Cananea, but with 

eight hundred other fired miners doing the same thing, it was impos
sible. His family survived only because his wife continued to work for 
the telephone company. "I had no alternative but to leave Cananea, to 
look for work in the U.S.," he said. "I still had my house and my fam
ily, so I really didn't want to leave, but there wasn't anything else I 
could do." Walking across the desert to Arizona was the only option. 
The line of applicants for visas, which would have allowed him to 
work in the United States legally, is many years long, and he'd already 
exhausted his family's resources. 
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"I don't have any papers, I really have nothing," he explained as 
he sat in a Phoenix warehouse. "But there's a group of us here from 
Cananea, friends, and we help each other. I'd like to go back, but 
there's nothing there for me. The only thing I can do right now is work 
here in the U.S." In the middle of the interview he began to cry. "My 
children and my wife are still in Cananea. We talk on the phone a lot. 
I go back and forth, but it's always a big risk. I'm hoping next year I'll 
be able to bring them. I don't think I'd go back to the mine, even if I 
heard they were hiring again. That part of my life is over." 

When Napoleon Gomez Sada, the national president of the Mexican 
Union of Mine, Metal and Allied Workers, died in 2oor, his son, Napo
leon Gomez Urrutia, was elected union general secretary. The process 
in which powerful Mexican political figures pick their own successors, 
the dedazo, is normally a device to prevent change. Gomez Urrutia, 
however, was not like his father. Taking advantage of high world cop
per prices, he negotiated wage increases much higher than the limits 
the government sought to impose in its effort to attract foreign in
vestment. 

The miners' union established an education program in coopera
tion with the Technological Institute of Monterrey, formerly an elit
ist school for upper- and middle-class families, and seven hundred 
miners and their children enrolled in fifteen different degree programs. 
The union pressured the government housing program to build 
homes its members could afford. "We have recovered the dignity of 
workers and the union," Gomez Urrutia said. 

Relations with the government became more strained when he 
began opposing two of its key economic policies. President Vicente 
Fox proposed to change Mexican labor law, weakening the right to 
strike. The law also gives workers the right to healthcare, protects job 
security, mandates strict hours of work, and imposes severance pay 
for laid-off employees. Fox sought to eliminate these protections, fol
lowing recommendations made by the World Bank. Gomez Urrutia 
joined other leaders of the country's fractious labor movement in an 
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unprecedented united front, spiking another Fox plan for a new tax 
on workers' benefits, which were previously exempt. 

On February 19, 2oo6, sixty-five miners died in a huge explosion in 
the Pasta de Conchas coal mine in the northern state of Coahuila. 
That mine belonged to Grupo Mexico's subsidiary, Industrial Minera 
Mexico (IMMSA). The union found that workers on the second shift 
had complained of high concentrations of explosive methane gas in 
the shafts before the accident. "They told us that welding was still 
going on, even after the failure of some electrical equipment," Gomez 
Urrutia charged. 

Of those who were killed, forty didn't actually work directly for 
Grupo Mexico. Instead, they were employed by the network of 
smaller, private contractors who now supply personnel to larger em
ployers. Union workers have the right to refuse dangerous work, and 
a labor-management safety committee will back them up if they do. 
But contract workers are often pushed harder, and economic desper
ation leads them to take more risks at work. At Pasta de Conchas, sub
contracted coal miners were getting ninety pesos a day (about nine 
dollars) and regularly worked ten to twelve hours for it, beyond the 
legal eight-hour limit. 

In a July 2006 report, the National Human Rights Commission 
found that the local office of the federal labor ministry had "clear 
knowledge" before the accident of the conditions that would set off 
the explosion. In 2004, labor safety inspectors had found forty-eight 
health and safety violations in the mine, including oil and gas leaks, 
missing safety devices, and broken lighting. Although Grupo Mexico 
was given an order to remedy the illegal conditions, no compliance 
inspection was carried out until February 7, twelve days before the ex
plosion. Only two bodies were ever recovered, and Grupo Mexico 
abandoned recovery efforts in 2006. The widows of the dead miners 
launched a high-profile national campaign demanding that the gov
ernment cancel the company's mining concession. Elvira Martinez, 
one of their leaders, called IMMSA "a socially irresponsible enterprise 
and a danger to Mexico." 
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Two days after the explosion, Gomez Urrutia accused the secretary 
of labor and Grupo Mexico of "industrial homicide." Fox filed cor
ruption charges against Gomez Urrutia less than a week later, accus
ing him of stealing $55 million that Grupo Mexico agreed to pay 
miners when it took over the state-owned property. Labor Secretary 
Francisco Xavier Salazar Saenz, with company support, appointed 
Elias Morales Hernandez to replace Gomez Urrutia. Morales had been 
expelled from the union for his close relationship with the company. 

