PROCESSED, PACKAGED,
AND ERASED

Factories of Promise, Realities of Exploitation:
Maquiladoras Under NAFTA
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The factory owners hired young women for their dexterity and youthful energy. But they were also preferred because, in societies (on
both sides of the border) dominated by patriarchy and misogyny, women are more exploitable.

he goal of the 1994 North

American Free Trade Agreement

(NAFTA) was to streamline
trade among the US, Mexico, and Canada.
The agreement initially aimed to promote
investment and economic cooperation
among its member countries by removing
tariffs and lowering trade obstacles. The
growth of the maquiladora sector (factories
in Mexico) that assembled imported
materials into the final product for export,
was a significant aspect of NAFTA’s
implementation. These factories came to
represent the expansion of U.S.-Mexico
trade. The reality of maquiladoras was
characterized by chronic gender inequality,
environmental damage, and worker
exploitation, despite the initial promise of
economic progress and development. To get
to the bottom of the realities that came from
this agreement, the maquiladora system
under NAFTA must be evaluated further.
This agreement initially promised a hope for
economic and economic change, which has
been promised in the United States history
from the beginning of time for economic
growth. This agreement brought nothing but
economic success to consumers and large
corporations but also brought its reliance
on low wages, poor labor conditions, and
systemic gender exploitation, revealing
significant human and environmental costs.

As stated above, this trade agreement
was good in theory, and many did benefit
from its implementation. Cross-border trade
and foreign investment triggered NAFTA’s
policies. The agreement transformed
maquiladoras into a vital part of U.S.-Mexico
trade by developing an atmosphere that
encouraged economic partnership. These
manufacturers imported ingredients and
parts from the United States, processed
or assembled them in Mexico, and then
exported the final goods back to the United
States. Most maquiladoras were owned by

Americans.
“"Maqu ras import
compo s and raw
material hich are

then processed or
assembled by Mexican
workers... The majority
of maquiladoras'\are
owned by Americans”
(GAO, 2003).

By keeping production local, this system
helped U.S. businesses cut expenses while
creating jobs in Mexico. Consequently, both
economies benefited from the substantial
expansion of commerce between the United
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States and Mexico. Despite these early
outcomes, the economic benefits of the
maquiladora industry were short-lived.
Maquiladora production fell by 30% and
employment fell by 21% by the early 2000s.
The financial crisis was made worse by
elements including Mexico's economic
policies and international competition,
especially from China. “Following October
2000, Mexican maquiladoras saw a dramatic
downturn after expanding quickly in the
1990s” (GAO, 2003). This recession revealed
the vulnerability of areas depending on
maquiladoras and the weakening of an
economy that is highly dependent on outside
markets. Workers and communities were
left to suffer the most when the promises of
economic growth and security were replaced
with job losses and production cuts.
AFTA’s expansion of the
maquiladora industry came
at high human expenses.
These factories frequently exposed their
workers to hazardous chemicals and
required them to work long hours for
little to no pay. Workers were expected
to achieve high standards under difficult
conditions, low wages, and benefits were
often nonexistent. “Maquiladoras operate
in a harsh environment... sparked concerns
about their long-term sustainability” (GAO,
2003). The survival of the maquiladora
system was threatened by the unfavorable
working conditions in these factories,
although they created jobs. The social
impacts of maquiladoras were increased by
their effects on the environment. Nearby
communities suffered greatly as a result
of the pollution and industrial waste from
these factories. Residents and employees
in maquiladora zones began to experience
health problems like respiratory ailments
and exposure to toxins. “The economic
benefits of maquiladoras come at a severe
cost to worker safety and community
health” (Hornbeck, 1998). The disregard
for ecological and human well-being in
the name of profit was highlighted by this
environmental pollution.

Due to the belief that women were
simpler to manage and less likely to demand
better salaries or form a union, women made
up the majority of workers in maquiladoras.
Discriminatory practices, such as required
pregnancy testing and harassment at work,
were frequently experienced by female
employees. “Women employed in these
factories are reduced to tools of production,
perpetuating exploitation rooted in
patriarchy and capitalism” (Taylor, 2010).

As an example of how NAFTA’s economic
policies interacted with and worsened
preexisting social injustices, this systematic
exploitation served to further reinforce
gender inequalities. Female maquiladora
workers experienced frequent gender-based
violence and harassment in addition to
discriminatory strategies. For women, a
toxic environment was produced by unsafe
workplaces, unequal pay, and institutional
oppression.

"M jalist
feminist theories
insufficiently address
the intersection of
gender, class,.and
the violence these
women endure”
(Taylor, 2010).

The journal emphasizes how global
capitalism, gender, and class came together
to produce different types of exploitation
that increased women’s vulnerability in the
maquiladora sector.

The realities of the maquiladora decline,
poor working conditions, and widespread
exploitation called into question NAFTA’s
promise of economic prosperity. Although
trade and economic integration were
successfully promoted by the agreement,
these advantages were not enough.
Significant challenges were experienced
by workers, especially women, including
hazardous working conditions, poor pay,
and discrimination based on gender. These
problems were made worse by environmental
damage, and communities were left to deal
with the long-term effects of industrial
contamination.
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‘Workers demonstrate for equal rights in export assembly factories.

NAFTA'S LEGACY

The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA),
enacted in 1994, promised economic growth and
trade opportunities across North America. Central to
this were the maquiladoras—factories along the U.S.-
Mexico border. While they provided jobs, they also
brought harsh working conditions and severe health
challenges for workers.

HEALTH IMPACT: WORKERS RISKS AND REALITIES
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Health Risks Among Maquiladora Workers
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Magquiladora workers face disproportionate health risks due to unsafe working iti to i and i
Gastrointestinal problems, injuries, and respiratory issues dominate the health concerns, with prevalence rates far exceeding normal
benchmarks.

Comparison Of Health Issues Across Work Groups

The International Journal of Health Services illustrates the disparities in reported health issues across workers, h
differences in physical and respiratory symptoms, with workers exp g higher rates of complaints and mmcuuy breathing, ikely linked to ocoupational hazards.
The data underscores the unique health challenges faced by maquiladora employees.
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dtoh ives and iladora workers, ilad report signi ly higher rates of musculoskeletal symptoms,

difficulty breathing, and other health issues. These disparities highlight the physlcal toll of factory work under poor conditions.
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