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Dateline Mexico byCarlosCotaMeza 

Another face of the Mexican 'miracle' 

Disguising unemployment as the "informal economy" could 
come back to haunt the Salinas government. 

In Mexico, the rise in unemployment 
is now being gauged by the rate of 
growth of what has been euphemistical
ly dubbed the "informal economy." 

A study on the informal economy 
was recently released by Canacintra, 
the National Council of Manufactur
ing Industries, which asserted that the 
phenomenon "has nearly doubled in 
the past five years (1986-90)." The 
study observes that the informal sector 
employs 5.7 million people, repre
senting 22.5% of the total national 
work force of approximately 19.3 mil
lion persons. In 1986, the informal 
economy was estimated at 12.9% of 
the national total. Of the 5.7 million 
engaged in "informal" activities, 
68.8% are family businesses. 

If one adjusts the size of the eco
nomically active population (EAP) in 
accordance with the official statistics on 
the rate of demographic growth, Mexi
co's working-age population in 1990 
was 34.5 million. Taking Canacintra's 
figure of 5.7 million "informals," one 
ends up with an official figure for unem
ployment of 9.5 million Mexicans, add
ing up to a total of 15 million persons 
without the protection of a contracted 
wage or social benefits. 

The Labor Congress, the leading 
officially recognized umbrella organi
zation for the country's trade union fed
erations, has its own view of rising job
lessness. Of an EAP of 34 million 
Mexicans, according to Labor Con
gress studies, 15% are without employ
ment (that is, 5. 1 million persons) while 
more than 40% (about 14 million) are 

catalogued as in the ranks of the under
employed. Thus, according to the La-. 
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bor Congress, the Mexican economy 
has 15 million workers in "formal activ
ities" and 19 million in "informal activi
ties" or doing nothing at all. 

What has most contributed to the 
growth of the "informal sector" is the 
program of President Carlos Salin� de 
Gortari to privatize the state companies. 
As the Labor Congress itself states, 
"What is certain is that unemployment 
and underemployment has not been 
stopped during this six-year period. 
. . . The problem is growing because 
of the policy of privatizing state compa
nies, the trade opening, and the antici
pated effects of the about-to-be signed 
Free Trade Agreement." 

In 1982 there were more than 
1 , 1 00 state-owned companies, of 
which 770 have been either sold, 
merged or liquidated, another 165 are 
undergoing that process, and 220 
more are expected to go on either the 
auction or chopping block before 
1991 ends. Between 1989 and the 
present, one of the country's largest 
employers, Petr6leos Mexicanos 
(Pemex), has fired 28,129 workers. 
The shutdown of the Azcapotza1co re
finery alone eliminated 5,400 jobs. 
The "modernization" of the state fer
tilizer monopoly Fertimex reduced its 
Mexico City work force from 2,900 
to 700. Its non-union labor force na
tionwide was cut from 7,000 to 3,000. 
With the privatization of the state steel 
plants, 700 workers have already been 
let go, and 1,700 more are about to 
get their pink slips. 

In the country's 57 recently privat
ized sugar-processing plants, the new 
owners have already requested gov-

ernment authorization to fire 40% of 
their personnel (more than 30,000 
workers). The.N ational Railroad com
pany has fired 1 ,900 workers, and is 
talking about "re-adjusting'" 50% of 
its work force., According to the Na
tional Railroad Commission, a dissi
dent branch of the official railroad 
workers union, this would put 18,000 
workers out on the street. 

In the textile industry, according 
to spokesmen for the national trade 
union and business leaders of that 
branch of industry, they see "a resur
gence of the problem of bankruptcies" 
which began "with Mexico's entrance 
into the GAIT." The shoe industry is 
also suffering the same fate. Ac
cording to the business council of that 
industry in Jalisco state, more than 
8,000 workers "have been left without 
jobs because of imports." Union lead
er Napole6n G6mez Sada from the 
metallurgical industry has charged 
that many thousands of workers have 
been fired in. the past three years. 
Union membership has declined from 
220,000 to 185,000. 

The problem facing the unions, the 
ruling PRJ parity, and the government 
itself, is that much of the unemploy
ment being sold today as the "informal 
economy" is i "organized unemploy
ment" involving professionals and oth
er highly qualified and trained individu
als. The result,'of course, is that Mexico 
is producing a highly politicized army 
of unemployttd, which has already 
flexed its muscles by giving the ruling 
PRJ party a black eye in the politically 
volatile states' of Guanajuato and San 
Luis Potos!' 

This is the unlooked-for, but abso
lutely lawful consequence of the Sali
nas government's commitment to the 
"privatization," "modernization," 
and "free trade liberalization" of the 
Mexican economy, which will inten
sify following the signing of a North 
American Free Trade Agreement. 
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