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Introduction

(i) Background to the study

This study forms part of a long-term research program of the Institute for Development
Studies at Utrecht University (IDSUU), concerning the dynamics of local and regional
development within a global context. In a world that has become increasingly interconnected
over the past decades –economically, politically, socially, and culturally– new challenges are
posed to development, in theory as well as in practice. Many notions of classic development
theory –the dichotomy between the ‘First World’ and the ‘Third World’, the notion of
progress, and the focus on the nation state as the main framework of analysis– have lost
importance in an increasingly globalized world (cf. Kalb et al., 2004; Robinson, 2002;
Schuurman, 2000; Timmons and Hite, 2000). In answer to the impasse in development
theory that became apparent in the 1980s, some postmodernist authors even argued to reject
the concept of development altogether because of its highly ideological overtones (cf.
Escobar, 1995). Others, however, have stressed that the very essence of development studies
–a normative concern with equality, inequality and social exclusion– has not lost validity
under processes of globalization (cf. Bebbington, 2005: 25; Schuurman, 2000: 9).

Development has increasingly become interpreted in terms of increasing integration into
the world economy, and the ability to capitalize on processes of ‘globalization’ as a lever for
regional and local economic growth. The registered outcomes of globalization processes thus
far have indicated strongly differential impacts, both between and within nations, regions,
localities and social groups. Certain regions, industries or social groups undergo the effects of
a growing economic and social interdependence more intensively than others. In order to
understand why some regions perform better than others, detailed case studies are indicated.
Globalization should thereby not be viewed as a top-down and unidirectional process, but
instead as a dialectical interaction between economic, political, social and cultural institutions
or actors that operate across different geographical scale levels.

This dialectical relationship between the ‘global’ and the ‘local’ has become a central
theme in the numerous research projects organized by IDSUU. The objective of these
endeavors has been –through comparative analysis and the definition of empirical
generalizations– to contribute to the general understanding of the workings of processes of
globalization and the way these are mediated at the regional and local levels, also referred to
as the ‘global-local nexus’, or ‘glocalization’ (cf. Robertson, 1995; Vellinga, 1999a).

Traditionally, the northern border region of Mexico has been a major area of interest for
this type of research (cf. Palacios, 2004; Dooren, 2003; Vellinga, 2000; Verkoren, 1995). The
region represents a rather unique case where two fundamentally differently organized
economies border on each other. Mexico presents an example of phenomena that today can
be witnessed in many cases where economies with sharply differing levels of development are
linked to each other. This way, the evolution of the Mexican case holds important
implications for other nations, ‘…both as a prototype […] and as an ideal-type’ (Babb, 2001:

17 ]
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13). This study deals with the dramatic socioeconomic changes, resulting from Mexico’s
ongoing integration into the world economy. It focuses on its northern region which
accumulated experiences with economic internationalization at an early stage, through
experiments with Export Processing Zones along the Mexico-U.S. border in the 1970s,
followed by the integral opening of Mexico’s economy in second half of the 1980s,
culminating in the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in the mid-1990s.

(ii) Relevance of the study

The main object of study concerns the dynamics of development in Coahuila, a state situated
in the northeast of Mexico, bordering Texas. In the context of this study, ‘region’ and
‘regional’ refer to the political-administrative delimitation of the state of Coahuila. For
several reasons, Coahuila makes an interesting case with respect to the study of the workings
of the global-local nexus. Coahuila has become one of Mexico’s most successful export-
oriented manufacturing states, in particular since the start of NAFTA. During the past
decade, a large number of domestic and foreign companies have made substantial
investments in Coahuila, strongly contributing to export growth and increasing its
contribution to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP). However, questions must be raised
about its ability to generate growth with equity.

Coahuila has a presence of a number of clearly distinct sub-regions, each of them having
followed a different historical development path. Since globalization processes are always
mediated by specific local practices and histories, its outcomes will not occur in the same way
and at the same rate throughout the state. The process always and inevitably involves
‘winners’ and ‘losers’, both among as within regions (cf. Dicken, 2003; Vellinga, 1999a;
Gereffi, 1996). This study focuses in particular on the differential impact of processes of
globalization between and within Coahuila’s sub-regions, industries and social groups. Most
analyses of regional development in Mexico have focused on macro regions, stressing the
impact of an increasing North-South divide within the country (cf. Liverman and Cravey,
1992; Bassols, 1990), whereas studies on intrastate differentials have remained limited.

This study differs from most other studies on the local impact of processes of
globalization in three important ways. First, it goes beyond a focus on the behavior of firms
within networks –an approach that is most common in global value chains analysis and/or
local cluster approaches– and studies developments in a wider local political and social
context. This includes the role of local and regional governments, the role of the local private
sector, the role of organized labor, and other stakeholders. Second, the study goes beyond
focusing exclusively on success stories. Analyses of those sub-regions, localities, economic
sectors, and social groups that fail to link up with the world economy successfully, offer
insights that are just as valuable –if not more– in the study of workings of processes of
globalization. Third, the study is firmly historically embedded to stress the processual nature
of regional development. ‘Regions are historical constructs, projects arising from interaction
and negotiation between the various local actors’ (Vellinga, 1999b: 284). Certain place-
specific conditions are the result of local pathways of development, which can create
comparative advantages in comparison to other regions but can also lead to path dependency,
when regions become ‘… locked in by the very socioeconomic conditions that once made
these regions stand out against the rest’ (Grabher, 1993: 256).
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(iii) Objective of the study

Following the successful examples of East Asian economies, integration into world markets
became widely considered to be the surest recipe for realizing economic growth and
development with equity. In the 1980s, neoclassically trained technocrat-politicians and
multilateral agencies such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF),
dictated a radical shift in development strategy in most Latin American countries: from
import substituting industrialization toward export-oriented manufacturing. Economic
structural adjustment programs prescribing liberalization, deregulation and privatization, were
widely implemented, reducing the role of the state, while directing the economy toward the
market. Increasing the international competitiveness of domestic enterprises and attracting
foreign direct investments became important objectives in (regional) development policy.

The effects of this strategy on development are not without debate. Most policymakers
and business gurus defend the role of foreign direct investments by indicating that they
generate direct and indirect employment, contribute to a growth of manufactured exports,
while offering local small and medium-sized companies opportunities to become integrated
into global production networks of lead firms, and at the same time upgrade worker skills.
Political opponents and academic critics on the other hand, have qualified this development
strategy as a ‘race to the bottom’. They argue that increased international competition has
resulted in the breakdown of social welfare, while increasing social inequalities. In many
ways, the –often ideological– debate on whether foreign direct investments result in
‘emancipation’ or ‘exploitation’ can be viewed as a continuation of the classic modernization-
dependency debate.

The main objective of this study is to offer a more differentiated understanding of the
impact of processes of globalization on regional development. It questions the idea that ‘a
rising tide will lift all boats’ (Dicken, 2003: 552). Imitating a successful development model
offers by no means a guarantee for success, since it ignores the enormous variations between
and within countries and regions. The positions of nation states, regions, localities and social
groups in the global economy vary, and so does their ‘window of opportunity’ (Vellinga,
1999b: 286). By addressing the role of local actors and practices, this study aims at a better
understanding of why and how these significant transformation processes in the domestic
and international political economy have had such a differentiated local impact. This study is
guided by the following central research question:

What has been the impact of processes of globalization on the regional development of
Coahuila’s different sub-regions, and what has been the role of specific local conditions and
actors in its outcomes?

In order to answer this question, the following research questions –regarding the ‘what,
when, where, who, and how’– have to be attended first:

• Since when, and to what extent, have Coahuila’s different sub-regions become
incorporated by processes of globalization?

• How have these processes of globalization transformed the traditionally dominant
economic activities in Coahuila’s different sub-regions?

• To what extent and in what way have local actors within Coahuila’s different sub-regions
mediated these processes of globalization?
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(iv) Definition of the main concepts

The following chapter will extensively review the academic debate concerning the three main
concepts of this study –globalization, regional development and local response– and their
interrelationship. This section will shortly indicate the way in which each concept has been
employed throughout this study.

Globalization
Within economics and the social sciences, globalization has become the ‘buzzword’ of the
1990s. Unfortunately, it has remained difficult to conceptualize with some degree of
precision. Different academic disciplines emphasize different concerns, and use different
terminologies. Most commonly, globalization refers to those processes that have made the
world increasingly interconnected through important technological innovations in transport
and communications, facilitating a spread of goods, services, information, capital, labor and
knowledge across (international) boundaries worldwide.

The roots of globalization are situated in a changing international political economy in
the 1970s. These changes were encouraged by a worldwide paradigm shift, stressing the
importance of an unhindered working of market forces. In addition, increased competition
on an international scale since the 1970s has resulted in the decomposition of production
processes by lead firms in the advanced economies, and the geographical relocation of the
most labor-intensive parts of their production processes to low-wage, low-skill production
facilities in developing economies. Both phenomena are closely related and mutually
reinforcing, and have strongly contributed to the dramatic transformations that have taken
place throughout the world.

This study particularly emphasizes the economic dimension of globalization, manifested
in the role of foreign direct investments and the domestic economic reforms since the 1980s
under influence of ‘neoliberalism’ and the so-called ‘Washington Consensus’ (Williamson,
1990).

Regional development
Development theory has entered an impasse since the 1980s from which it has not (yet)
emerged. ‘Development’ has become a contested concept, and there is no agreement upon
the way to conceptualize the impact of globalization within development studies (cf.
Schuurman, 2000). Anthony Bebbington (2005) makes a helpful distinction between two
meanings of development, although they are not entirely separated. ‘Development as the
expansion and extension of capitalist systems of production, exchange and regulation’ and
‘development as organized interventions with explicit and implicit goals’ (Bebbington, 2005:
17). Although these interpretations can be simultaneously applied to the global and the local,
the tendency has been to treat ‘development as capitalist expansion’ more as a global
phenomenon, while ‘development as intervention’ is often treated as a sub-national
phenomenon (Ibidem: 18).

At the heart of every (regional) development strategy –development as intervention– lies
the objective of economic growth and equality. However, in practice there exists a natural
tension between them, as a result of which most policies have traditionally been a trade-off
between the two (cf. Gore, 1984: 50-51). Under the new paradigm that has come to dominate
government policies in both advanced and developing economies in the 1970s and 1980s,
policies were primarily directed at economic growth and macroeconomic balance. Regional
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inequality was expected to increase in the short run, after which economic growth was
believed to trickle down toward the lower strata. ‘Development’ was redefined in terms of
‘successful participation in the world market’ (Robinson, 2002: 1056).

In this study, regional development is understood in terms of ‘intervention’, while
focusing on the concerns, strategies and dynamics of different actors and their
participation in economic growth and reduction of disparities within the state of Coahuila.
Obviously, this takes place within the wider context of ‘development’ –the ‘ebbs and flows’
of capitalist systems of production and the ways in which they affect places (Bebbington,
2005: 17-18).

Local response
The focus on the ‘global-local nexus’ and the notion of ‘development as intervention’, imply
the ‘global’ and the ‘local’ as deeply intertwined and actually functioning as two sides of the
same coin. This means that globalization should not be presented –as ventilated in popular
views and by several business gurus– as a top-down, irreversible, all-determining force that
moves across the world, subordinating places to global capital and increasingly homogenizing
worldwide consumer demand. Instead, this study connects with the large body of literature
that calls for a dialectical understanding of globalization processes (cf. Dicken, 2003;
Vellinga, 1999a; Held et al., 1999; Cox, 1997; Mittelman, 1996a; Hirst and Thompson, 1996;
Ruigrok and Van Tulder, 1995).

Specific regional and local cultural, social, and political institutions and practices will not
only influence how globalization processes are experienced, but will also influence the nature
of those processes themselves. Changing international developments are conditioning rather
than determining regional economic outcomes. Regions and localities are not passive
recipients of processes of globalization. Their outcomes are always mediated by social and
economically heterogeneous groups. ‘A considerable number of actors are involved […], all
pursuing their particular interests within the context of the parameters set by international
economic developments’ (Vellinga, 1999b: 289).

In this study, the main actors involved include sub-national governments, entrepreneurs,
corporations, organized labor, and social or economic organizations representing other
stakeholders in Coahuila’s sub-regions.

(v) Methodology

The specific nature of this study required a methodology combining statistical, historical and
qualitative approaches. The statistical analysis mainly concerns the empirical impact of
processes of globalization on the state of Coahuila. Most of the statistics on population
demography, maquiladora industrialization, employment, and related information, draw on
data from the National Institute for Statistics, Geography and Informatics (INEGI). More
specific statistics on investments in the state of Coahuila were obtained via official data
distributed by the state government in the form of –appendices to– the yearly Informes de
Gobierno (State of the State Address). Where needed, additional information was requested
from the state Secretary for Economic Promotion –or Planning and Development– in the
form of preliminary, unpublished documents. The data on the economic performance of
Coahuila were complemented with information from secondary sources, in particular those
produced by the Centro de Investigaciones Socioeconómicas (CISE) at the Autonomous
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University of Coahuila, which published a number of valuable studies on various dimensions
of the economic transformation of Coahuila since the early 1990s.1

This study’s longitudinal approach also required historical methods of research. Most
historical dimensions of this study draw on a synthesis of the fairly large, and qualitatively
good body of literature that deals with specific historical processes or with historical
developments in sub-regions within the state of Coahuila. Additional information on
specific developments of Coahuila’s more contemporary history were obtained in local
archives –the Instituto Estatal de Documentación in Ramos Arizpe and the Archivo Municipal
in Saltillo. The holdings consisted mostly of back-issues of local and regional newspapers
and magazines since documentation on contemporary political administrations in Mexico is
usually not disclosed within a thirty to fifty-year period after the end of that administration.

In order to understand the wider social and political impact of the transformations
resulting from the processes of globalization, this study included a wide array of non-
standardized, open-ended interviews with key informants. This approach allowed to obtain
information on the rationale and complex relationships among actors operating at the local
level, which generally would have remained obscured when a standardized survey approach
would have been used (cf. Schoenberger, 1991). The principal objective was to gather
information from high-level informants, who occupied or have occupied strategic positions
during specific processes within the realm of regional development, above all (former) public
officials, politicians, entrepreneurs, and leaders of labor organizations.

Many informants, in particular those in the private sector, initially shared a certain
reluctance to be interviewed and were suspicious with regard to the objective of this study. It
took a special effort to gain their trust. Eventually, most of them agreed to cooperate. By
means of a ‘snowball’ method, the established trust with several high-level public officials
and general directors or presidents of companies opened doors to other relevant informants
among top-bureaucrats and entrepreneurs. In those cases where the contacts with top-level
officials or businessmen remained frustrated, informants at the medium-level within the
same institution or company were contacted. In addition to these interviews with key
informants, several interviews were conducted with ‘knowledgeable observers’ (e.g.
journalists, local academics).

A total of close to one hundred interviews were completed, during three periods of
fieldwork.2 During the first period (October 2000-March 2001) and the second period of
fieldwork (November 2001-February 2002), most interviews were conducted with informants
in the Southeast region of Coahuila (Saltillo and Ramos Arizpe) and the Center region of
Coahuila (Monclova and Frontera). The third period of fieldwork (April 2003-July 2003)
focused on the Laguna (Torreón), the Carbonífera (Sabinas, Nueva Rosita, and Múzquiz),
and the Border region of Coahuila (Piedras Negras and Ciudad Acuña). Although the issues
addressed in the interviews were standard, each interview resulted in a unique interactive
dialogue. As the ‘snowball’ increased in size, information obtained from previous interviews
was crosschecked, and interpretations offered by previous informants were employed to
invite comment of others.

(vi) Structure of the study

This study contains a total of eight chapters, which are structured as follows. Chapter 1 will
unpack the conceptual fuzziness surrounding the concept of globalization and addresses the
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major ideological and analytical issues involved in the debates. Some of the most debated
issues concern the impact of globalization on the role of the nation state, and the role of
‘place’ in general. The phenomenon of globalization has had a strong impact on the
development debate. The central question in this area of course remains whether
globalization will contribute to sustained, long-term development? Detailed, empirical
studies on the interaction between the global and the local are necessary to answer those
questions.

Chapter 2 will describe the context within which the socioeconomic transformations
since the 1970s have taken place on the national as well as on the regional level. It introduces
the main physical and socioeconomic characteristics of the state of Coahuila. The dominant
economic activity in this sizeable, but relatively sparsely populated state has traditionally
been industry. Coahuila is commonly divided –on the basis of clear socioeconomic
characteristics– into five sub-regions that historically have taken very different courses of
economic development. The chapter will show how these different sub-regions relate to each
other, and to conditions on other geographical scale levels of analysis.

