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Job on the Line
WILLIAM M. ADLER

Tivo women share the sawme job. For decades Molly Jaynes per
Paterson, New Jersey: then Balbing Dugue Granados does
Mexico. Molly Janes is laid off Balbing: Dugue Granados
ends meet. The global fransformation of work beriefits CONSUNErs \with fower
prices and a wider range of products. ft brings indusiry 1o forserty agrarian
countries apd cheanges them forever. But the unrecorded eosts qre consideralie,
In this highly personal account we are able to see many of the negative features
of globalization, The challenge of slobalization in the years ahead witt be to ad.
dress these hidden costs.
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pany in Paterson, New Jersey, a few years after the factory opened in 1951,
She was the first woman at the factory to run 2 stamping machine, the first to
laminate steel, She was among the first female unjon stewards and among the
first African American stewards; hers was g self-assured presence any grievant
would want on their side. And now, after 14 years on the line—nearly two-
thirds of her life—she is the last to go.
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the ballast failed--causing the light fixture to hum or flicker In the mid-
1980s, however, the locally owned company was twice swept up in the gale
winds of Wall Street’s merger mania. Twice within eight months Universal
was s0ld, both times to firms headed by disciples of Michael Milken, the
Street’s reigring evil genius. Not long alter the second sale, to a Los Angeles—
based electrical compenents conglomerate calied MagneTek, Inc., movers be-
gan pulling up the plant’s massive machinery, much of which had been bolted
ta the floor when the factory opened.

Mollie had sensed what was happening in January 1989, the morning she
came to work and noticed the hole in the floor It wasn't a hole, really, in the
sense of an opening; it was more of a void: a great yawning space of discol-
ored concrete where just the afternoon before had sat a steel-stamping ma-
chine, a huiking pigce of American industrial might. Before Jong, more holes
appeared, each tracing the outline of the base of ancther machire, like chalk
around a sidewalk corpse.

Now, on the last day, when there is no one left to say goodbye to, Mollie
slumps behind the wheel of her rusting 1977 Dedge Charger and follows the
procession out of the lot. 1t is not far, three miles or so, from the plant in Pa-
terson’s industrial Bunker Hill neighborhood to the three-story, three-family
house she owns on the near East Side. Upon pulling into her customary space
in the driveway, Mollie sits in the car a good long while, letting the heat of the
sutnmer aftermoon settle her. By the time she fits the key into the back-door
fock and begins climbing the three flights of stairs to her hedroom, she has
stopped crying.

The machine that Mollie used to stamp steei for three decades makes its
way south, past factories that Universal opened in Mississippi and Arkansas
during the 19605 and 1570s to take advantage of cheaper labor and taxes, be-
fore arriving in Matamoros, Mexico, a booming border city just across the
Rio Grande from Brownsville, Texas. On a blindingly blue morning, Magne-
Tek executives from "corporate” in L.A, artive for the gala ribbon cutting of

the first MagneTek plant here. Plant manzger Chuck Peeples, an affable
Arkansas expatriate, leads the officials en a tour of the gleaming factory. Out-
fitted in natty going-native panama hats emblazoned with the company’s
royal-blue capital-M “power” {ogo, the MagneTek honchos parade past equip-
ment ripped from the shopworn floor in Paterson, machinery now operated
by a young, aimost entirely fernale workforce. These women, primarily in
their teens and 20s, have come north to Matamoros in search of work and a

better future than the bleakness promised in the jobless farming towns of the

interiot.

Balbina Duque Granados found a job at MagneTek in 1993, after leaving

her family’s home in a picturesque but poor mountain village of central Mex
ico. Just out of her teens, she has an easy, dimpled smile and long black hai
worn in a ponytail. With its comparatively low wages, endless supply of labots
lack of regulation, and proximity to the United States, Matamoros is a magnet
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tion of Independence, July 4, 1792, not as a municipality but as a business:
the home of the country’s first industrial corporation, the Society for Useful
Manufactures. The grand plans of the society and its guiding light, Alexander
Hamilton, ultimately failed, but Paterson established itself as a cradle of
American industry. The city became renowned for its textile mills—silk, espe-
ciatly-—and later for the union-busting tactics of its mill owners. During the
19th century, textile manufacturers in Paterson were responsibie for what
were probably the nation’s first runaway shops, opening "annexes” in rural
Pennsylvania to take advantage of workers who could be subjected to longer
hours For half the wages paid in New Jersey. In 1913, the Industrial Workers
of the World mobilized Paterson’s 25,000 employees to walk away from their
looms, effectively nailing shut the nation’s silk-manufacturing center. Able to
rely on their nonunion factories, mill owners refused to negotiate; starved
into submission, the strikers were forced to return to work with neither gains
in wages nor improved working conditions.