In defiance of the government, miners reelected Gomez Urrutia 
twice, and then struck mines at Cananea and Nacozari, and the 
Sicartsa steel mill in Michoacan, to demand his reinstatement. At the 
same time that teachers were battling police in the streets of Oaxaca, 
two strikers, Mario Alberto Castillo Rodriguez and Hector Alvarez 
Gomez, were shot and killed during the Sicartsa plant occupation. The 
strikes did not achieve their goal, however. At Sicartsa and Cananea, 
workers eventually returned to work, preserving their jobs and con
tracts. In Nacozari, the government permitted Grupo Mexico to fire 
its entire workforce. It then selectively rehired about seven hundred 
union members and brought in another twelve hundred workers from 
southern Mexico, who were housed on the mine premises. The day 
Grupo Mexico announced it was firing the Nacozari miners, an anony
mous spokesperson for Scotiabank, one of Mexico's largest financial 
institutions, told Reuters that Mexican business welcomed the action. 
"This sets a precedent, so the workers will think harder," he threat
ened. When a group of fired miners marched to the mine in Nacozari 
to demand their reinstatement, one of them, Reynaldo Hernandez 
Gonzalez, was killed. 

~Most of the miners who lost their jobs at Nacozari also had to 

leave their homes," explains Jorge Luis Morales, president of the Vigi
lance and Justice Commission of the union at Cananea. 'Tm sure most 
of them are working in Tucson or Phoenix now, or even California. 
They are very skilled workers, but where else could they go?" 

Gomez Urrutia also left Mexico to avoid arrest, and over the next 
year mounted a legal effort to win back control of the union. First, 
the labor secretary's decision appointing Elias Morales was over-
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turned, when it was discovered that signatures on his petition to be
come union leader had been forged. A federal judge then dismissed 
corruption charges against Gomez Urrutia when a Swiss accounting 
firm, Horwath Berney Audit SA, went over the union's books and ac

counted for all the funds. 
In the meantime, however, in November 2006 the federal Concilia

tion and Arbitration Board (JNCA), under the control of Fox's suc
cessor, President Felipe Calderon and the National Action Party, gave 
legal status to a new miners' union, the National Union of Workers in 
the Exploration, Exploitation and Benefit of Mines. The new union 
was headed by Francisco Gamez, a former contractor for Grupo 
Mexico who once worked at Cananea. The federal labor board set 
up elections to allow it to take over representation rights in eight 
Grupo Mexico mines. The Center for Labor Action and Reflection 
(CEREAL), a human rights organization based in Mexico City, charged 
that the election process was manipulated to get rid of the old miners' 
union. Fifteen workers were fired before one vote in San Luis Potosi, 
CEREAL said. In Nueva Rosita, Coahuila, miners on the first and sec
ond shifts were locked inside the coal mine for a day before balloting 
began, while three hundred federal, state, and municipal police sur
rounded the mine entrance. 

At Nacozari, where fifteen hundred workers had been fired for strik
ing in 2006, over nine hundred were denied voting rights. Workers 
brought in to replace the fired miners were told they would be fired 
themselves, evicted from company housing, and sent back to southern 
Mexico if the company union didn't win the vote there. Rita Marcela 
Robles Benitez, an analyst with CEREAL, charged that Grupo Mexico 
"changed the working hours from eight to twelve per day, which has 
resulted in more accidents because of the lack of safety protection and 
training." The new union approved the change. The government and 
Grupo Mexico were prevented from holding a similar election at 
Cananea because workers struck over safety violations in July 2007. 

On January u, 2008, theJNCA declared the strike illegal, and seven 
hundred agents of the Sonora state police and the Federal Preventative 
Police entered the mine as they had in 1989. Street fighting erupted 



46 Illegal People 

between miners and police, in which twenty people were injured, 
several seriously, and five strikers went missing. "They dropped tear 
gas bombs on us from helicopters," said Jesus Verdugo, chair of the 
union's strike committee. "Dozens of us were beaten." 

After the JNCA announced its decision, the union went before a 
Mexico City judge. Maximo Ariel Torres Quevedo, Sixth District Judge 
for Labor Matters, barred the JNCA from declaring the strike illegal. 
But in a highly unusual decision he then went on to declare that Grupo 
Mexico could restart operations anyway, using either strikebreakers 
or strikers who "voluntarily" returned to work. Over twenty-five thou
sand miners across Mexico then walked off the job for a day on Janu
ary 16 in protest. 

Allowing a company to operate during a strike, and recruit strike
breakers under police protection, would make Mexican law much 
more like that in the United States, where companies legally use strike
breakers. Adopting that U.S. model was part of Fox's labor law reform 
proposals. His successor, Calderon, vowed to move those proposals 
forward, although neither president was able to win the votes for adop~ 

tion in the federal Chamber of Deputies. In Cananea the government 
sought to accomplish by legal fiat what it was unable to win legisla
tively. 