Chapter 3 examines the principal actors involved in the process of economic restructuring
that started in the mid-1970s. The nature of the (unique) relationship between the
government, labor and the private sector that had emerged in the aftermath of the Mexican
Revolution has changed significantly over the past decades under influence of market
reforms. Each geographical scale level thereby displays a different dynamic with respect to
these processes. This chapter addresses the main characteristics of the Mexican political
system and its complex and changing relationship with the private sector –at the national,
regional and local level– and introduces the main regional and local actors, whose specific
role will be examined in course of the following chapters.

Chapter 4 goes back to the origins of Coahuila’s industrial development in the late
nineteenth century, indicating the processual nature of regional development. Each of
Coahuila’s sub-regions experienced its own economic heyday at a specific historical moment.
These were always the result of the synergy of strategies and interests of specific actors at
various geographical scale levels. Many of these activities, however, remained limited to one
specific branch of industry or one commodity, and respective economic booms often proved
to be strongly time-bound. By taking a long-term, evolutionary approach, the chapter
provides valuable insights that contribute to an understanding of the differential effects of
processes of globalization in the various sub-regions and among the different social groups.

Chapter 5 addresses the complex and multi-layered processes that have accompanied
Mexico’s shift from a development paradigm emphasizing import substituting
industrialization to one stressing export-oriented manufacturing. The analysis of Coahuila’s
different sub-regions clearly shows that this process did not happen everywhere at the same
time and with the same intensity, and consequently, did not have the same outcomes. An
increasing disparity between different sub-regions began to crystallize during the economic
restructuring in the 1980s. Why have some sub-regions, industries and social groups
managed to become more integrated into the world economy than others?

Chapter 6 deals with the impact NAFTA –one of the most a radical trade experiments in
history– had and continues to have on the different sub-regions of Coahuila. The
negotiations on NAFTA were accompanied by a strong media offensive that was meant to
assure the Mexican public of the positive effects of free trade on the standard of living of all
citizens, leading to sustained growth with equity. The speed of the negotiations and the final
terms of the agreement, however, also raised widespread opposition. What has been the
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impact of NAFTA on Coahuila’s different sub-regions, and how have specific local
conditions and actors influenced its outcomes?

Chapter 7 contemplates on several important changes in the international political
economy after the turn of the century that have affected the national and regional economies
of Mexico. The euphoria with respect to the development opportunities based on attracting
foreign direct investments had already faded after several countries –above all in Latin
America– suffered financial crises in the second half of the 1990s. The export sector of
Mexico, and of border states like Coahuila in particular, have been heavily affected by the
slowdown of consumer demand in the United States –its principal export market– and by
increased international competition –in particular from labor-intensive assembly industries in
other countries of Latin America and East Asia. It raises questions about whether the
selective export-boom of the 1990s has simply been another short-term boost, or that
opportunities for a more sustained and equal development still persist?

In chapter 8, finally, I will attempt to draw the main conclusions on why processes of
globalization have such a differential local impact. By retaking the main research findings,
several important social and political key variables can be established that explain these
different outcomes and which hold general value for further study of the global-local nexus,
in particular concerning the question: Can globalization contribute to sustained, long-term
growth with equity?

Notes
1 The few studies that integrally address social, economic, political and cultural issues in the state of

Coahuila usually form part of series on Mexico’s states, such as the Biblioteca de las entidades
federativas (Beltrán, 2003), Breves historias de los Estados de la República Mexicana (Santoscoy et al.,
2000), and Historias regionales: Perfíl socioeconómico de México (Cruz et al., 2000). With a few notable
exceptions of studies with a clear thematic focus (cf. Contreras, 2002; Pasztor, 2002; Salas, 2002;
Rueda, 2001; Plana, 1996; Yáñez, 1994; Langston, 1980), most research on contemporary
developments in Coahuila is carried out by local institutions and researchers, which unfortunately
often limits its distribution to a wider audience.

2 The average duration of each interview was 45 minutes to one hour. All but one of the interviews
were conducted in Spanish, and most informants agreed to the use of a tape recorder. If not, notes
were taken by hand.
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 Globalization, regional development and 
local response: A framework for analysis

Introduction

The 1990s witnessed a dramatic increase in ‘globalization speak’, indicating a broad
consensus that the world had become a qualitatively different place in comparison with only
a few decades ago. Important technological innovations in transport and communications
have facilitated instantaneous transmissions of large amounts of information over long
distances, conceptualized by David Harvey (1989) as a ‘compression of space and time’. The
world has become increasingly interconnected, economically, politically, socially, and
culturally.

‘Globalization’ has become a central concern to virtually all areas in economics and the
social sciences. ‘Any intellectual engagement with social change in the twenty-first century
has to address this concept seriously’ (Taylor et al., 2001: 1, as quoted in Yeung and Peck,
2003: 11). Despite all scholarly activity, it has remained difficult to conceptualize. Different
disciplines appear to develop different concerns, apply different levels of analysis and time
horizons, and use different terminologies. ‘Globalization’ has increasingly become a
‘theoretical umbrella’ or ‘container concept’, in which academic research and political rhetoric
have often become blurred (cf. Kalb, 2004; Vellinga, 1999a). As a result, there is no finished
theory of globalization, as every attempt at conceptualization remains heavily contested. If
anything, this debate proves that globalization is above all a complex and multi-layered
concept, which needs to be ‘unpacked’ in order to be understood thoroughly (Dicken et al.,
1997).

This chapter particularly emphasizes the economic dimension of globalization. It
addresses the relationship between the processes of globalization and regional development
–in particular in developing economies– while reviewing the major debates on the outcomes
of a new development paradigm, in particular at the local level. The concepts to be discussed
in this chapter provide the theoretical framework that will serve the analyses of the impact of
globalization processes in a region in Northern Mexico.

The first section focuses on the origins of what today generally is being referred to as
‘globalization’, addressing its economic and political foundations and the spatial outcomes of
the reorganization of production. Section 1.2 discusses the principal issues within the debate
on globalization, in particular those concerning the role of the nation state and the impact on
the ‘local’ in general. Section 1.3 analyzes the relationship between globalization and regional
development, while the fourth section addresses the increased inequalities that have resulted
from polarizing globalization processes. The final section of this chapter focuses on a key
object of this study: the local responses to processes of international economic restructuring.
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. The origins of globalization

Some authors have argued that globalization as such is nothing new, since the spread of
economic activities across national boundaries can be traced back to the mid-nineteenth
century (cf. Hirst, 2000), or –according to the world systems approach– even to the origins
of international trade in the seventeenth century (Wallerstein, 1980). However, present-day
processes of globalization do not necessarily refer to a mere quantitative increase or extension
of economic activities across national boundaries, which would perhaps best be captured
under the term internationalization of economic activities (cf. Gereffi, 1999: 32, original
emphasis). They, above all, refer to important qualitative changes in the way economic
activities increasingly are being organized globally (Dicken, 2003: 29). Many of the
characteristics of contemporary processes generally referred to as ‘globalization’ have their
origins in a number of drastic and fundamental transformations in the world order that took
place in the early 1970s.

In those years, the economic hegemony of the United States (the Pax Americana) that
had consolidated after World War II suffered a severe recess. Real wages and commodity
costs had increased strongly in the late 1960s, and inflation, labor militancy and
unemployment had reached levels unknown since the Great Depression of 1929. Leading
U.S. firms suffered the saturation of the domestic market, resulting in overproduction, while
being increasingly challenged by international competition, in particular from Japanese firms.
The fourfold increase in the price of oil, enforced by the OPEC states in 1973, had resulted in
an energy crisis in the Western world, making clear that they had no longer access to an
unlimited supply of raw materials. U.S. post-war hegemony in the world economy was
further put in question by the collapse of the Bretton Woods system of fixed exchange rates
in 1971,1 which had become increasingly unstable as a result of the increasing mobility of
capital. After the United States moved to a floating exchange rate, other countries followed.

The origins of globalization are thus to be situated in a changing international political
economy that can be directly traced back to the above mentioned crisis in the 1970s. This
section first addresses the deregulatory forces that rapidly gained importance throughout the
world, followed by the profound spatial restructuring of production under the imperative of
increasing international competition.

1.1.1 A new paradigm of development
During the 1970s, the classical market theories of Adam Smith and David Ricardo regained
popularity in the United States and Europe under influence of Nobel Prize-winning
economists Milton Friedman and Friedrich von Hayek. The political legitimacy and
economic viability of the Keynesian welfare state had come under increasing pressure. The
active role of the state in the economy was put into question and was held primarily
responsible for the economic downturn. Neoclassical economic theory emphasized the
importance of unhindered workings of the market forces as promoter of development
(laissez-faire). Free markets were said to allow the factors of production –labor and capital–
to flow where their use would be most efficient, eventually leading to an equalization of
factor returns and convergence (cf. Perrons, 2004: 56). Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, a
wave of graduate students trained in the neoclassical tradition at U.S. universities and
business schools became the main agents of economic change as they increasingly occupied
key positions in government, in advanced as well as in developing economies, and
multilateral institutions such as the World Bank and the IMF.2
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In the 1980s, these institutions came to play an increasingly important role in the worldwide
spread of an ideology that favored unfettered market forces, starting out in Latin America.
After Mexico declared a moratorium on the payments of its external debt in 1982, other large
economies (Argentina, Brazil, and Venezuela) followed with debt-crises when access to
external finance was suddenly curtailed (cf. Gwynne, 2003). The new class of U.S. trained
‘technocrats’ that had gained power throughout Latin America turned to the World Bank
and IMF for help and advice. From the outset, the Reagan administration recognized the
debt-crisis of Mexico and the other countries as an opportunity to force policy reforms
throughout Latin America, thereby inaugurating a new era of policy-based loans (cf. Babb,
2001: 173). Throughout the 1980s, the free market ideology with its emphasis on government
deregulation and sound financial management spread rapidly throughout Latin America and
the rest of the world. Concerns about social and political stability further fed the broad
consensus favoring market reforms that emerged in the 1980s (Korzeniewicz and Smith,
2000: 20).

By contracting loans from the World Bank and IMF, Latin American governments
committed themselves to stabilization and structural adjustment programs, which –in
practice– above all focused on the reduction of the state intervention in production and the
provision of social services. The persistent poverty and debt in Latin America, the
inefficiency of government intervention and industrial policies, and inadequate fiscal regimes
were all attributed to the strong interventionist role of the state in the economy under the
strategy of import substituting industrialization. This role had to be ended, after which
private domestic and foreign investments were to take over.

Liberalization, deregulation and privatization were widely considered to be the surest
recipe for triggering higher levels of growth and productivity, and reduce income equality in
developing economies (cf. Pastor and Wise, 1997: 329). New macroeconomic stabilization
programs were implemented using fiscal, monetary and exchange measures. Structural
adjustment concentrated on the liberalization of trade and finance, the deregulation of the role
of the state in the economy, and the privatization of state-owned enterprises. These reforms
often had the effect of a shock treatment but the eventual benefits were said to be greater than
the immediate costs, under the motto: ‘short-term pain for long-term gain’ (Weyland, 2004:
145). This set of economic principles became the new mainstream paradigm for development,
often identified as neoliberalism, a term with strong political and ideological connotations
that historically and analytically is closely interwoven with processes of globalization:

‘Neoliberalism is both a set of policy prescriptions and a paradigm of development with
heavy ideological overtones. It is a doctrine of laissez-faire capitalism grounded in
neoclassical economic theory, the assumptions of monetarism, modernization theory, and the
doctrine of comparative advantage legitimated by the globalist rhetoric of free trade, growth,
efficiency, and prosperity’ (Robinson, 2002: 1056).

1.1.2 The spatial restructuring of production
The crisis of the 1970s brought drastic changes in the organization of production of leading
U.S. firms. Much of the post-war economic hegemony of the United States had been based
on the success of standardized mass production by its largest firms, generally referred to as
‘Fordism’, after the assembly line principle introduced by automobile producer Henry Ford.
Using economies of scale, mass production had made a wide range of goods such as cars and
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televisions accessible to new generations of consumers in the 1950s and 1960s. By the 1970s,
however, the limits of mass production emerged, as markets became saturated and consumer
demand declined. At the same time, Japanese firms became increasingly successful in
challenging the hegemony of U.S. firms, thereby benefiting from new modes of organization
and production.

Piore and Sabel (1984) were among the first of a large number of academics, including the
French ‘regulationist’ school (cf. Lipietz, 1987), who explained the deeper causes of the crisis of
the advanced capitalist economies in terms of the crisis of Fordism. Several new concepts were
introduced to capture alternative forms of production (e.g. ‘flexible specialization’ (Piore and
Sabel, 1984),3 ‘lean production’ and ‘Toyotism’ (Womack et al., 1990),4 all commonly covered
by the concept of ‘post-Fordism’. The main differences attributed to post-Fordist and Fordist-
modes of production are indicated in table 1.1. Many of these organizational innovations have
become the new norm among firms, and terms such as flexible or lean production are now
employed by corporate managers worldwide. The analytical usefulness and validity of many of
these concepts, however, is contested since they are generally based on empirical evidence of a
limited number of ‘best practice’ examples (cf. Ruigrok and Van Tulder, 1995: 32-35).

The spatial impact of these processes has been drastic, both in advanced and developing
economies. In response to changes in competitive positions and declining productivity rates,
lead firms in the U.S. and Europe started to vertically disintegrate their production processes
and transfer their most labor-intensive operations to low-wage, low-skill production facilities
in South East Asia and Latin America. Major innovations in transport and communication
technologies had drastically reduced the costs of bringing in parts or finished products from
distant production locations. Unlike what table 1.1 may suggest, however, the shifting of
labor-intensive operations (e.g. assembly of garments and electronics) towards developing
economies essentially followed the Fordist logic of competing on costs of labor.

The spatial reorganization of production processes was first captured under the term
New International Division of Labor (NIDL) (Fröbel et al., 1980).5 The NIDL thesis
generated an intense debate throughout the 1980s, in particular in Europe. Fröbel, Heinrichs
and Kreye (1980), above all called attention to the poor working conditions in many
developing economies, while Marxist geographers like Doreen Massey (1984) addressed the
devastating social effects (e.g. unemployment, de-industrialization) of NIDL in the advanced
economies. However, as global sourcing became increasingly complex in the late 1980s and
1990s, the dichotomy between advanced and developing economies as presented by NIDL
theory was no longer considered adequate as an analytical tool in the study of the global
organization of labor and production.
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Table 1.1 - Attributed differences between Fordist and post-Fordist modes of production

Fordism post-Fordism

economies of scale economies of scope

‘just-in-case’ inventories ‘just-in-time’ inventories

competitiveness through price competitiveness through innovation

vertical integration of labor vertical disintegration of labor

specialized labor tasks multiple labor tasks

Source: Based on Ruigrok and Van Tulder (1995), p. 23.
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‘The heightened production capability of Third World countries, stimulated not only by low
labor costs but also by the improved skill levels and growing productivity of workers, means
that the global sourcing of production is becoming a virtual necessity for every corporation
that seeks to enhance its competitive position worldwide’ (Gereffi, 1996: 55). Subsequently,
much of the debate on globalization, in particular among economists, economic geographers
and/or business managers, did no longer focus on the social effects of globalization processes,
but turned to the analysis of the behavior of internationally operating, vertically disintegrated
firms, most commonly referred to as transnational corporations (TNCs).

. The globalization debate

The 1970s and 1980s had experienced dramatic changes in development paradigm in
response to a worldwide reorganization of production, increasingly captured in terms of
‘globalization of markets’ (Levitt, 1983), ‘global shift’ (Dicken, 1986), and ‘globalization of
production’ (Gordon, 1988). The ‘great globalization debate’ (Held, 1995; Kalb, 2004),
however, took off in the early 1990s. The immediate cause of this was the demise of the
communist power bloc in Eastern Europe and Russia that followed the fall of the Berlin
Wall in 1989. The crisis of socialism reinforced the conviction of policymakers that any form
of ‘statism’ was doomed to fail, and that there were no viable economic and political
alternatives to neoliberalism. The parallel movement towards economic and political
liberalization that had emerged in Eastern Europe and throughout Latin America, unified
supporters of two important world historical projects: neoliberal free market supporters on
the one hand and liberal civil society advocates on the other (cf. Kalb, 2004). Like any
dialectical process, however, globalization also generated its own opposition, which will be
discussed in this section.