By the time the 19-year-ald Mollie Brown arrived in Paterson, the economy
was booming. Unemployment was low, wages high. In her first few years in
town, Mollie ran through several jobs. “You'd just catch the bus and go from
factory to factory and see who was hiring,” Among her stops was a low-slung
cement building in northeast Paterson. The sign out front said UNIVERSAL
MANUFACTURING Co. The owmer himself, a gregarious man named Archie
Sergy, showed her through the plant, explaining that the company made a
part for fluorescent lights called a ballast. “They showed me how it was made,
the whole assembly line, I learned there's a lot to it, a very lot.” The starting
salary was 90 cents an hour, but the company was about to implement a sec-
ond shift, from 3 M. to midnight, that would pay an extra dime an hous
Those hours were ideal for Mollie. She and Sam had three children under the
age of five and another on the way, and if she were to work nights and he
days, the couple could care for the children without hiring a sitter. She ac-
cepted the job. “I hope you'll be here a long time,” Sergy told her. “T hope we'll
all be here a long time!”

By the early 1960s, Universal employed a workforce of some 1,200. Archie
Sergy and his top managers continued to demonstrate a sincere interest in
the welfare of their employees. “They never treated you as inferior, regardless
of whether you cleaned the toilets or whatever your job was,” Mollie says.
“They'd walk up and down the jine and talk to us, joke with us, sometimes
have their sandwiches with us right there on the line. * * * If you needed =
home loan, they'd give it to you, and you could make arrangements to pay it
back.”

Sergy saw the world as an industrialist, not a financier, and he maintained
a steely-eved focus on quality and customer service to the degree that it prob-
ably hurt profit margins. But his company was no social service agency: it
venerated the bottom line as much as any self-respecting capitalist enterprise.
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If Paterson’s workers were more sophisticated, they were also more costly.
Moliie earned $7.91 an hour, 75 cents more than she would have earned in
Mississippi and almost a dollar more than in Arkansas, But if the wages down
South were low, they were not low enough, They were not the cheapest possi-
ble wages. They weren't as low as workers earned in Mexico, where the pre-
vailing pay at the maquiladoras was less than $8 a day. And so, in the early
months of 1988, the machines began disappearing, bound ultimately for
Matamoros. “All we kept hearing was how good a job we were doing,” Mollie
says, “that we had pothing to werry about, that we'd always have work in

Paterson.”

The mightly bus to Matamores would not roll through the depot nearest Bal-
bina Duques village until :15. It was only mid-morning, just a couple of
hours since she’d said her goodbyes to the family, since she’d pressed her lips
for the last time to her baby son's cheek and handed him to her mother. It was
only mid-morning, and already Balbina could fee! the tropical sun on her
face, could feel her funds dwindling fast. She had started with 200 pesos, the
equivalent of about $65, and now that she’d paid a man neary $20 to tax her
the hour from Monte Beilo, her mountain village—a place of clean and clear
air, brilliant high-desert Bowers, and almost surrealistically bright light—to
the bus station in town, and now that she'd bought a couple of tamales from
a sidewalk vendor and a one-way ticket to the border for $30, Balbina was
down to less than $15.

Balbina had turned 20 onlty weeks earlier. She was leaving for Matamoros,
400 miles north, to look for work in the maquiladoras. She was torn about go-
ing, especially about having to leave behind her 18-month-old son, Iban. “H
there were work here,” Balbina sajid in Spanish during a visit home some
years later; “everyone would stay.”

There was nothing to keep them at home. Balbina's village comprised
maybe 1,000 people living in a couple of hundred pastel-colored homes with
thatched roofs. There was neither running water nor electricity. Much of Bal-
bina's day was spent filling and refilling a water buclket from a central well
down a hill and carrying it back on her head to use for bathing, laundry,
washing dishes, cooking, and drinking. A typical day might require 24 trips to
the well, a chore that claimed three to four hours beginning at first light.