At the same time, by trying to break the strike, the company and 
government sought to install a company union as they had at Nacozari 
and the other Grupo Mexico mines. With the union broken, its ter
minated leaders and activists would then likely have found themselves, 
like the fired veterans of earlier conflicts, in Phoenix, Tucson, or Los 

Angeles, hungry and desperate for work. In the weeks after Judge Tor
res's order, however, the miners continued to keep Grupo Mexico 
from restarting operations at Cananea. 

In the middle of the 2006 turmoil in Oaxaca and Cananea, Mexicans 
headed for the polls. The miners' union was one of many that sup
ported the presidential bid of former Mexico City mayor Andres 
Manuel Lopez Obrador, candidate of the Democratic Revolutionary 
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party (PRD). Miners, teachers, farmers, and others believed that Lopez 
Obrador would roll back the conservative economic reforms of the 
past two decades. 

Fox, a former Coca-Cola executive, sought to reassure Mexico's elite 
that the government would continue protecting them from popular 
upheaval. At the same time Fox seized control of the miners' union, 
Lopez Obrador told the press that if he won, "There will be no inter
vention in the life of the unions. Workers can freely elect their own 
leaders." It was no surprise, therefore, that Grupo Mexico and other 
large corporations poured money into the campaign of the National 
Action Party's Calderon, Fox's chosen successor. They funded com
mercials predicting chaos if Lopez Obrador were elected, which dove
tailed with news broadcasts of violence from Oaxaca and Michoad.n. 

Mexican voters faced the clearest choice they'd had since the night 
the computers went down in the 1988 vote count and Carlos Salinas de 
Gortari miraculously emerged the winner when electricity was re
stored the morning after. As president, Lopez Obrador would hardly 
have been a radical on the order of Venezuela's Hugo Chavez, who 
declared his country's goal was socialism. That was Mexico's official 
ideal as well in the 1930s, but a socialist direction was not the alterna
tive Lopez Obrador had in mind. His program for redeveloping Mex
ico City's downtown was oriented toward business promotion, even to 
the extent of expelling the Mazahua indigenous street vendors there. 
"He adopted [former New York City mayor] Giuliani's 'zero tolerance' 

policy to improve personal security, at the cost of violating individual 
rights, and shelved the investigation into the death of [indigenous 
rights attorney] Digna Ochoa in the face of grave inconsistencies 
in police procedure," said Alejandro Alvarez, an economist at the Na
tional Autonomous University. 

But Lopez Obrador did propose a new immigration and economic 
policy. While Fox spent six years trying to negotiate a contract-labor 
program with the United States, Lopez Obrador said the answer to 
migration was raising family income, especially for the poorest Mex
icans in the countryside. "The rural social movements of the last two 
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years have been openly against NAFTA, and in the city, against priva
tization and the dismantling of the welfare state," noted Alvarez. 
Lopez Obrador hoped to ride this upsurge in popular sentiment into 
office, making him a threat not just to Fox but to the Bush adminis
tration as well. Neither had a desire to see Mexico go in the direction 
of Brazil, Ecuador, Argentina, Chile, Bolivia, or Uruguay, much less 
Venezuela-rejecting the free trade model and economic control from 
Washington. 

Mexican employers, however, were losing interest in the country's 
social contract, in which unions once had a place at the table so long 
as they didn't upset it. They looked to Calderon to ensure the contin
uation of a favorable investment climate and control an increasingly 
angry workforce. To Gomez Urrutia, "They think we're like a cancer 
and should be exterminated. This is no longer a country that can be 
called a democracy." 

On July 2, the official count gave Calderon a two-hundred
thousand-vote lead among more than 40 million votes cast. The po
litical opposition, including the miners, called for a recount after 
accusations of fraud threw the tiny margin into doubt. Huge national 
demonstrations backed up the demand, and for weeks tent encamp
ments of protestors along Mexico City's broad main avenue, theRe
forma, threw traffic into chaos. In the end, however, the protests were 
unsuccessful, and Calderon took office. 

'What people want is justice," said Rufino Dominguez, binational 
coordinator of the Indigenous Front of Binational Organizations. "To 
us, democracy means more than elections. It means economic stabil
ity-our capacity to make a living in Mexico, without having to mi
grate. It means a halt to the continued violation of human rights in our 
communities. It means having a government that attends to the needs 
of the people. We're tired of governments which put other interests 
first." No one understands the price of free trade policies better than 
those who have paid it, leaving their homes and traveling thousands 
of miles in search of work. "We know the reasons we have to leave," 
Dominguez asserted. "Over five thousand of us have died trying to 
cross the border in the last decade." 
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The defeat of Lopez Obrador was a setback to those aspirations. 
But it was very much part of the growth of the system of economic 
reforms, corporate investment, migration, and the exploitation of mi
grant labor. 
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