1.2.1 Globalization as an inevitable outcome
The end of the Cold War created a triumphant mood among those sharing the values of
economic liberalism and the inevitably of progress. Francis Fukuyama (1992) proclaimed the
‘end of history’ now that liberalism and free markets had ‘won’. The economic hegemony of
neoliberal policies appeared no longer to be contested. They had become a new set of ‘taken
for granted’ assumptions and basic rules for running an economy, embraced by policymakers
on the left as well as on the right (Babb, 2001: 5). The policy prescriptions associated with the
new dominant paradigm have become widely known as the ‘Washington Consensus’
(Williamson, 1990; 1993),6 the term referring to the influential Washington D.C.-based
policy defining institutions such as the U.S. Treasury, the IMF, the World Bank, and a
number of conservative think tanks. According to Williamson, the economic reforms that
were taking place in Latin America and Eastern Europe comprised ‘the common core of
wisdom embraced by all serious economists’ (Williamson, 1993: 1334). In other words, ‘…the
superior economic performance of countries that establish and maintain outward-oriented
market economies subject to macroeconomic discipline is […] sufficiently well established as
to give sensible people better things to do with their time than to challenge its veracity’
(Williamson, 1993: 1330).

The influence of the Washington Consensus on development theory and practice can
hardly be overstated. The neoliberal paradigm has become firmly rooted within the
globalization rhetoric. Globalization theory has been assumed to explain why liberalization,
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coupled with the macroeconomic fundamentals ‘worked’. It was argued that ‘…globalization
was good and was there for everyone’ (Kalb, 2004: 13). The basic idea was that ‘…those
countries which […] follow the right policies will be rewarded, as they can capture foreign
direct investment which brings technology and market access, and they can also supplement
national savings with international capital flows, thus reaping the benefits of the new
external environment’ (Gore, 2000: 793). On the other hand, ‘countries which do not follow
the Washington Consensus policies will be especially penalized, as they will be cut off and
thus excluded from the intensifying (and implicitly beneficial) global field of flows’ (Ibidem).

The tendency to draw lessons from cross-regional comparisons was widespread. The East
Asian Newly Industrialized Countries (NICs) –Hong Kong, Taiwan, South Korea and
Singapore– were taken as examples to demonstrate that the integration into the global
economy based on export-oriented manufacturing will result in greater prosperity (cf. Kalb,
2004). As such, development had increasingly become interpreted as a result of successful
participation in the world market. In the 1990s, many developing economies opened up their
economy to foreign direct investment and embarked upon a strategy of export-oriented
manufacturing (Robinson, 2002: 1056).

The new dominant paradigm had several important consequences for the debate on the
role of nation state, and the importance of ‘place’ in general. Business gurus such as Kenichi
Ohmae (1990) ultimately envisioned a world without national boundaries. He interpreted
the emergence and intensification of transnational governance structures during these years
–both the increasing importance of multilateral institutions as well as the emergence of
international treaties such as the European Union (EU), the Asia-Pacific Economic
Cooperation Forum (APEC), and NAFTA– as efforts to elevate political and juridical
coordination above the level of the nation state. In his vision, nation states would eventually
become meaningless entities (Ohmae, 1995).

Manuel Castells (2000) pointed out that the ‘revolution’ of information technology had
resulted in a transition from ‘spaces of places’ to ‘space of flows’, in which location mattered
less, but the insertion within global networks has become ever more important. In a study of
international financial markets, Richard O’Brien (1992) even –provocatively– declared the
‘end of geography’. In many popular views, the world had become increasingly shaped by
global capital and transnational corporations, a development often presented as an
irreversible, all-determining exogenous force that rapidly shifted across the world in search
for profit opportunities, mobilizing different labor markets and increasingly homogenizing
consumer demand.

1.2.2 Globalization as a dialectical process
An increasing number of scholars, among them many geographers, have refuted the
supposed predetermined logic of these ‘hyper-globalist’ accounts that present globalization as
a causal and irresistible force (cf. Dicken, 2003; Vellinga, 1999a; Held et al., 1999; Cox, 1997;
Mittelman, 1996a; Hirst and Thompson, 1996; Ruigrok and Van Tulder, 1995). According to
their views, there is no predetermined trajectory towards a unified international market.
Globalization should not be presented as an inevitable endpoint. Instead, globalization
involves processes that are far more complex, uneven, and ‘messy’ (cf. Dicken, 2003: 14). The
modern world is constituted through and transformed by a complex total of interrelated
processes rather than by a single unified phenomenon (cf. Dicken, 2003; Amin and Thrift,
1995). In the late 1980s, Robert Cox already commented that the tendency to globalization is
never complete, and there is nothing inevitable about its continuation:
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‘Any attempt to depict it must not be taken teleologically, as an advanced stage towards the
inevitable completion of a latent structure. Rather it should be taken dialectically, as the
description of tendencies that, as they become revealed, may arouse opposition that could
strive to confound and reverse them’ (Cox, 1987: 258, as quoted in Panitch, 1996: 93).

Several authors have countered the suggestion that the world is evolving towards a global
superstructure by arguing that the creation of politically negotiated trading blocs should in
fact be interpreted as a tendency towards regionalization rather than globalization (cf. Schulz
et al., 2001; Hirst and Thompson, 1996).7 This development may even have become one of
the dominant features of the contemporary global economy since most world trade takes
place between and within three regional clusters of economies: the triad of the EU, NAFTA
and APEC (Dicken, 2003: 145). These trade blocs are essentially discriminatory in nature,
closed to outsiders but open to insiders. As a result, even supposedly deregulated markets will
still be subject to some kind of political regulation, either by trade bloc regulations or
through multilateral agencies such as the World Trade Organization (WTO).

A considerable part of the debate has focused on transnational capital and corporations
supposedly ‘bulldozing’ the world economy. Analyses of the behavior of TNCs, however,
have demonstrated that these ‘borderless’ or ‘flat earth’ interpretations of hyper-mobile,
footloose firms are clearly at odds with the multiplicity of forms encountered or engendered
in diverse contexts (cf. Dicken, 1986; 2003; Mittelman, 1996a). First, TNCs are not identical
economic monsters that stamp a homogenous footprint on the world’s landscapes. They are
highly differentiated in size, geographical reach and ways in which they operate (Dicken,
2003: 199). Second, both the mobility and regulatory influence of capital seems to have been
highly exaggerated. TNCs do not exist in a vacuum and markets are never perfect. The
global market has become intensely competitive, with firms competing around the world.
Competitive advantages can be eroded as rapidly as they are created. Consequently, the
decision making processes of TNCs often depend on complex structures of international
production networks, not just on costs in the narrow sense (cf. Dicken, 2003; Storper, 1997;
Gereffi, 1996; Mittelman, 1996a).

Most globalist arguments on the role of the nation state are also strongly contested. It is
obvious that the nation state underwent qualitatively changes, and may no longer be the
strong unit of analysis on development and social change that it was decades ago.8 This does,
however, not mean that nation states have become irrelevant and subordinate to global
forces. First, deregulation processes have always been the result of negotiation with domestic
agents and have never been imposed by international capital. Globalization could not have
advanced this far without the participation of complementary domestic policies of
deregulation (cf. Rodrik, 1997b). Second, ‘…[t]he state has not in the least become obsolete
as an actor in its own right on the national and international scenes’ (Vellinga, 1999a: 6). It
continues to have an important role in regulating domestic economic and social policies and
still has considerable power over national resources (cf. Krugman, 1995). Third, trade blocs or
multilateral institutions aim by no means to replace nation-states, which makes it very
unlikely for them to become anachronisms in the near future (cf. Hirst and Thompson, 1996;
Panitch, 1996). The conclusion is warranted that the world economy is essentially being
structured and restructured by the complex, dynamic interactions of both TNCs and nation
states (Dicken, 2003: 20).

The most important part of the debate, however, has focused on the role of ‘places’.
Studies of the spatial organization of leading industries have demonstrated that the global
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and the local are not, as suggested by Castells (2000), mutually exclusive spaces. Only the
financial sector and some low-technology industries can be considered truly ‘footloose’. Most
other flows of capital and technology must eventually ‘touch down’ in distinct places (‘think
globally, act locally’) (Mittelman, 1996b: 229). There is an increasing awareness that most
offshore productive activities of TNCs remain dependent on resources and supporting
factors that are strongly tied to a territorial context (cf. Vellinga, 1999b: 283). The notion of
‘embeddedness’, originally introduced by Karl Polanyi (1944), has acquired new relevance as it
makes clear that every production network is ‘grounded’ in specific locations, both physically
and in the form of localized social relationships, distinctive institutions and cultural contexts
(cf. Westen, 2001; Dicken et al., 1995; Grabher, 1993). In fact, certain place-specific conditions
of production that are difficult to reconstitute elsewhere can even become a source for
competitive advantage, conceptualized by Michael Storper (1997) as ‘territorialization’.

By putting the ‘local’ back on the academic agenda, a more complex and differentiated
understanding of globalization processes has emerged. With it, attention also shifted away
from Castells’ supposed duality between global ‘flows’ and local ‘fixities’ (Amin and Thrift,
1997: 147). Thinking in terms of different scales can be helpful in many ways, but they should
not be treated as ‘self-contained boxes’, nor presented as opposed concepts (cf. Dicken, 2003:
19). In the words of Eric Swyngedouw: ‘The crux is not […] whether the local or the global
has theoretical and empirical priority in shaping the conditions of daily life, but rather how
the local, the global and other relevant […] geographical scale levels are the result, the
product of processes, of sociospatial change’ (Swyngedouw, 1997: 140). A whole variety of
economical, political and social institutions operate across a spectrum of geographical scales,
involving processes of both collaboration and competition and of differentiated power
relationships (Dicken et al., 1997: 159). The interactions between local and wider fields of
influence are not simply unidirectional, but work both ways (cf. Vellinga, 1999a; Amin and
Thrift, 1997). The concept of ‘glocalization’ stresses the dialectical nature of processes of
globalization, involving a parallel and simultaneous movement to the global and the local,
and expresses both homogenization and fragmentation (cf. Robertson, 1995; Swyngedouw,
1997; Vellinga, 1999a). The local and the global are deeply intertwined and mutually
constitutive (Swyngedouw, 1997: 137).

. Globalization and development

One of the main challenges of development theory and practice has become how to
capitalize on globalization as a lever for local development. As mentioned above,
development has increasingly become understood within a context of increasing integration
into the world economy. An increased awareness has emerged of the potential of
transnational networks of economic activities to develop possibilities for local firms to take
advantage of the global economy (cf. Palpacuer and Parisotto, 2003). In the words of Gary
Gereffi: ‘One of the central tasks in fashioning national development strategies is to
determine how to plug into transnational production systems in a way that allows nations to
increase their productivity and international competitiveness while generating a higher
standard of living for the local population’ (Gereffi, 1996: 79).

1.3.1 Global value chains and local clusters
In the 1990s, the NIDL thesis had lost much of its attractiveness to development theorists
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because its sweeping generalizations failed to explain the new complexities of production (cf.
Robinson, 2002). Instead, network-based approaches, connecting firms into relational
structures at different organizational and geographical scales, have received much more
academic attention in recent years. Almost all industries are nowadays connected with global
production networks of independent yet interconnected firms, usually driven by a relatively
small number of lead firms from advanced economies. The production of any good or service
can be conceived as a production chain, which involves ‘… a transactionally linked sequence
of functions in which each stage adds value to the production of goods or services’ (Dicken,
2003: 14).

The most extensively elaborated conceptualization in this respect is the approach in
terms of ‘global value chains’, or ‘global commodity chains’ in its original conceptualization.
Rooted in world systems theory, it refers to sets of inter-organizational networks clustered
around one commodity or product, linking households, enterprises and states to one another
in the world economy (Gereffi and Korzeniewicz, 1994). The approach focuses on the global
organization of specific industries –in particular the garment, electronics and automobile
industry are well documented– and addresses the issue of input-output structure, and power
relations or governance within the industry. The flows of both material and non-material
phenomena, from single firms to global commodity chains, slice through boundaries in
highly differentiated ways, bridging the macro-micro gap by highlighting the local social
context of global production (cf. Gereffi, 1996).

Although global value chain analysis recognizes that these networks are socially
constructed and locally integrated, their social and institutional context tends to remain
underexposed (cf. Palpacuer and Parisotto, 2003: 103). These contexts of local networks are
best highlighted by the large body of literature inspired by Alfred Marshall’s classical notion
of industrial districts (1961). Following Piore and Sabel (1984), many other scholars have tried
to explain how localized agglomerations such as Emilia Romagna in Italy, Baden
Württemberg in Germany, and Silicon Valley in the United States have combined successful
export performance of primarily labor-intensive or light-manufacturing goods, with a highly
paid, skilled workforce. In many ways, the global value chain approach and the variety of
cluster approaches (e.g. industrial districts, specialized clusters, innovative milieus, or
learning regions) are complementary. Individual firms are likely to be incorporated into both
types of networks. The global value chains involve the vertical linkages (columns, or filières)
of firms within a specific industry, whereas clusters involve the horizontal linkages of firms
within a specific region. Typically, global value chains are anchored within local production
agglomerations, or clusters.

The basic idea behind cluster theory is that the positive spillovers of geographic
concentrations of interconnected companies and associated institutions in one particular
field, competing as well as cooperating, are greater than the sum of their parts (cf. Porter,
1996; 1998; Altenburg and Meyer-Stamer, 1999). Once established, a cluster tends to grow
through a process of cumulative, self-reinforcing development, involving –among others– the
attraction of more related activities, enrichment of industrial atmosphere and a thickening of
local institutions (Amin and Thrift, 1995: 102). According to Ann Markusen (1996), they
become ‘sticky places in slippery space’. The importance of the region as the basis of
competitive advantage was also widely acknowledged by economists such as Porter (1996)
and Krugman (1995).

Although –or perhaps because– much of the research on clusters focused on success
formulas in advanced economies, the cluster approach has also become popular among
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policymakers in developing economies in response to increased international competition. In
particular Porter’s (1996; 1998) loosely formulated conceptualization has been influential
(Malmberg, 2003: 150). The many case studies from advanced economies served as an
example for small and medium-sized companies in developing economies of how to become
inserted into global value chains and increase their growth and export prospects (cf.
Altenburg and Meyer-Stamer, 1999; Schmitz and Nadvi, 1999). Both clusters and value
chains encourage firms to innovate and upgrade worker skills in order to compete on product
quality –the ‘high road’ to development– rather than through squeezing labor costs –the ‘low
road’ to development (cf. Palpacuer and Parisotto, 2003).

Policy makers in developing economies tend to focus exclusively on ideal-type clusters
and replicate development models and pathways that had been successful elsewhere.
However, they often appear to overlook the specific local historic social and geographic
conditions. Clusters and industrial districts in developing economies have recently attracted
increasing attention of scholars in search for new models of development (cf. Dooren, 2003;
Smakman, 2003; Humphrey, 2003; Bair and Gereffi, 2001).9 Most clusters under study,
however, reflected a strong variety and heterogeneity of experiences and outcomes, including
success-stories as well as failures. Empirical evidence has demonstrated that imitating
successful development models is by no means a guarantee for success. Not every regional
economy succeeds, grows or upgrades (cf. Schmitz, 1999; Rabellotti, 1999; Knorringa, 1999).

Both the global value chain approach and the cluster approach have offered valuable new
perspectives of those processes that link the global and the local. Nevertheless, in practice,
both approaches tend to focus predominantly on the relationships among firms, or between
firms and institutions, rather than situating developments within a wider social and political
context.

. Globalization and inequality

The promise that economic liberalization would bring benefits to all actors has not been
made reality in the 1990s. In fact, as many analysts have pointed out, ongoing market
liberalization tends to polarize existing inequalities, separating those who are somehow
integrated in the global economy from those who are not (cf. Dicken, 2003; Vellinga, 1999a;
Held et al., 1999; Gereffi, 1996; Mittelman, 1996b). Registered economic growth of GDP has
proven to be highly selective. Globalization has greatly enhanced the opportunities to those
who have the skills and mobility to catch up with developments in world markets. These are
most commonly the largest, most dynamic, export-oriented sectors of the economy. The
global political economy has produced a new type of inequality that is primarily social rather
than geographical, and that cuts across borders (cf. Sassen, 1994). The polarization, both
between and within countries, between the exuberant wealth of a relatively small group of
people in both advanced and developing economies and large groups that remain excluded
from the supposed gains of globalization, has become increasingly visible.