The interminable, grueling days were not for Balbina. Monte Bello felt like
a sentence from which she needed to escape. It was a place for “people too
old to work or too young to work,” she said. “For me there was nothing, 1f you
do not work in the fields there is nothing else to do.” She decided she would
celebrate her 20th birthday with her Family, and then, as soon as she had
saved enough for the bus Fare, would take off for the border, where the

maquiladoras faver young women for their nimble fingers and compliant
minds, and where a job in a maquila trumps any other employment options.
It was dark when Balbina finally boarded the bus, Heading north, through
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and early 20s are considered in the prime of their working lives; a 31-year-old
is unlikely to be hired, and a 35-year-old is considered a relic.

When the tally of the day’s employment needs was deemed complete, the
officials stepped onto the stage, and into the bedlam. Between them and the
spirited throng were three steps cordoned by a thin chain, a flimsy plywood
railing, and & bouncer the size of an offensive lineman, whose sartorial taste
ran to late Elvis: a white shirt unbuttoned nearly the length of his heroic
torso, a gold medallion dangling to his midsection, and a formidable, gleam-
ing pompadour crowning a Frigidaire face and muttonchop sideburns.

Fellowing a call to arder on a tinny public-address system, a woman uncer-
emoniously announced the days available jobs. “We're calling workers for
Delironicos,” she said, referring to the GM carradio subsidiary, and then read
a list of 50 names. The “lucky ones,” as one disappointed applicant called
them, made their way through a pair of swinging doors, where a fleet of old
Loadstar school buses waited to transport them to the Finsa park for a job in-
terview and medical screening with their prospective employer. If their luck
held, they would then be hired for a 30-day probationary period at lower,
“training” wages before attaining full-employee status.

The drill was repeated for each maquiia until the day’s hiring needs were
met. Neither Balbina nor Elsa were among the lucky ones, but they knew that
few are chosen on the first go-round; sorme they met had endured several
months of twice-weekly trips to the hall. Each Monday and Friday over the
next few weeks the Duques returned faithfully. In March, Balbina's prayers
were fnally answered. She was assigned to a third-shift coil-winding job at
MagneTek. All she knew about the job was that her sister-in-law once worked
in the same plant, a low-lying white building no more than 75 yards from her
tiny house. What she did not know was that Mollie James once held that very
job.

Balbina started work at MagneTek the same year President Clinton signed the
North American Free Trade Agreement, designed in large part to hasten the
spread of maquiladoras. The trade deal enables companies to take advantage
of 700,000 workers at 1,800 plants all along the border in ways that would not
be tolerated in the United States. When MagneTek first set up shop in Mata-
moros, employees worked six-day weeks in a stifling, poorly ventilated plant;
speaking on the line or going te the bathroom was grounds for suspension.
Although the company has improved working conditions in the last few
years, sexual harassment and discrimination remain a constant of factory life.
Many female employees at MagneTek have firsthand stories to tell about sex-
ism on the job. “When new girls come in,” says a 31-year-old MagneTek re-
tiree who asked not to be identified, “a supervisor gives them the eye and asks
them to go for a walk.” Balbina says she received similar propositions when
she started work at Plant i, “My supervisor asked if I wanted to work rmore
overtime. I told him I did, but that I wouldn't go to & hote! with him to get it.”
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tuberculosis, But the gravest, most frightening threat comes not from the
neighborhaod, but from beyond the ¢hain-link fence around the Finsa park.
The fence, less than a football field away frorn Balbina's house, may divide the
First and Third worlds, but it alse unites them under a single toxic cloud.
When the maquilas illegally dump toxic waste into ircigation canals, when a
hot north wind blows the acrid smell of chapapote—pitch—from the Magne-
Tek plant over its workers” homes, when runoff from a pesticide plant spills
into a ditch, when chemical spills or leaks or explosions or fires erupt in the
air, it doesn't take a Sierra Club member to understand the environmental
wasteland the maquilas have created.