According to the most commonly used indicator of income inequality, the Gini
coefficient, inequality has risen dramatically in particular in those countries where the
Washington Consensus was adopted wholesale (Kalb, 2004: 31). For Latin America, the costs
of the structural adjustment process have been extreme, in particular for already marginalized
groups. Unemployment has soared and wages and social welfare expenditures have been
drastically reduced (Huber and Solt, 2004). Governments and international institutions have
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continued to emphasize that the change in development paradigm involves a ‘longer than
expected’ adjustment lag, that the problems with the new market economies resemble growing
pains, and that it has taken a while to ‘clean up the mess’ of previous administrations.
However, since the financial crises in Mexico (1994-1995), Asia (1997-1998), Argentina (2000-
2001), and the bursting of the bubble of the ‘new economy’ on the stock markets (2000), there
is increasing reason to call the effectiveness of the dominant policies into question (cf. Gore,
2000). Critique on the prevailing market strategy has strongly increased since the mid-1990s,
arguing that the policies of the Washington Consensus are too narrow to generate sustained
growth, to reduce poverty and create equitable development.

Contrary to expectations, small and medium-sized producers in developing economies did
generally not succeed in becoming integrated into global value chains, and instead were
further marginalized by international competition. Increasing empirical evidence has surfaced
more recently, indicating that even the economic situation for those local producers that have
operated within global production networks have not necessarily improved. The key issue
appears to be not whether, but how companies are integrated into global production networks.
The low-skilled, low-value activities of global value chains are relatively easy to enter for
producers in developing economies, but they provide a weak basis for upgrading and learning.
And even when upgrading has taken place, it does not necessarily correct the inequalities in
wages and employment conditions (cf. Palpacuer and Parisotto, 2003: 106, 110). Competitive
pressures are more typically countered by cutting costs rather than by innovation (Helmsing,
2000). At best, employment and exports may increase, but there is a potential danger of
getting locked into ‘a race to the bottom’, as the increasing competitiveness between low
skilled labor creates a downward pressure on income. Most profitable, value-added activities of
the global value chain, such as marketing, research and design, have much higher entry
barriers and generally remain exclusively in control of producers in advanced economies.

1.4.1 Reconsidering the dominant development paradigm
Although the basic consensus on the economic superiority of market mechanisms has
remained well consolidated, during the second half of the 1990s, several influential
policymakers and academic observers became alarmed by the high social costs of economic
reforms, and warned that social and political unrest could undermine the sustainability of
market reform and weaken new democracies (cf. Korzeniewicz and Smith, 2000: 21). As the
evidence became clearer that simply opening up the economy was not the expected ‘shortcut’
to development, social scientists started to challenge the classic conditionalities of the
Washington consensus with alternative approaches in order to address the social question (cf.
Vellinga, 1999a; Sklair, 2002).

David Held (1995), for instance, has distinguished the positive effects of globalization,
the constitution of a global civil society, from the negative effects of global markets and
capital, which he referred to as ‘globalism’.10 The ‘Third Way’ rhetoric in Western Europe for
example, was another attempt to present a more mature and gentler variant of the roll-back
neoliberalism of the 1980s and early 1990s, ‘finding a synergy between private and public
sectors’ (Giddens, 1998: 99-100). Even within the Washington Consensus, cracks have
become apparent as economic neoliberals and political liberals started to part ways. Political
liberals put the issue of poverty high on the agenda, and began to stress the importance of
institutions, ‘good governance’ and participatory politics (Kalb, 2004: 17). Within the World
Bank for example, a sustainable human development approach gained terrain in the late
1990s (cf. Stiglitz, 2002).
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Drawing different lessons from the examples of the East Asian NICs, several authors had
already argued in the early 1990s that successful neoliberal restructuring required qualitatively
different, not necessarily less, state action (Wade, 1990). One of the main lessons from the
successes of East Asian NICs is the need to selectively integrate into the world economy and
create competitive advantages through a well-designed industrial policy that tries to exploit
niches in the world market and shifts upstream to more skilled, technologically advanced and
higher value added industrial ventures (cf. Wade, 1990; Gwynne and Kay, 2003).

In these views, much of the dramatic increase of inequalities between regions, industries
and social groups have been the result of hasty reforms in situations where institutions are
weak and state capacity and governance inadequate. Instead of a shock therapeutic opening
as recommended by the globalists, a more gradual and carefully managed integration is
indicated (cf. Kolodko, 1999). Without effective rules and rights, market reforms could
indeed be disastrous, with the danger of local businesses being wiped out by more efficient
foreign competition before they can get a toehold in the world economy. It was
acknowledged that the state has a crucial responsibility in developing human resources (e.g.
health, education, housing) and investment incentives for generating long-term sustainable
growth. The development of robust internal structures is now generally considered a
prerequisite for positive and beneficial engagement with the global economy (Dicken, 2003:
575). There are potential benefits, to be realized in full only when the complementary policies
and institutions are in place domestically: ‘growth begins at home’ (Rodrik, 1997a).

. Globalization and local response

In the second half of the 1990s, it has become clear that processes of globalization have
reconfigured patterns of inclusion and exclusion. Certain regions, industries or social groups
undergo the effects of a growing economic and social interdependence more intensively than
others. Globalization processes do not occur everywhere in the same way and at the same
rate, and different settings produce different outcomes (Dicken, 2003: 13). Since the positions
of nation states, regions, localities and social groups in the global economy vary, so does their
‘window of opportunity’. The process thus always and inevitably involves ‘winners’ and
‘losers’, both among as within states, regions, industries and social groups (cf. Vellinga, 1999a;
Dicken, 2003; Gereffi, 1996). This affirms the importance of specific local factors in
explaining why some regions have performed better than others. Numerous authors have
already acknowledged that in order to obtain a better understanding of the differential
outcomes of globalization, further empirical study, by means of detailed, territorially
delimited case studies is needed (cf. Bebbington, 2005; Grunsven and Van Westen, 2003;
Gwynne and Kay, 2003; Verkoren, 2002; Kalb, 2000; Vellinga, 1999b).

Precisely why some should succeed and others fail is hard to explain in terms of market
forces alone. Polanyi’s original notion of embeddedness and the interpretation by Mark
Granovetter (1985) is much broader than the one most commonly used by economic
geographers and regional planners, which is essentially restricted to the degree in which
foreign firms are integrated into the local economy in terms of backward and forward
linkages (Westen, 2001: 229). Both Polanyi and Granovetter argue that all economic activities
are embedded in social relations or social groups (cf. Westen, 2001). In explaining uneven
development in the United Kingdom under neoliberalism, Allen et al. (1998: 143) stress the
importance to see regions as: ‘a product of a particular combination and articulation of social
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relationships stretched over space’. As Menno Vellinga (1999b: 289) puts it: ‘regional
industrialization is not only an economic process; it is above all a social process’. There is a
widespread notion that the outcomes of economic and political transformation processes are
influenced by specific local economic, political and social backgrounds (cf. Vellinga, 1999b;
Storper, 1997; Swyngedouw, 1997). This includes specific evolutionary development paths and
institutional ‘thickness’, which may at some point lock local economies into path dependency
(cf. David, 1985; Grabher, 1993). More important in this context are the social (power)
relations and the nature of possible action within social networks (Kalb, 2000: 7), or, ‘who
you are, what you know and –not least– who you know’ (Westen, 2001: 228).

Following Anthony Giddens (1997), there is an increasing consensus within the social
sciences that both ‘structure’ and ‘agency’ –the ability of people to accommodate, transform
or resist– play a part in processes of globalization (Post et al., 2001: 3). Globalization
processes should be interpreted as conditioning rather than determining regional economic
outcomes. The specific characteristics of individual nations, regions and localities, with their
specific cultural, social, and political institutions and practices, will not only influence how
globalizing processes are experienced but will also influence the nature of those processes
themselves (Dicken, 2003: 510). ‘Regions and localities are not just passively producing
responses to globalizing processes’ (Vellinga, 1999b: 289).

In an original analysis, Richard Snyder (2001), for example, has recently examined the
effects of deregulation politics of the Mexican state in different regional contexts. By looking
at the bargaining process between societal interest groups and politicians after institutional
policy domains have been vacated –a process which he termed reregulation– his main
objective is to determine how the regional variability in outcomes can be explained.
Outcomes are always mediated by processes of struggle between social and economic
heterogeneous groups (Kalb, 2004: 22). ‘A considerable number of actors is involved:
corporations, entrepreneurs, labor, local/regional government, regional movements, and
pressure groups– all pursuing their particular interests within the context of the parameters
set by international economic developments’ (Vellinga, 1999b: 289).

Kalb et al. (2000) have convincingly argued the need to ‘bring society back’ into the study
of globalization ‘… to contribute to a framework of thought, a vision and a method, that will
help researchers and policymakers sharpen their questions and develop a more realistic, more
socially and historically embedded approach’ (Kalb, 2000: 7). Along similar lines, other
scholars also have recently made strong arguments for a new research agenda for
development geography, away from the dominant neoliberal paradigm and globalization
rhetoric (cf. Bebbington, 2005; Titus, 2005). Some of the main issues addressed include the
adoption of a more political economic view on economic globalization in order to
understand its differential impacts in different regional settings. Questions should also be
raised concerning its wider social impact, for instance on the local employment and income
opportunities, labor relations, social stratification and environmental conditions. Less
successful attempts to link up with the world market should also be considered, as well as
economic sectors and activities serving the domestic market and using domestic capital.
Finally, the role of ‘traditional’ institutions –regulating ownership relations, labor relations
and other social relations– should also be taken into consideration (Titus, 2005: 40-43).
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Concluding remarks

The present chapter has addressed the principal issues and debates that surround the
dramatic economic, political, social and cultural changes that have taken place since the
1970s. The large number of studies and the different disciplines involved in this globalization
debate, as well as its ideological overtone, appear to have contributed to its complexity rather
than to its clarification. In relation to regional development, the dominant paradigm that
emerged stressed the importance of integration into the world economy. How this should be
accomplished, and what will be the outcomes strongly differs from place to place. In order to
obtain a more differentiated understanding of how processes of globalization work, there
continues to be a strong need for empirical studies of specific regions and localities.

The objective of this study is to analyze the dialectics of processes of globalization by
means of an empirical case study of a territorially delimited region. The main area of study is
the state of Coahuila, situated on the Mexico-U.S. border, a region that presents a rather
unique example of the global-local nexus. Since the 1970s, parallel to Mexico’s ongoing
integration into the world economy, both –fundamentally different– economies have become
increasingly interconnected. This process, however, did not happen everywhere at the same
time and at the same intensity, and consequently, did not have the same outcomes
everywhere. Coahuila presents a number of clearly distinct sub-regions, each of them having
followed a different historical development path. This study aims at a better understanding
of why and how the transformation processes in the international political economy have had
such a differentiated local impact, between and within regions, industries and social groups.
Why do some sub-regions, industries, and social groups benefit more than others?

This study goes beyond an exclusive focus on the behavior of firms within global value
chains analysis and/or local clusters, but studies developments in a wider local political and
social context. It includes the role of local and regional governments, the local private sector,
organized labor, and other stakeholders. Whereas most attention among policymakers and
academics commonly goes out to success stories, and the lessons they can provide, this study
also specifically addresses those sub-regions, localities, economic sectors, and social groups
that fail to link up with the world economy, as they offer just as valuable insights in the
workings of processes of globalization. Finally, by taking specific local historical development
paths into consideration, this study will provide a more thorough understanding of the role
of specific local conditions and actors in the process.

The following chapter will introduce the main physical, socioeconomic and political
characteristics of the state of Coahuila, followed by one that introduces its principal actors
and the way these relate to each other, and to actors at other relevant geographical scale
levels of analysis. This will serve as the context for analyzing the differential impact of
processes of globalization on Coahuila since the mid-1970s.
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Notes
1 The international conference held in Bretton Woods, New Hampshire in July 1944, agreed upon

maintaining international monetary stability installing a strong system of capital controls and fixed
exchange rates. Bretton Woods established the U.S. dollar as the international currency in order to
facilitate U.S. overseas investments to reconstruct Europe from the damages of World War II.

2 The IMF and World Bank were originally founded during the Bretton Woods conference with the
purpose of coordinating the European reconstruction, and maintain international monetary
equilibrium. Since the 1950s, their policies steadily became more stringent in the struggle against
communism. In theory, the IMF concerns itself with short-term stabilization, while the World
Bank deals with longer term issues like project funding and structural adjustment, but in practice
the distinction has become increasingly blurred (cf. Green, 1995: 34-35).

3 Drawing on the experience of industrial districts in Italy (Emilia Romagna, or ‘Third Italy’) and
Germany (Baden Württemberg), Piore and Sabel (1984) envisioned a transition towards flexible
specialization networks of interdependent smaller firms as the solution to overcome the crisis.

4 Womack et al. (1990) analyzed the specific organizational and production modes of Toyota that
have revolutionized working practices, the so-called ‘lean production’. Toyota introduced and
perfected ‘just-in-time’ ordering techniques, keeping stocks low in order to cut costs, and relying on
an efficient network of subcontractors. Production could be painlessly adapted to changing
customer demand thanks to computerization and programmable machine tools. Furthermore, great
emphasis was placed on quality control by means of rotation and training of labor.

5 The NIDL thesis referred to Marx’ late nineteenth century conceptualization of the ‘international
division of labor’, in which large parts of the globe supplied raw materials and served as markets to
a limited number of industrialized countries.

6 In his original article, Williamson listed 10 principal economic reforms with reference to Latin
America: fiscal discipline, redirection of public expenditure, tax reform, financial liberalization,
unified exchange rates, trade liberalization, liberalization of foreign direct investment, privatization
of state-owned companies, deregulation, and secure property rights (Williamson, 1990).

7 Regions are understood here at a supra-national scale, the result of economic institutional
constructs between two or more nation-states.

8 Nineteenth century social theorists such as Marx, Weber and Durkheim as well as all variants of
twentieth century development theory have drawn on the dichotomy between wealthy and poor
nations.

9 The journal ‘World Development’ even dedicated a special issue to the subject of clusters in
developing economies (cf. Knorringa, 1999; Rabellotti, 1999; Schmitz, 1999; Visser, 1999).

10 The concept of ‘globalism’ has also been used in various other connotations, for instance the
concerns on ‘the total organization of human life and work within the larger realm of nature’ (Cox,
1996: 24).
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 Coahuila in perspective: Setting the stage

Introduction

Through the years, the various aspects of development in the state of Coahuila have received
relatively little attention from scholars. Its location on the national periphery, well within the
boundaries of the Chihuahuan desert, and in the ‘shadow’ of one of Mexico’s most important
industrial and financial centers –Monterrey– may have contributed to this phenomenon.
Over the past thirty years, however, Coahuila has shown a dynamic development,
experiencing a dramatic socioeconomic transformation as a result of Mexico’s further
integration into the global economy. In particular since Mexico’s economic liberalization and
deregulation policies gained momentum, with its entry into the General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in 1986 and the effectuation of NAFTA in 1994, Coahuila has
become one of Mexico’s most successful states in terms of manufactured exports.

Coahuila’s spectacular increase in the amount of foreign direct investments, in particular
since NAFTA, appears to have favorably affected its economic growth performance over the
last decade. Nevertheless, as already discussed in the previous chapter, it has become
increasingly acknowledged that, as a result of the growing international economic
interdependence, ‘… the interregional and intraregional differences in economic growth,
income distribution, and access to resources are becoming more pronounced’ (Vellinga, 1999a:
6). The state of Coahuila represents a clear example of the highly differential impacts of
processes of globalization. These processes are always mediated by specific local practices and
can therefore not be thoroughly understood without taking specific local socioeconomic and
political contexts into account. Certain regions, sub-regions, and social groups will undergo
the effects of a growing economic and social interdependence more intensively than others.

The objective of this chapter is to set the stage against which the following chapters will be
situated. What does Coahuila look like? What are its traditionally dominant economic
activities, and how do these relate to other relevant geographical scale levels –regional, national
and international? The most important physical, demographic and socioeconomic
characteristics of contemporary Coahuila will be addressed here. The following chapter will
identify the most important regional and local actors, after which chapter 4 will go deeper
down in history in order to explain how these specific conditions have developed over the years,
and what the role of specific actors has been. Sections 2.1 and 2.2 start with a conceptualization
of the ‘regional’ and the ‘local’ respectively. Section 2.1 discusses the principal characteristics of
the state of Coahuila in general, while section 2.2 does the same for its respective sub-regions.

. Defining the ‘region’

The definition of a region is always disputable since it is not ‘given’, but analytically
constructed according to particular criteria (cf. Young, 1992; Allen et al., 1998, Pater et al.,
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Figure 2.1 - Map: The state of Coahuila
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2002). Regions can vary in size, content, and characteristics, according to the manner in
which it is operationalized, which in turn strongly depends upon the subject and purpose of
research. Possible criteria are specific physical, cultural, economic, social, or political-
administrative characteristics. A heated point of debate among regional scholars of Mexico is
whether or not to take the political-administrative unit of its federal states as a starting point
(Pansters, 1995: 98). For colonial or early nineteenth century Mexico, such a framework is not
at all useful since many of its states did not exist in their present form. Nevertheless, in post-
revolutionary Mexico there are several arguments in favor of using this relatively simple
criterion. Within modern Mexico’s federal structure, state governments exercise important
influence on the political, economic and social developments within their own territorial
boundaries. Their decisions in terms of regional development policies, productive activities,
investments, social reforms and so on, generally strengthen the political-administrative
format of analysis. Most statistical data strengthen the political discourse on the region even
further, almost to a point where an alternative delimitation is made impossible, and ‘… to do
otherwise would be like trying to lift ourselves off the ground in our own chairs’ (Young,
1992: 7). The administrative delimitation of the state of Coahuila will therefore form the
main framework of this study, the center stage within which local, national and international
economic and political forces are mediated.

2.1.1 The state of Coahuila
The state of Coahuila de Zaragoza1 (figure 2.1) is situated in the northeast of Mexico. With a
surface of almost 152,000 square kilometers –covering 7,7% of the national territory–
Coahuila is Mexico’s third largest state out of a total of 32, after the states of Chihuahua and
Sonora. The present-day boundaries of Coahuila were determined in 1868, after it had seen
its original territory reduced on several occasions as result of national political strife and
foreign military interventions.2 Its most significant boundary is the course of the Río Bravo
to the north of the state, which marks the international border with the United States
(Texas) over a length of 500 kilometers.

The historic development of Coahuila is marked by certain specific physical
circumstances, perhaps most of all by its extreme climatic circumstances. Situated well within
the boundaries of the Chihuahuan desert, most of its territory consists of sparsely covered
mountains and arid plains. The northern offshoot of the oriental Sierra Madre mountain
range diagonally crosses its territory from the southeast to the northwest. With an average of
1,100 meters above sea level, the part west of these mountains belongs to the outskirts of the
Central Mexican highland (altiplano). The lower parts towards the northeast, with an
average altitude of 300 meters above sea level, belong to the basin of the Gulf of Mexico.
Coahuila is divided into four large hydrologic regions, but only few rivers carry water all year
round. Because of the extreme temperatures and sporadic precipitation,3 the predominant
natural vegetation consists of different varieties of cactuses and desert shrubs. Since the
possibilities for sedentary agriculture were severely limited, traditionally large parts of its
territory were hardly inhabited.4 Even today, with only 2,3 million inhabitants, the
population density of Coahuila is exceptionally low, with an average that hardly exceeds
fifteen inhabitants per square kilometer.

According to Mario Dávila (cf. 1987; 1990), Coahuila’s most important characteristics are
a strong urban concentration of its population, a predominantly industrial orientation, and its
quality of being a border state. Over the last century, most of the population of Coahuila
became more and more concentrated into a limited number of urban centers, a tendency that
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has strongly increased over the last decades (see appendix II). According to the most recent
National Population and Housing Census (2000), over two-thirds of the total population of
Coahuila now resides in one of its five municipalities with more than a 100,000 inhabitants
(figure 2.2).

The strong industrial orientation of Coahuila is mainly the result of its subsoil, poor for
cultivating standard agricultural crops (e.g. corn, beans, wheat, barley and peppers), but
extremely rich in mineral resources, in particular coal, iron, fluorite, barite, zinc, lead, copper,
silver, and salt (INEGI, 2003: 383-384). As will be elaborated in the following chapters, the
economic value of most of these minerals developed parallel to the development of heavy
industries in Mexico since the late nineteenth century. Over the last two decades, industrial
manufacturing has generated an increasing share of Coahuila’s GDP (table 2.1).

Finally, the specific geographical location of Coahuila, far from the political, economic
and demographic center of Mexico, and close to the United States, has also been an
important determining factor on the development of Coahuila. The regional economic,
social, and cultural outlook of local elites has often been as much –and sometimes even
more– influenced by the United States than by Mexico’s heartland. As will be discussed in
more detail in the following chapters, many Coahuilans have looked to the border as an
opportunity for trade, and at times also for refuge and political support.

[ 44

Table 2.1 - Evolution of Coahuila’s GDP per economic sector (1975-2000) (%)

1975 1980 1985 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

Agriculture 10,1 6,1 8,7 4,9 4,6 5,2 4,4 4,2 4,2 4,1 4

Mining 6,4 5,8 7,3 3,7 3,9 3,9 4 3,4 3,2 2,9 3

Industry 24,7 26,9 29,1 30,4 31 32,7 34 35,2 36,2 35,8 35,2

Construction 6,8 6,4 4 3,9 3,6 2,4 2,7 2,8 2,1 2,3 2

Electricity 0,7 1 1,4 2,5 2,5 2,6 2,7 2,6 2,6 2,8 2,7

Commerce* 31,5 32,5 31,7 27,7 28 26,5 26,7 28,1 28,4 29 30,3

Services** 19,8 21,3 17,8 26,9 26,4 26,7 25,5 23,7 23,3 23,1 22,8

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Sources: 1975-1985: Based on INEGI (1998), p. 251; 1993-2000: Based on INEGI (2003), pp. 321-322.

* Includes commerce, restaurants, hotels, transport, wholesale, communications.

** Includes all financial and communal services.

Figure 2.2 - Distribution population Coahuila over principal municipalities (2000) (%)
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. Defining the ‘local’

Having elected the political-administrative unit of Coahuila as a starting point for defining
the region, it would be consistent to define Mexico’s smallest administrative unit of analysis,
the municipality (municipio), as the ‘local’. Although Coahuila, despite its huge territory, only
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Figure 2.3 - Map: Coahuila’s sub-regions

desertregion
border region
carbonífera

centerregion
southeastregionlaguna

CuatrociénegasCuatrociénegasCuatrociénegas

OcampoOcampoOcampo

Sierra MojadaSierra MojadaSierra Mojada

Ciudad AcuñaCiudad AcuñaCiudad Acuña

AllendeAllendeAllende GuerreroGuerreroGuerrero

HidalgoHidalgoHidalgo

JiménezJiménezJiménez

MorelosMorelosMorelos
NavaNavaNava

PiedrasPiedrasPiedras
NegrasNegrasNegras

Villa UniónVilla UniónVilla Unión

ZaragozaZaragozaZaragoza

JuárezJuárezJuárez

MúzquizMúzquizMúzquiz

ProgresoProgresoProgreso

SabinasSabinasSabinas

San JuanSan JuanSan Juan
de Sabinasde Sabinasde Sabinas

AbasoloAbasoloAbasolo

CandelaCandelaCandela

CastañosCastañosCastaños

EscobedoEscobedoEscobedo

FronteraFronteraFrontera
LamadridLamadridLamadrid

MonclovaMonclovaMonclova

NadadoresNadadoresNadadores

SacramentoSacramentoSacramento

SanSanSan
BuenaventuraBuenaventuraBuenaventura

ArteagaArteagaArteaga

GeneralGeneralGeneral
CepedaCepedaCepeda

ParrasParrasParras

Ramos ArizpeRamos ArizpeRamos Arizpe

SaltilloSaltilloSaltillo

FranciscoFranciscoFrancisco
I. MaderoI. MaderoI. Madero

MatamorosMatamorosMatamoros

San PedroSan PedroSan Pedro

TorreónTorreónTorreón

ViescaViescaViesca

0 100 km

61
19

municipal border

deBell opmaak Haveka  15-11-2005  08:13  Pagina 45



has a relatively limited number of municipalities (38) in comparison to some other states (e.g.
the much smaller state of Puebla has 216 municipalities), on the local level it seems more
productive –for practical and comparative reasons– to make functional sub-divisions,
grouping several municipalities with similar socioeconomic characteristics. In addition, this
approach also does more justice to the physical, socioeconomic, and political diversity that
exists within the borders of Coahuila –and within several other states in Mexico (e.g.
Michoacán, Puebla)– but which is generally overlooked by the rather compelling political-
administrative format. When analyzing the state of Coahuila, regional government officials
and academics commonly distinguish five or six sub-regions (figure 2.3), in alphabetical
order: the Border region, the Carbonífera, the Center region, the Laguna and the Southeast
region. Coahuila’s sixth sub-region, the Desert region, is commonly considered part of
Coahuila’s Center region, given its marginal demographic and economic importance (figure
2.4). Historically, each sub-region has taken a different course in development. This section
will discuss the most important socioeconomic characteristics of each sub-region and will
indicate how they relate to each other and how each of them is tied into larger economic and
political frameworks.

2.2.1 Foreign trade and export manufacturing: The Border region
The most northern sub-region of Coahuila, generally referred to as la región Norte or the
Border region, directly borders the United States, following the course of the Río Bravo. The
ten municipalities that form part of this sub-region –Ciudad Acuña, Allende, Guerrero,
Hidalgo, Jiménez, Morelos, Nava, Piedras Negras, Villa Unión, and Zaragoza– cover about
20% of the state’s total territory. With an average altitude of only 300 meters above sea level,
this sub-region is the lowest area of Coahuila. Consequently, the climate is very warm, with
average temperatures of thirty degrees Celsius and above during summer months ( June-
August). In comparison to other parts of Coahuila, the Border region is the sub-region with
the highest average annual precipitation levels, although still relatively limited in comparison
with other regions in Mexico. The Border region counts with numerous flows towards the
Río Bravo, dried out during most of the year, but which can rapidly transport large amounts
of water in case of heavy rainfall. On several occasions, a sudden rise of the water level of the
Río Bravo has resulted in the flooding of municipalities located downstream. After large
parts of Ciudad Acuña, Piedras Negras and Nuevo Laredo (Tamaulipas) were flooded in
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Figure 2.4 - Demographic development of Coahuila per sub-region (1930-2000) 
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1954, a dam was constructed in the Río Bravo, just north of Acuña, in order to contain and
control the water flow. Since its completion, the Presa (Internacional) de la Amistad has been
one of Coahuila’s most important water reservoirs. Other year-round water supplies in this
sub-region are found in the form of springs, the cinco manantiales, near the municipalities of
Allende, Morelos, Nava, Villa Unión and Zaragoza. Finally, the Border region disposes of
important coal reserves, the Fuente-Río Escondido basin, near Piedras Negras.

According to Coahuila’s most recent population census (2000), the Border region has
321,880 inhabitants (INEGI, 2003: 48), representing 14% of the state’s total population. In
terms of population and economic activities, Piedras Negras has traditionally been the most
important city of Coahuila’s Border region. For a long time, it even was Coahuila’s only
official international border crossing. Consequently, since the late nineteenth century, Piedras
Negras has been an important regional center for regulating international trade, until it was
eventually bypassed by Nuevo Laredo, which is the more direct route from the major cities in
Texas to Monterrey and Mexico City. With a large number of restaurants and hotels, but
also cantinas, nightclubs, casinos, bullfight arenas, and brothels, the economy of the much
smaller Ciudad Acuña traditionally evolved around day or weekend tourism from across the
border, and contraband of goods that were not readily available under the much stricter U.S.
legislation. Today, Coahuila has three official border crossings, two in Piedras Negras and
one in Ciudad Acuña. Since the 1980s, Ciudad Acuña has become a booming center of
maquiladora industries, and it is Acuña that predominantly accounts for the spectacular
increase of the population of the Border region, in particular during the 1990s (see appendix
II). Over the last decade, the population of Ciudad Acuña has doubled as a result of
migrants from other parts of Coahuila and Mexico, notably Veracruz, looking for
employment in the assembly industry.

Figure 2.5 allows an indication of the most important economic activities in the Border
region by comparing its most recent figures with respect to employed population per sector
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with those at state and national level. Traditionally important economic activities in the
Border region, the breeding of so-called ‘registered’ livestock, has lost terrain after a series of
crises since the 1980s, and can no longer be considered of great regional importance in terms
of employment. Similarly, agriculture in the cinco manantiales, most importantly fruits,
nowadays offers relatively little employment. Today, by far the most dynamic economic
activity in the Border region of Coahuila is export-oriented manufacturing. The federal
Border Industrialization Program, which originally started in the mid-1960s, has undeniably
been an important economic catalyst for the Border region, in particular since the mid-1980s.
In a short period of time, the number of maquiladoras strongly increased, most importantly in
the garment, electronic and automotive parts industries. Nevertheless, Piedras Negras does
not economically depend on these foreign-owned assembly operations to the degree that
Ciudad Acuña does. Another notable economic activity in terms of employment, in
comparison to state and national statistics, is coal mining. The output of the Fuente-Río
Escondido basin is primarily applied as combustion for two major carbon electric plants,
operated by the Comisión Federal de Electricidad (CFE), which are located in the municipality
of Nava.

2.2.2 Coal mining: The Carbonífera
Located directly south of Coahuila’s Border region, the sub-region known as the Carbonífera
consists of five municipalities –Juárez, Múzquiz, Progreso, Sabinas, and San Juan de
Sabinas– that together cover around 10% of the total territory of Coahuila. With an average
altitude of about 350 meters above sea level, this sub-region is only a little more elevated than
the Border region, with similar climatic circumstances: very warm during summertime, but
with less precipitation annually. The only river of importance in this sub-region is the Río
Sabinas, although its water volumes have become more and more limited over the past
decades. The Río Sabinas flows into Coahuila’s second most important artificial water
reservoir, the Presa Venustiano Carranza, also referred to as the Presa Don Martín, located in
the municipality of Juárez, after which it continues as the Río Salado into the neighboring
state of Nuevo León. Finally, the valley of Múzquiz disposes of a subterranean spring. The
subsoil of the Carbonífera is extremely rich in mineral resources, in particular coal (carbón).
The Sabinas basin represents more than 90% of the total national coal reserves.

According to the 2000 census, the Carbonífera is inhabited by 160,508 people (INEGI,
2003: 48), which represents 7% of the total population of Coahuila. The economic potential
of the Carbonífera was acknowledged in the late nineteenth century, during the rapid
expansion of Mexico’s railroad network and the emergence of several foundries and smelters,
in particular in the north of the country. In the beginning of the twentieth century,
entrepreneurs from the United States and Europe invested in large-scale mining operations
in the Carbonífera, and miners poured in from all over the country. More recently, however,
the population increase of this sub-region is negligible (see figure 2.4), primarily as a result of
serious economic setbacks in the steel industry, the most important consumer of coal. In fact,
of its five municipalities, Sabinas is the only one that registered growth, the others have seen
their population decrease in the last decade. In general, most mining activities took –and still
take– place in small rural communities throughout the sub-region. In terms of population
and economic activities, Múzquiz, Sabinas and Nueva Rosita –a town that has much more
inhabitants that the political-administrative municipality it belongs to, San Juan de Sabinas–
are the Carbonífera’s most important urban centers. Múzquiz, the oldest municipality of this
sub-region, is situated at a higher altitude, well protected by mountain ranges, and more
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suitable for sedentary agriculture. Additionally, Múzquiz can be distinguished for its
significant fluorite reserves, and the traditional economic importance of the breeding of
registered livestock. Unlike Sabinas and Nueva Rosita, however, Múzquiz is not directly
linked to the main federal highway that crosses Coahuila from south to north. As a
consequence, Sabinas and Nueva Rosita have developed more diverse economic activities, in
particular in the service sector.