Nor does it take an epidemiologist to question the cause of an outbreak of
anencephaly-—babies born with either incomplete or missing brains and
skulls. In one 36-hour period in the spring of 1991, three babies were born
without brains at a single hospital across the river in Brownsville, Dactors
soon learned of dozens of cther anencephalic births in Brownsville and Mata-
moros. From 1989 to 1991, the rate of such defects for Brownsville was 16
times the U.S. average, or about 30 anencephalic births per 16,000 births,
During the same years, there were 68 cases in Matamoros and 81 in Reynosa,
a maquila site upriver,

Many who have studied the outbreak suspect it was due to industrial pollu-
tion unchecked by regulatory agencies in both countries. “These were atroci-
ties committed by two uncaring governments,” says Dr. Margaret Diaz, the
occupational health specialist in Brownsville who detected the anencephaly
cluster. “They are the product of years of neglect.”

In a lawsuit filed in 1993, families of 28 children born with anencephaly or
spina bifida—an incomplete closure of the spinal cord—blamed the cutbreak
on contamination from the Matamoros maquilas. The families sued 40
maquilas, including MagneTek, charging that the companies negligently han-
dled “toxic compounds” and that the birth defects occurred after “exposure to
toxins present in the local environment.” The companies steadfastly denied
wrongdoing, but internal memoranda documented that some plants released
toxic emissions into the air in quantities impermissible in the United States.
And trash sifted from the Matamoros city dump established that the maquilas
were burning their industrial waste there, rather than disposing of it in the
United States, as required by law. One videotape made by an investigator for
the families portrays the charred but clearly visible remains of a MagneTek
rapid-start ballast. The companies eventually paid a total of $17 million to the
stricken families and cleaned up their worst excesses.

Although MagneTek and other companies insist they are improving condi-
tions both inside and outside their plants, wages remain ai poverty levels.
Rolando Gonzalez Barron, a maquila owner and former president of the
Matamoros Maquila Association, points to an advertising supplement in the

Brownsville Herald lauding companies for their fnancial contributions o :
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worked. She coilected imemployment benefits for six months and then en-
rolied in a computer-repair school, receiving a certificate of completion and
numerous don't-call-us responses to job inquiries. Late last year, at the age of
68, she took a part-time job as an attendant at a nursing home. For the re-
mainder of her income, she depends on Social Security and the rent she col-
lects from the three-family house she owns, as well as a monthly pension of
$71.23 from her Teamsters local. “That's nothing,” she says. “That doesn’t
even pay your telephone bill, 3¥’s gone before you know it.”

Although Patersen is a tenacious city, it seems defined by what is gone, Its
last heyday was during and after World War II, when entrepreneurs like
Archie Sergy and migrants like Mollie JTames helped sustain the city as a
proud symbol of industrial might. But the old factory district near the Great
Falls has been in ruins for decades, and although a number of the ancient
brick milis have been splendidly restored—as a rauseum, a hospital clinic,
and housing for artists—Paterson today is thought of as one of those dis-
carded American places, a city so squalid, so defeated, that few peopie who
do not live or worl in Paterson venture there.

Mollie James has spent a half century in Paterson. She married and di-
vorced there, raised four children, bought a house. She sank deep roots, and
would like nothing better than to see the seeds of renewal take sprout, but she
is fed up with high taxes, crime, the unstable economy. Like many “up-South”
blacks of reticement age, she thinks often about going home, to rural central
Virginia, to the land she left as a teenager. She still owns her childhood home
amid three wooded acres, '

During a trip back home not long ago, Mollie visited the cemetery where
her parents are buried. It is where she wishes to be buried as well, “They bet-
ter not put me in no dirt up there in New Jersey,” she says. “Bring me back
home, brother.”

Balbina, too, dreams of returning to her ancestral home, to the quiet and
clear air of Monte Bello, where she could raise her children in a calm, safe
place. But there is no work around Monte Bello for her, no future there for
her children. She is more concerned with the immediate future of her job. In
the last couple of years, MagneTek closed the two old Universal plants in
Arkansas and Mississippi and transferred the bulk of those operations not to
Matamoros, but 60 miles upriver to Reynosa, where the union is even weaker,
the wages lower still. Now the talk in Matamoros is that the company will
once again use the threat of a move, as it did first in Paterson and then in the
Southern plants, as a lever for lower wages.

Balbina scoffs at the notion of transferring to Reynosa if the company relo-
cates her job there. “What if they were to move again?” she asks. "Maybe to
Judrez or Tijuana? What then? Do I chase my job all over the world?”
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