What stands out most from figure 2.6, is that today, coal mining continues to be one of
the most important economic activities of this sub-region, although the conditions have
become increasingly adverse since the 1980s. Under the strategy of import substituting
industrialization, the coal production from the Carbonífera had become increasingly
dependent upon the large state-owned steel company that was constructed nearby in
Coahuila’s Center region. After the Mexican steel industry was hit by the economic crisis of
the early 1980s, the consequences for the economy of the Carbonífera were severe. Mining
has become much more efficient since, with heavy machinery that operates in open cast
mines. Consequently, there was little alternative employment for most miners who became
unemployed. In the 1990s, attempts were made to alleviate unemployment by means of
attracting labor-intensive assembly industries to this sub-region. This attempt, however,
largely failed. Today, the number of workers employed in the industrial manufacturing sector
of the Carbonífera continues to lag far behind Coahuila’s average (figure 2.6), and does not
nearly solve its problems of unemployment and migration to larger urban centers in
Coahuila.

2.2.3 Steel foundry: The Center region
The Center region of Coahuila includes ten municipalities –Abasolo, Candela, Castaños,
Escobedo, Frontera, Lamadrid, Monclova, Nadadores, Sacramento, and San Buenaventura–
covering only 9% of the state’s total territory, which makes it Coahuila’s smallest sub-region.
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Figure 2.6- Employed population per economic sector; The Carbonífera, Coahuila and Mexico 
(2000) (%)

Source: Based on INEGI (2000),
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Located on the outskirts of the Sierra Madre Oriental, the average elevation of this sub-
region is around 550 meters above sea level, with peaks up to 1,000 meters. Its climate is
warm and very dry. Since the Río Monclova was reduced to a small stream, the Río Nadadores
is the only river of significance in the Center region, which –like the Río Sabinas– flows into
the Presa Don Martín in the Carbonífera. The Center region has no substantial mineral
resources.

With a population of 318,219 people in the year 2000 (INEGI, 2003: 48), representing
almost 14% of the total population of Coahuila, the Center region is more densely populated
than the Carbonífera and the Border region. Nowadays, more than 80% of the total
population of the Center region is concentrated in the urban-industrial agglomeration of
Monclova-Frontera. Until the 1940s, however, Monclova –one of the oldest settlements in
the state of Coahuila– was no more than a small provincial city,5 while Frontera only served
as a train station for Monclova. The economic and demographic boom of Monclova-
Frontera was the direct result of the establishment of a large integrated state-owned steel
foundry in the early 1940s, Altos Hornos de México (AHMSA), which would fulfill a key
position in Mexico’s newly adopted strategy of import substituting industrialization. During
the late 1970s and 1980s, when the volume of the operations of AHMSA was almost
doubled, the number of inhabitants in the urban agglomeration of Monclova and Frontera
increased spectacularly. Nevertheless, the population growth rate of the Center region has
slowed down considerably in the last ten years as a result of processes of economic
restructuring (see figure 2.4). In particular its rural areas have seen their population decrease
over the last decade.

Not surprisingly, the dominant economic activity in Coahuila’s Center region since the
1940s has been industrial manufacturing (figure 2.7). In addition to AHMSA, several other
industries were founded, all strongly related to AHMSA. However, the strong local
dependence on one single company made the entire sub-region vulnerable for economic
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conjunctures. The restructuring of the Mexican steel sector that started in the mid-1980s –in
order to become more competitive internationally– and the privatization of AHMSA in the
early 1990s, had dramatic consequences for the local labor market that depended almost
completely on AHMSA. Ever since, Monclova has figured among the highest national
unemployment rates. Like the Carbonífera, attempts to diversify the local economy by
attracting alternative industries, in particular assembly industries that generate large volumes
of employment, have had only limited success. Instead, many people resorted to employment
in the informal or service sector, or migrated to other urban centers in other parts of
Coahuila or the United States.

2.2.4 Marginal agriculture and mining: The Desert region
The Desert region, located west of the Carbonífera and Center region, is the largest sub-
region of Coahuila, covering more than a quarter of its total territory, divided over only three
municipalities –Cuatrociénegas, Ocampo, and Sierra Mojada. Situated on the Central
Mexican highland, at an average of about 1,100 meters above sea level, its territory is
characterized by extensive plains divided by low mountain ranges, known as the Bolsón de
Mapimí, an inland basin, which forms part of the Chihuahuan desert. The climate in the
Desert region is extremely hot, with very limited precipitation during summer months.
Nevertheless, the rainwater is only very slowly absorbed by the soil, which can hold water for
months and thereby create shallow but extensive temporary water-reservoirs (lagunas).6 The
two largest, the Laguna del Guaje and the Laguna del Rey, however, have been dry for years by
lack of rainfall. Several small but permanent oases are situated in the area around
Cuatrociénegas. The Desert region is very rich in mineral resources, notably lead, silver,
copper, fluorite, plaster, dolomite, zinc, salt, and iron ore.

According to the latest population census, this vast territory only has 30,230 inhabitants
(INEGI, 2003: 48), which represents less than 1,5% of the total population of Coahuila.
Although the population figures of the individual municipalities demonstrate strong
fluctuations over the last decades, its total population has remained relatively stable since the
1970s (see figure 2.4). Cuatrociénegas is the only (small) urban center of the Desert region,
and it is the only municipality that is directly connected by highway with the major urban
centers Torreón and Monclova. Most of the population of the Desert region is dispersed over
a large territory and live predominantly in small, isolated rural communities that can be
reached only by secondary or dirt roads, or by railroads. Somewhat larger concentrations of
people can be found only near mining operations such as Químicas del Rey, in Ocampo, or
the iron ore mines in Hercules, in the municipality of Sierra Mojada. Generally speaking,
basic infrastructure such as electricity, drinking water, and sewage is marginal.

When looking at the economic indicators, the Desert region contrasts sharply with the
average employment at the state level (figure 2.8). The primary sector –agriculture and
mining– is much more important, in relative terms, than in any other sub-region of
Coahuila. Agriculture (e.g. livestock, gathering of desert shrubs)7 offers employment to a fair
number of people, but as a result of the harsh climatic circumstances, its economic output is
generally low. In terms of aggregated value, the most important economic activity in the
Desert region is, by far, mining. Nevertheless, the exploitation of mineral resources is mostly
in the hands of large companies that often use highly mechanized production processes,
thereby limiting the number of jobs. The few industrial, administrative and service activities
of some importance are concentrated in Cuatrociénegas, which, in addition has also
developed some small-scale eco-tourism. Given the marginal economic and demographic
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importance of this sub-region, most statistics and analyses commonly consider the Desert
region as a part of Coahuila’s Center region. Unless specifically mentioned otherwise, this
will also be the case in this study.

2.2.5 Agro-industry and export manufacturing: The Laguna
Historically, the Laguna is a region that stretches across the political-administrative borders of
(southwest) Coahuila and (northeastern) Durango. The Coahuilan part, here simply referred
to as the Laguna, consists of five municipalities –Francisco I. Madero, Matamoros, San Pedro,
Torreón, and Viesca– that together represent 14% of the state’s total territory. Situated on the
Central Mexican highland, on the southern edge of the Bolsón de Mapimí, at an average of
1,100 meters above sea level, this sub-region shows much physical resemblance to the Desert
region described above. Consequently, the climate in the Laguna is also warm and dry. The
most important difference is that the Laguna does not depend on precipitation alone, but has
two rivers of great importance, the Río Nazas flowing in from Durango, and the Río
Aguanaval flowing in from Zacatecas. In humid years, both rivers flow into two large lagunas,
the Laguna de Mayrán and the Laguna de Viesca respectively. Nevertheless, the water supply of
both rivers is notoriously erratic and can vary greatly annually. The Laguna de Viesca, for
instance, has been dry for more than seventy years. Today, most surface water in the Laguna is
regulated by the artificial reservoir Francisco Zarco, located upstream of the Río Nazas in the
state of Durango. The Laguna has no mineral resources of great economic importance.

With its 775,305 inhabitants according to the 2000 census (INEGI, 2003: 48),
representing almost 34% percent of its total population, the Laguna is Coahuila’s most
populated sub-region. Torreón, founded in the late nineteenth century at the crossroads of
two important national railroads, was Coahuila’s first important urban-industrial center.viii
Several entrepreneurs had discovered that the Laguna proved to be particularly suitable for
the cultivation of cotton on a large-scale capitalist basis. As a result, the sub-region attracted
many capitalists from the United States and Europe, as well as great numbers of seasonal
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workers from throughout Mexico, and by the early twentieth century, Torreón had become
one of Mexico’s most heterogeneous and cosmopolitan communities. Most of the other
municipalities in the Laguna, however, have always remained predominantly rural. Except
for Torreón, less than half of the total population lives in one of the four cabeceras –the
administrative centers of the municipalities– but are dispersed over more than 700 small
localities (INEGI, 2001). The impressive demographic growth rates of the Laguna during
the 1970s and 1980s have slowed down considerably over the last decade (see figure 2.4). In
particular the more rural communities within the municipalities Francisco I. Madero,
Matamoros, San Pedro, and Viesca, now show declining population figures (see appendix II).

Since the late nineteenth century, the traditional economic activity in the Laguna has
been agriculture and agro-industry. The cultivation of cotton remained important to the
economy of the sub-region, even after the large-scale land redistribution in the mid-1930s.
Since the 1950s, however, farmers with the financial means to do so switched to the much
more profitable dairy farming, which increasingly replaced the production of cotton until it
was practically eliminated in the early 1990s. Although agriculture remains important, it has
become much less labor-intensive, causing considerable unemployment in the rural areas.
Today, industry appears to be the Laguna’s principal economic activity in terms of
employment (figure 2.9) and aggregated value. Torreón has always had a strong industrial
tradition, from the moment it was founded, principally the processing of cotton (e.g. textiles,
oil, soap, glycerin), and smelting of mineral resources (non-ferrous metals). Since the mid-
1980s, attempts to mitigate rural unemployment by attracting foreign-owned, low-wage and
labor-intensive assembly operations towards the more rural areas of the Laguna –mostly in
the garment industry– proved to be effective.

2.2.6 Export manufacturing: The Southeast region
Finally, the Southeast region of Coahuila consists of five municipalities –Arteaga, General
Cepeda, Parras, Ramos Arizpe, and the state capital Saltillo– together representing 17% of its
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total territory. The eastern part of this sub-region, enclosing the municipalities Arteaga,
Ramos Arizpe and Saltillo, is situated on the outskirts of the Sierra Madre Oriental, at an
average altitude of 1,600 meters above sea level, and accidental peaks of more than 3,500
meters. The climate in this part is more moderate than any other part of Coahuila. The other
municipalities, General Cepeda and Parras, are situated on the Central Mexican highland, as
a result of which their climate resembles that of the Laguna and the Desert region. In
general, the annual precipitation in the Southeast region is limited and there are no rivers or
water reservoirs of importance in this sub-region, although the municipalities of General
Cepeda, Parras, and Saltillo do have the disposal over subterranean springs. The Southeast
region has no mineral resources.

According to the most recent population census, the population of the Southeast region
added up to 691,928 people in the year 2000 (INEGI, 2003: 48), which represents little over
30% of the total population of Coahuila. Saltillo –founded in 1577– is the oldest Spanish
colonial settlement in the northeast of Mexico, and for more than a century, Saltillo, together
with Parras –founded in 1598– constituted the outer limits of ‘New Spain’. Its moderate
climate, its springs, and the protection provided by its mountain ranges, allowed sedentary and
cyclic agriculture, in particular wheat, apples, grapes, and nuts. Being the capital of Coahuila,
Saltillo traditionally has had a strong regional importance as administrative center, while
commerce –thanks to its strategic location on the main route between Mexico City and
Monterrey and the lower regions in the northern Gulf region– has always been one of its most
important economic activities. Nevertheless, the establishment of two major North American
automobile producers in the corridor Saltillo-Ramos Arizpe in the late 1970s, General Motors
(GM) and Chrysler, marked the beginning of a strong urban-industrial boom. Since then, the
population of the Southeast region has increased at a spectacular rate, which can be attributed
almost entirely to the demographic growth of Saltillo (see figure 2.4). Nowadays almost 80%
of the total population of the Southeast region lives in the capital.

[ 54

Figure 2.10 - Employed population per economic sector; The Southeast region, Coahuila and 
Mexico (2000) (%)

Source: Based on INEGI (2000),
XII Censo General de Población
y Vivienda.

Mexico

Coahuila

Southeast

Agriculture, livestock,
forestry, fishing and hunting

Mining

Industrial manufacturing

Construction, electricity
and water supply

Services, commerce and
financial actvities

Unspecified

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 %

6119

deBell opmaak Haveka  15-11-2005  08:13  Pagina 54



Throughout the twentieth century, industry has gradually become the most important
activity in the Southeast region in terms of employment and aggregated value (figure 2.10),
from modest textile industries in the late nineteenth century, via manufacturing of
production goods under the strategy of import substitution, towards an exponential increase
of export-oriented manufacturing since the early 1980s. The opening of the Mexican
economy and the effectuation of NAFTA in 1994, has resulted in a continuous flow of new
foreign investments by internationally renowned companies. In contrast with the Border
region and the Laguna, most export manufacturing operations in the Saltillo-Ramos Arizpe
corridor are more capital-intensive foreign direct investments, mostly dedicated to the
production of automobiles and automotive parts for export markets. Export manufacturing
activities in Parras, on the other hand, resemble those in the Laguna, labor-intensive
maquiladoras in the textile and garment industry.

Concluding remarks

The principal objective of this chapter has been to set the stage for this study. Coahuila is
introduced as a dynamic urban-industrial region, with a strong intraregional socioeconomic
diversity, which has experienced important socioeconomic changes as a result of Mexico’s
ongoing process of further integration into the world economy. The state registered an
increasing importance of export oriented manufacturing and growth of GDP since the late
1970s, and in particular since NAFTA, which can be largely attributed to the establishment
of a large number of foreign direct investments. These developments will be discussed in
more detail in chapters 5, 6 and 7.

The state of Coahuila presents a particularly interesting case for analyzing the workings
of the global-local nexus. This chapter also clearly indicated that the processes of
international economic restructuring have had highly differential local impacts between the
different sub-regions. Not every sub-region managed to successfully link up with the world
economy since the 1980s. These differential local outcomes can be explained by looking at
specific local conditions and actors. The following chapter will therefore present the main
actors involved in the process of economic restructuring.

Notes
1 The origin of the name Coahuila comes from náhuatl, but linguists and historians have disagreed

on the exact meaning of the word. The most accepted explanation is that Coahuila was named after
an indian tribe –the coahuiltecos– that inhabited the region around Monclova before the Spanish
conquest. The official addition to the name honors the memory of General Ignacio Zaragoza –born
in Coahuila-Texas– who defeated the French army in what has perhaps become Mexico’s most
famous military battle, the battle of Puebla (5 May 1862).

2 Within the federal republic that was established in 1824, Coahuila constituted a political jurisdiction
with Texas. In 1836, General Antonio López de Santa Anna –who occupied the presidency on
eleven occasions between 1833 and 1855 without completing one single term– granted Texas
independence from Coahuila. After having been defeated in the war with the United States (1846-
1848), Mexico lost almost half of its territory. The new international boundary was established at the
Río Bravo, and Texas became officially part of the United States, together with the present-day
states of California, Nevada, Utah and parts of Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado and Wyoming.
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Between 1856 and 1864, Coahuila was temporarily annexed by the governor of the neighboring state
Nuevo León, Santiago Vidaurri. In 1868, Coahuila obtained the status of sovereign state by
presidential decree of Benito Juárez who had established his government-in-exile in Saltillo during
part of the French intervention (1864-1867).

3 The dominant climate in Coahuila –representing 47% of its territory– corresponds with a desert
climate (BWh), very dry and hot. An additional 35% of its territory corresponds with a semi-desert
or steppe climate (BSh), dry and hot (INEGI, 2003: 6).

4 Coahuila’s earliest settlements were located in the most elevated parts of the state towards the
southeast because its climate was more moderate. Until the eighteenth century, much of the lower
parts towards the north and east were considered no-mans land, except for a few isolated haciendas,
ranchos, and presidios –military garrisons that were often combined with catholic mission posts (cf.
Sheridan, 1999).

5 During its three-and-a-half century of existence, Monclova was destroyed, abandoned and
reconstructed on several occasions as a result of its extreme climatic circumstances and frequent
attacks from foreign intervention armies and raids by indigenous tribes.

6 Studies on the early population of Coahuila account of nomadic tribes that managed to partake of
the desert’s scarce resources by wandering between its several temporary water reservoirs (lagunas)
(cf. Valdés, 1995).

7 In the beginning of the twentieth century, guayule became of sudden value for the automobile
industry as prime material for the production of rubber. Since the 1920s, however, guayule could no
longer compete with cheaper rubber from Southeast Asia and the Amazon. The fibers of the
candelilla and ixtle have long been gathered for the production of rope, but production could not
compete with cheaper synthetic varieties (Cuéllar, 1979: 270).

8 Nowadays, Torreón is completely integrated with the cities Gómez Palacio and Lerdo, both located
in the neighboring state Durango. In the year 2000, the official total of the population of this
metropolitan area counted more than 900,000 inhabitants.
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 Coahuila in perspective:
Introducing the principal actors

Introduction

The previous chapter outlined the demographic and socioeconomic context of Coahuila and
its different sub-regions, which in the following chapters will serve as the stage for analyzing
its significant changes in development under influence of market reforms. This present
chapter will introduce the main actors that have played an important role in this
socioeconomic transformation of Coahuila. Unlike the approach commonly taken in global
value chains analysis and local cluster approaches, the focus is not exclusively limited to firms
and their behavior within global networks. There are many more actors involved in the
process, who all pursue their particular interests within the context of the parameters set by
international economic developments (Vellinga, 1999b: 289).

In order to explain the regional variability in outcomes, one has to look at the bargaining
process between several societal interest groups (cf. Snyder, 2001). These actors will be
defined here in the broadest sense, as those who have exercised or still exercise political
power and influence in (economic) decision-making processes, whether actively or passively.
This includes the role of local and regional governments, the role of the local private sector,
the role of organized labor, and other stakeholders who are believed to have actual or
potential power to influence society on the basis of their economic and social status.

The particular relationship between the government, labor and the private sector that
had emerged in the aftermath of the Mexican Revolution has been far from static, and has
changed significantly since the mid-1970s. Moreover, there can be distinguished important
differences in the way these actors operate at different geographical scale levels. This chapter
addresses the main characteristics of the Mexican political system and its complex and
changing relationship with (organized) labor and the private sector –at the national, regional
and local level– and introduces the main regional and local actors, whose specific role will be
examined in course of the following chapters.

Section 3.1 starts with a general introduction of the principal characteristics of the
Mexican political regime, after which the most important features of Coahuila’s regional and
local government will be discussed. Section 3.2 focuses in particular on Mexico’s private
sector and its changing relationship with the State. As the evidence from Coahuila will
demonstrate, there are also notable differences in interests between large business groups and
small and medium-sized companies.

. Government

3.1.1 Politics in post-revolutionary Mexico
The unique Mexican political system that evolved in the decades after the end of the
Mexican Revolution (1910-1917) has traditionally been the subject of much academic
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attention. Over the past seven decades, until 2000, the Partido Revolucionario Institucional
(PRI) managed to exercise firm control –in particular at the national level– over the Mexican
political system. After almost two decades of violent factional strife and regional revolts that
followed upon the outbreak of the revolution, the principal objective of the revolutionary
elite was to establish an institution that would guarantee non-violent political alternation
–originally established as the National Revolutionary Party (PNR) in 1929, and modified and
renamed Party of the Mexican Revolution (PRM) in 1938, before obtaining its final form in
the PRI in 1946. There are several important features of Mexico’s political system that need
to be shortly addressed here.

Perhaps the most important feature of the prolonged political dominance of the PRI –at
least until the late 1960s– is its inclusionary nature, co-opting and incorporating strategic
groups directly into the State apparatus. The clearest examples are peasant, labor and
middleclass professional groups, whose interests are directly represented within the official
party structure by umbrella organizations, or unions: the Confederación Nacional Campesina
(CNC), the Confederación de Trabajadores de México (CTM), and the Confederación Nacional
de Organizaciones Populares (CNOP). This feature, generally referred to as corporatism,
provided a certain amount of popular support and legitimacy and allowed the regime to
exercise control over groups that could potentially destabilize politics, without having to
resort to overt repression. Corporatism was based on exchange. The control wielded by
unions and union leaders over peasant and worker demands was rewarded by economic
concessions and political prerogatives (Bizberg, 1993: 304).1

Another important feature in Mexican politics is the intimate relationship between the
PRI –often addressed as the ‘official party’– and the State. Born from State power, this
prolonged one-party dominance has resulted in close ties between State, government and
party interests on different administrative levels. The PRI became the elite’s main access to
political power and control of strategic resources in Mexico. The Mexican political system is
commonly presented as a strongly hierarchic structure with a large, bureaucratic apparatus,
centralized in Mexico City, and a concentration of power in the executive branch, most
importantly the president, although the absolute power of the president and the federal State
may have sometimes been exaggerated. Elections were held on a regular basis, and elite
circulation was guaranteed via non-reelection of the highest executive political offices
–president and governor– after a six-year term (see appendix I for an overview of Mexico’s
presidents and Coahuila’s governors since the Mexican Revolution).

In addition to this legal and institutional structure, however, the Mexican political system
is also characterized by a high degree of personalismo, informal relationships based on
personal trust, loyalty and reciprocity. Several classic studies on elite recruitment within
Mexico’s political regime (cf. Smith, 1979; Camp, 1985), have demonstrated that political
careers were made above all by establishing tight clientelist networks (camarillas) –generally
consisting of friends and fictive kins (compadres)– sharing collective interests. Once the
political patron managed to move up the hierarchy of the PRI, the camarilla as a whole
profited, since loyalty of the group members was rewarded with, for example, nominations
for public office. The internal rules and dynamics between camarillas often remain rather
obscure. One of the more visible manifestations of this process is the so-called dedazo (‘finger
pointing’) practice, according to which the president appointed the PRI candidate that
would succeed him –but also gubernatorial candidates and other officials– from his inner-
circle.

Within the PRI, there have been gradual shifts over the years in the selection criteria of
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Mexico’s political elite. Until the 1940s, most politicians that occupied the upper ranks of the
‘official’ party had a military background, having greatly profited from the politically upward
mobility during and after the revolution. As the threat of armed rebellions increasingly gave
way to economic reconstruction and political stability, military careers were no longer
considered the most appropriate qualification for occupying political office. From the 1940s
until the 1970s –largely corresponding with the era of Mexico’s strategy of import
substituting industrialization– a new civilian, urban bureaucracy replaced the military, the so-
called políticos. Most of the political cliques were formed at public universities, in particular
the Law school of the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM) (cf. Smith,
1979; Camp, 1985). Since the early 1980s, a new generation of ‘technocrats’ (técnicos),
predominantly economists from prestigious private Mexican universities (e.g. Instituto
Tecnológico de Estudios Superiores de Monterrey (ITESM), Instituto Tecnológico Autónomo de
México (ITAM), often with postgraduate degrees from foreign universities or business
schools, came to dominate the upper echelons of the PRI, and would become the main
agents of Mexico’s economic reform (cf. Babb, 2001; Centeno, 1994).

In general, disappointed candidates displayed a marked self-discipline by accepting their
defeat and the rules of the system in the hope that their loyalty would eventually pay off.
Occasionally, opposition parties emerged from discontented elites who either had their own
political ambitions cut short, or differed with official policies. At present, the most notable
opposition parties are the Partido de Acción Nacional (PAN), Mexico’s first genuine
opposition party that was formed in 1939 as a conservative reaction against the reform and
nationalization policies under the Cárdenas administration (1934-1940), and the Partido de la
Revolución Democrática (PRD), that had evolved in 1989 from the unification of left-wing
parties and movements around the 1988-presidential candidacy of PRI dissident Cuauhtémoc
Cárdenas, the son of the former president.

Until the late 1970s, the role of opposition parties during elections was mostly ritual,
legitimizing the ‘democratic character’ of the political system. Since then, the Mexican
regime came under increasing economic and political pressure, which started a gradual
process towards more electoral competition and political alternation. Parallel to the opening
of Mexico’s economy, a series of federal electoral reforms were adopted since 1977, not
necessarily to yield much power to the opposition but enough for the regime to regain some
credibility and legitimacy. The increased pace of decentralization and democratization,
engineered at the national level, resulted in the gradual increase of electoral victories of
opposition parties –most importantly of the PAN. Initially, opposition victories were only
acknowledged at the municipal level, but were followed in the late 1980s and early 1990s by
several opposition victories at the state level, and was eventually extended to the presidency
in the year 2000 (cf. Bell and Pansters, 2001).

In combination with the rise of an increasingly emancipated civil society since the mid-
1980s, this process has been commonly interpreted as a slow bottom-up trajectory towards
democratization. In a volume edited by Wayne Cornelius et al. (1999), however, several
authors have correctly called for caution in declaring that democracy in Mexico has become
institutionalized. Their central argument is that there is no single national direction in these
changes, for example towards ‘more’ democracy. In fact, political developments at the sub-
national level frequently show contrary tendencies. ‘The sub-national political arena will be
the principal source of inertia and resistance to democratization, rather than the breeding
ground for democratic advances […] so long as anti-democratic forces at the state and local
levels can operate with relative impunity’ (Cornelius et al., 1999: 11).
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3.1.2 Regional politics in Coahuila
The state executive branch is headed by a governor, who is directly elected by simple
majority vote for a six-year term, and, like the president, may not be reelected. Similar to the
pattern of executive dominance at the national level, most policy-making authority at the
state level has historically resided in the governor. The governor may freely appoint and
dismiss cabinet officials and almost all employees of the executive branch, but also has a
strong influence within the local PRI. Following the federal organization, state governments
also have executive, legislative, and judicial branches. Each state has its own constitution,
modeled on the national charter, with the right to legislate and impose taxes.

Until the 1980s, Mexico’s post-revolutionary political system was often interpreted in a
State-centered –or center-centered– manner, treating regional politics as if it were a miniature
version of the national scene. The dedazo practice by which presidents appointed gubernatorial
PRI candidates undoubtedly contributed to this emphasis. Since the 1980s, valuable new
contributions have been made to broaden the understanding of regional Mexican politics.
Several scholars on Mexico have argued that the Mexican regime should not simply be
explained in terms of strong centralized control over the region (Rubin, 1996: 88). Drawing on
Leslie Byrd Simpson’s classic concept of Many Mexicos (1966) –which emphasized Mexico’s
wide diversity of climatic zones, sub-cultures and local histories among other issues– a large
number of (historical) studies on Mexico’s regions have been produced, stressing the regional
roots of national events. One of the main arguments is that the net enhancement of central
power in Mexico, both in nineteenth-century and post-revolutionary Mexico, did not
necessarily increase its control over the periphery (cf. Aitken, 1999; Pansters, 1997; Rubin, 1997;
Joseph and Nugent, 1994; Knight, 1993). On the regional stage, the federal government was
neither all-encompassing nor unchanging, but just an actor among several (Rubin 1996: 117).

In practice, political officeholders at the regional level generally enjoy considerable
autonomy. State governments depend on the federal government in Mexico City for much of
their revenues, but are free to spend these funds, as long as they do not openly confront
central policy outlines. In addition, the electoral calendars of most states are not
synchronized with presidential elections. The case of Coahuila is particularly unfortunate in
this respect, since gubernatorial elections take place a year before presidential elections. As a
consequence, a recently elected governor, often appointed by the outgoing president, has to
co-govern most of his term under a newly incoming president, who wants to construct his
own political group. In the most favorable scenario, this meant a mandate to rule with
relatively great autonomy, but there are also numerous examples in which it came to serious
conflicts between both mandatories (cf. Flores Tapia, 1983). On the sub-national level, the
PRI above all represented an instrument for powerful elites to enhance their political and
economic power. Unlike national politics since the 1920s, regional and local politics tended to
be more vulnerable to splits, alliances, coups and feuds (Knight, 1993: 39).

With respect to the principal object of study, the socioeconomic transformation in
Coahuila since the mid-1970s, there are two gubernatorial administrations that are
particularly interesting (see appendix I, table 1). First, the proactive administration of Oscar
Flores Tapia (1975-1981), which laid the foundation of Coahuila’s export-oriented
manufacturing predominantly based on foreign direct investments through improving the
regional industrial infrastructure and offering investors fiscal incentives, extraordinary
financial support, and reduction of energy tariffs. Second, the administration of Rogelio
Montemayor Seguy (1993-1999), when Coahuila’s export-oriented industrialization really
gained momentum after having tuned its regional development strategy entirely to the
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‘opportunities’ offered by NAFTA. The major changes set in motion during the
administrations of Flores Tapia and Montemayor have left few people indifferent, either in
admiration or antipathy.

Although the principal goals of their economic policies were similar, their backgrounds
and government styles strongly differed. In a way, these differences are representative for the
many changes that have taken place within the Mexican political system over the past thirty
years. Flores Tapia was a self-made man from a modest family background and with little
formal education, who succeeded in making a rapid political career within the PRI hierarchy
in Mexico City by becoming Secretary General of the CNOP. Like his political patron,
President Echeverría (1970-1976), he was a populist who relied heavily on federal resources to
construct a large number of prestigious projects, such as public buildings, boulevards and
avenues, mainly in his hometown Saltillo, while the needs of the other regions of Coahuila
were appallingly under-attended.

Perhaps he stood out mostly for his exuberant, arbitrary, and at times despotic style of
government, which even brought him into serious conflict with Echeverría’s successor,
President López Portillo (1976-1982), after he refused to acknowledge the electoral victory of
the PAN during municipal elections in Monclova in 1978. Although accusations of corruption
and nepotism were common during most of the administration of Flores Tapia, he voluntarily
stepped down shortly before the end of his term after charges were pressed against him for
‘inexplicable enrichment’, to ‘…avoid serious damages to the stability and institutions of
Coahuila, to the PRI and to the political system’ (Galarza, 1981). Formally, he was neither
declared guilty nor innocent. After his resignation, a power struggle between his close
collaborators and admirers (florestapistas) and his sworn enemies (anti-florestapistas) continued
to overshadow the decision-making processes during the following two administrations.

Montemayor on the other hand –with a degree in Economics from the ‘Tec de Monterrey’
(ITESM) and a Ph.D. degree in Economics from the University of Pennsylvania– was a true
representative of the so-called técnicos. He had served as sub-secretary of Planning and
Development under the administration of President De la Madrid (1982-1988), where he
–politically and ideologically– became associated with the close circle around future
President Salinas (1988-1994). With a firm belief in free market policies, his administration
was characterized by many and far-reaching deregulation measures that strongly stimulated
the role of private initiative in the economy. The administration of Montemayor was
supported by an influential, but relatively narrow political and economic support base, from
which the Saltillo elite that had been in power since Flores Tapia was notably absent.

Despite their impressive professional and bureaucratic trajectories in the federal
government, the administrations of José de las Fuentes (1981-1987) –who, among others, had
been Secretary General of the PRI (1980-1981)– and Eliseo Mendoza Berrueto (1987-1993)
–who had served as sub-secretary under three different presidents– were largely
overshadowed by Mexico’s deep economic crisis, regional political strife and severe post-
electoral conflicts at the municipal level. At the time of writing, the administration of
Enrique Martínez y Martínez (1999-2005) had not yet concluded, which makes a well-
balanced judgement premature. There are, however, a few striking features. Unlike his
predecessors Montemayor, Mendoza Berrueto and De las Fuentes –who all had occupied
important positions within the federal bureaucracy before becoming governor– the political
career of Martínez predominantly consisted of positions at the local or regional level. He was
the first to become governor of Coahuila without direct intervention from the president,
which provided him with a broader popular support base. Although Martínez, like
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Montemayor, was also trained as an economist, politically he was associated with the
influential Saltillo elite. He had served as municipal president of Saltillo under Flores Tapia
(1978-1981), and included several well-known florestapistas in his government. During the first
year of his government he repeatedly distanced himself from the policies of his predecessor.

3.1.3 Local politics in Coahuila
Local politics in Mexico are generally identified with the municipal level. Its political dynamic
is somewhat different from Mexico’s national and regional executive branches. Municipal
governments are headed by a municipal president and a municipal council (ayuntamiento),
which are elected by popular vote for a three-year term.2 On the one hand, the relatively short
administrative term of municipal presidents suggests a stronger elite rotation. As a result,
elections are more important at the municipal level than at the other levels. On the other
hand, municipal presidents are the only officials within Mexico’s executive hierarchy who are
constitutionally allowed to be reelected, although not for two consecutive terms.

It is often possible to distinguish a limited number of influential local families that
repeatedly compete for public positions. There are several notable examples in Coahuila, where
local elites have exercised long-term control over local politics. Ciudad Acuña presents a rather
extreme example, where the local entrepreneur Jesús María Ramón Cantú and two of his sons
have occupied the municipal presidency on five occasions. Others preferred to maintain a more
behind-the-scenes control over specific local or regional interests, for example by taking seat in
the municipality’s highest collegial body, the cabildo, through the nomination of aldermen
(regidores) and trustees (síndicos), or by forwarding family members as electoral candidates.

Several electoral reforms implemented since the late 1970s have resulted in important
changes at the local level. Table 3.1 indicates an increase in political alternation within the
state of Coahuila since the late 1970s. However, as mentioned in the introduction to this
section, this process was not without conflict. In accordance with the general tendency in
other northern states, several municipalities throughout Coahuila became the scene of
heavily contested elections, in particular during the 1980s. Although occasionally an electoral
victory was granted to the opposition, many priístas at the local level had little intention of
ceding power. The opposition on the other hand, often supported by broad civic movements,
no longer accepted the irregularities and sometimes obvious manipulation of electoral
outcomes, and organized roadblocks, political rallies, manifestations and marches throughout
the state. On numerous occasions, confrontations between panistas and priístas escalated into
violent post-electoral conflicts.

The conflicts following the municipal elections in Piedras Negras and Monclova in 1984
were particularly violent. Attempts of the PRI candidate in Piedras Negras –the local media
magnate Carlos Juaristi Septién– to take office resulted in severe disturbances, in which City
Hall was burned and the PAN candidate asked for political asylum in Eagle Pass, Texas. In a
similar conflict in Monclova, the candidates of the PRI and the PAN both ‘took office’, one
in City Hall, the other in a cinema. After months of violent confrontations, the situation was
eventually resolved by installing an administrative board in which both parties were equally
represented (Galarza, 1985).

The electoral progress of Coahuila’s opposition, as indicated in table 2.2, corresponds
with the national tendency towards more political plurality. Nevertheless, at present 16 out of
Coahuila’s 38 –predominantly rural– municipalities have yet to be governed by the
opposition.3 In some rural communities, the PRI still is the only party participating in
municipal elections. The municipality of Piedras Negras in the Border region, with an
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estimated 130,000 inhabitants, is the only large urban area Coahuila that continues to be an
important PRI bulwark.

However, the strong variation in the number of electoral victories by opposition parties in
two consecutive elections, demonstrates that this process was not unidirectional. The support
for the opposition can easily swing back to the PRI during the next election. This can be
primarily explained by the weak institutional presence of opposition parties in Coahuila. The
PAN in Coahuila is notoriously divided between several rivaling factions, most importantly
between panistas from Saltillo and panistas from Torreón. The relatively common practice of
forming coalitions, in particular by left-wing parties, frequently results from their weak
institutional structures or lack of strong candidates. Oppositional victories can generally be
attributed to specific candidates and local conjunctures, rather than a clear identification
with a party-political program. Coahuila’s most important opposition party, the PAN,
thereby generally served as a catchall party for protest voters most fervently against the
dedazo of PRI candidates by the governor.
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Table 3.1 - Victories opposition parties during municipal elections, Coahuila (1978-2002)

Administration Municipalities Political parties*

1978-1981 Monclova PAN

1981-1984 Monclova PAN

1984-1987 Allende, Frontera, Nava PAN

Ramos Arizpe PARM

1987-1990 Frontera PAN

1990-1993 Saltillo PAN

1993-1996 Monclova PAN

Castaños PAN-PRD

Acuña PFCRN-PT

1996-1999 Abasolo, Frontera, Monclova, Ramos Arizpe, Saltillo, 

San Buenaventura, Torreón, Villa Unión, Zaragoza PAN

Ocampo PRD

1999-2002 General Cepeda, Nava, San Juan de Sabinas PAN

2002-2005 Cuatrociénegas, Frontera, Hidalgo, Nava, Parras, 

Ramos Arizpe, San Juan de Sabinas, Torreón PAN

Ocampo PRD

San Pedro PRD-UDC

Múzquiz, Sabinas PRD-UDC-PT

Acuña PRD-UDC-PCC-PL

Sources: Bizberg (1992); Beltrán et al. (1993), Beltrán (1994; 1997); Cepeda (1994); Vázquez (1999); Local

newspapers and magazines.

*PAN: Partido de Acción Nacional; PARM: Partido Auténtico de la Revolución Mexicana; PCC: Partido

Cardenista Coahuilense; PFCRN: Partido del Frente Cardenista de Reconstrucción Nacional; PL: Partido de la

Libertad; PRD: Partido de la Revolución Democrática; PT: Partido del Trabajo; UDC: Unión Democrática

Coahuilense. The PAN resembles a Christian Democratic party, conservative on social issues, favoring a

limited role of the government in the economy. All other parties mentioned here can be considered left-

wing, although with more or less clear distinctions on specific issues.

deBell opmaak Haveka  15-11-2005  08:13  Pagina 63



On several occasions in the past, local elites have profited from the general institutional
weakness of opposition parties, and managed to successfully impose their candidature for
municipal president upon an opposition party. One of the most notable examples is the
victory of the PAN in Saltillo in 1990. The elected municipal president, Rosendo Villareal
Dávila –brother-in-law of the president of the influential Grupo Industrial Saltillo, where he
had worked all his professional life– had joined the local PAN, with only 27 officially
registered members at the time, only two months before he was nominated its candidate
(Chávez, 1992). The local population, tired of the widespread corruption under the previous
administration, massively supported him.

As the elections gradually gained more importance during the 1990s, local governments
were increasingly judged by their performance, reducing traditional excesses of local
administrations such as abuse of power, corruption, and nepotism that had been
commonplace at the municipal level. In particular in the electorally more contested urban
areas of Coahuila –most notably Saltillo and Torreón– the scores with controversial
governments were inevitably settled during the next election. Consequently, it is frequently
suggested that the strongest opposition to the PRI in Coahuila comes from within the PRI
itself. The increased emphasis on the administrative skills of candidates for municipal
presidents has also challenged the PRI to select more appropriate and appealing candidates
during the 1990s. In 1993, for example, the PRI successfully forwarded a member of another
influential entrepreneurial family in Saltillo, Miguel Arizpe Jiménez.

. The private sector

3.2.1 State-business relations in post-revolutionary Mexico
The complex relationship between the Mexican post-revolutionary State and the Mexican
private sector has been the topic of numerous studies (cf. Roett, 1998; Bensabat, 1998;
Heredia, 1996; Puga, 1993; Cypher, 1990; Camp, 1989; Maxfield and Anzaldúa, 1987; Story,
1986). Although both the Mexican State and the private sector needed each other’s support,
the relationship has been troubled on numerous occasions, most importantly on the matter
of State involvement in the economy. The Constitution of 1917 provided for an activist State
that ensured national autonomy and social justice, including the power to expropriate private
property in the public interest, and to redistribute private-owned land. In addition, it also
provided one of the most advanced labor codes at the time, guaranteeing the right to
organize, an eight-hour workday, and a decent minimum wage. Nevertheless, most radical
reforms were not directly implemented. During the economic recovery of the revolution in
the 1920s, the government in fact repeatedly called upon the help of the private sector (e.g.
capital, expertise). It was not until the Cárdenas administration (1934-1940) that the
parameters of contemporary Mexico –the typical relationship between the public, private and
social sectors– were established.

The private sector was deliberately excluded from the ‘official’ party structure that was
created in 1929, out of fear that they would obtain the same degree of political influence as in
the late nineteenth century. Even without direct political representation, Mexico’s business
sector generally proved to be just as influential –and perhaps even more– in putting pressure
on the government as the groups incorporated in the official party structure, such as labor
and peasant organizations. One of its most powerful instruments was to withhold from
investing, or resorting to speculation and capital flight (Maxfield, 1990: 75).
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Over the years, the Mexican private sector has organized itself into several Chambers and
Confederations, in particular during periods of heightened State intervention in the economy.
One of the most influential private sector organizations is the Confederación Patronal de la
República Mexicana (COPARMEX), an independent ‘employers union’ founded in 1929 by
several influential industrialists and bankers from Monterrey in direct response to pro-labor
government policies. Tensions between COPARMEX and the government ran particularly
high in the 1930s, after Cárdenas implemented radical agrarian reforms, issued pro-labor
policies, and nationalized foreign-owned oil and railroad companies.

Since the adoption of the strategy of import substituting industrialization in the 1940s,
however, the government proved to be broadly favorable towards private capital, and even
foreign capital, except for the first years of the López Mateos administration (1958-1964).
After emphasizing ‘mexicanization’ of industrial production and nationalizing the electricity
sector in 1960, he modified his tone after pressure of the private sector. Under the strategy of
import substitution, the Mexican State adopted the role of the main agent of development,
allocating credits and subsidizing the use of strategic primary and intermediate inputs as an
incentive for private investment. Petroleum, electricity, transportation, steel, cement,
fertilizer, chemicals, lumber, mining products and so on, were sold at near or even below
production costs and direct taxes were kept low. Under the supportive environment of
protection and regulation, both national and foreign entrepreneurs strongly expanded their
industrial operations, fortunes and influence. In particular during the 1960s, the strategy of
‘stabilized development’ –maintaining steady economic growth by controlling inflation and
stabilizing the national currency– was responsible for impressive economic growth.

The 1970s would become a turning point in the pact between Mexican business and the
State. As the limits of import substitution became increasingly apparent, the Echeverría
administration (1970-1976) tried to perpetuate this strategy by strongly increasing public
expenditure. His model of ‘shared development’ was an effort to redistribute incomes and
increase purchasing power for groups that had been largely excluded during the period 1940-
1970, and thereby open a new market segment for national products. The increased role of
the State in the economy resulted in new coordinated actions of the private sector against the
government. Since 1975, the Consejo Coordinador Empresarial (CCE) –an influential umbrella
organization that included most of Mexico’s business organizations and promoted their
cohesiveness– would become one of the most influential government opponents (Valdés,
1996: 135).

The 1970s also saw a split within the Mexican private sector itself, which can be defined
according to the size of companies, their relation to national and international markets (cf.
Puga, 1993; Escobar, 1987), and –as some scholars suggested– even according to their
geographic proximity to Mexico City (Camp, 1989). No longer dependent on government
protection and support, many of Mexico’s largest economic concerns changed their
organizational structures. Traditional –often paternalistic– structures were reorganized into
diversified conglomerates or grupos, controlled by boards and with quotations on the
Mexican stock exchange (MSE), while production was generally redirected towards exports.
Some of the most influential conglomerates originated from the north of the country, in
particular Monterrey. These large business groups were strongly represented in
COPARMEX, the CCE and the Consejo Mexicano de Hombres de Negocios (CMHN), a select
group of thirty of Mexico’s most wealthy and influential businessmen which was created in
1964. These organizations took a more critical stance towards the government in the 1970s
and 1980s, and favored the opening of Mexico’s economy.
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Mexico’s small and medium-sized companies on the other hand, strongly represented in the
National Chamber of Manufacturing Industries (CANACINTRA) –a large, semi-autonomous
chamber created in 1941, which was based in Mexico City and whose affiliates operated mainly
on the relatively high-cost national market– continued to rely more strongly on government
protection and support. Consequently, Mexico’s small and medium-sized businesses generally
took a more moderate attitude towards the role of the State in the economy. CANACINTRA
was one of the most fervent opponents during debates on Mexico’s entry to GATT in 1980
–which it managed to postpone temporarily– emphasizing that most small and medium-sized
companies were insufficiently prepared to face international competition.

Since the debt crisis of 1982, however, processes of economic restructuring increasingly
favored the interests of large conglomerates, and in 1986, Mexico as yet entered GATT. In the
1980s and 1990, economic liberalization, heightened capital mobility, and State reform have
radically reshaped the context of State action, private economic activities and social relations
(Hernández, 1990: 736). In part, this coincided with the rise of a new generation of hard-line
businessmen, whose educational background and social experiences often strongly differed from
the older generations. Like the rise of the técnicos within the PRI, many of these entrepreneurs
had attended private universities and/or foreign business schools where they were trained in the
economic tradition of laissez-faire. In reaction to the sudden, unexpected nationalization of the
Mexican Banks in 1982 –as a desperate measure to control capital flight after Mexico’s
bankruptcy– a considerable number of these entrepreneurs actively entered politics –generally for
the opposition party PAN– instead of negotiating with the government (Bravo, 1987: 100-101).

Mexico’s private sector, in particular a small but influential group of large conglomerates,
has become one of the constituent agents of Mexico’s market-led economic development
model. The influence of these large business groups was also visible within the Coordinating
Council of Foreign Trade Business Associations (COECE), an umbrella organization
created to represent the Mexican business sector and advise the government during the
negotiations on a free trade agreement with the United States and Canada in the early 1990s.
Being well positioned to compete within a free trade area, Mexico’s large business groups
welcomed the government’s intent to negotiate NAFTA from the very start. Many smaller
firms, on the other hand, were keenly aware of the obstacles they faced in terms of lack of
technology and low quality of production, and criticized the timing and speed of the
negotiations (cf. Thacker, 1999; Alba, 1996).

3.2.2 Coahuila’s large business groups
The division that became apparent within the Mexican private sector in the 1970s is also
present in Coahuila. Six large local business groups can be identified within the state of
Coahuila, which –according to the size of their operations, their number of employees and
their annual sales– belong to Mexico’s largest and most important conglomerates (cf.
Expansión, 2003): the Grupo LALA, Met-Mex Peñoles and Soriana (Torreón); the Grupo ARMA
and the Grupo Industrial Saltillo (Saltillo); and Altos Hornos de México (Monclova) (table 2.3).

There are several important similarities between them. Each of these six conglomerates
has greatly expanded and diversified production under Mexico’s strategy of import
substitution, profiting from the incentives and protection offered by the federal government.
In addition, most of them have made important changes in their organizational structure
during the late 1960s and 1970s, when the strategy of import substitution started to falter.
Nowadays, the orientation and economic interests of each of these companies go far beyond
the local and regional boundaries, although each of them –perhaps with the exception of
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Soriana– continues to have a prominent presence at the local level, in terms of employment,
aggregated value, but also in non-profit activities for the local communities. It is not
uncommon that local and regional authorities consult the management of these
conglomerates on matters that involve regional development. These companies thus often
exercise indirect, local –behind- the-scenes– influence. However, there are also important
differences between the six. All of the companies will be shortly introduced here, but the
Grupo Industrial Saltillo and AHMSA are the most relevant with respect to the objectives of
this study. These companies will be addressed in more detail in the following chapters,
whereas the others will only occasionally, or indirectly be referred to.

Industrias Peñoles is one of the oldest companies still operating in Coahuila. Founded in
the late nineteenth century, the Compañía Metalúrgica de Torreón originally was a co-
investment of local and foreign capital, dedicated to mining, smelting and refining of metals.
After several takeovers and mergers, the company was eventually obtained by one of
Mexico’s most influential entrepreneurs in 1961, Alberto Baillères, who moved the corporate
headquarters to Mexico City. Today Peñoles consists of more than 50 companies, employing
a total of almost 10,000 people. Peñoles has become a major international exporter of refined
silver and sodium sulfate. Within Coahuila, the company operates a large metallurgical
complex in Torreón, and a sodium-sulfate plant in the Desert region.

Grupo LALA originated in the Laguna in the 1950s, as a cooperation of milk producers
that started a pasteurizing plant to meet the growing demand for milk. Within a decade, the
Laguna became Mexico’s largest milk producing area, and Lácteos Laguna (LALA) was
formed to recollect and transport the milk throughout the country, but the real breakthrough
came when the company started producing milk in disposable cartons. In the early 1980s, the
Grupo LALA was created in order to coordinate the administration of its different dairy
divisions. Operating exclusively on the national market, today, LALA has 8 pasteurizing
plants in the country’s most populated centers, and almost 130 distribution centers that cover
Mexico entirely. The corporate headquarters and its most important productive plants are still
concentrated in urban-industrial conglomeration of Torreón and Gómez Palacio (Durango).
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Table 3.2 - National economic conglomerates originating from Coahuila

Name of company Principal product Place of origin Date of origin Present structure 

(Quotation MSE)

Altos Hornos de México Iron and steel Monclova 1942 1991 (1994)

Grupo ARMA Soft drinks, plastics Saltillo 1926 2001 (2001)*

and garments

Grupo Industrial Saltillo Engine blocks, Saltillo 1928 1975 (1976)

bathroom ceramics 

and kitchen utensils

Grupo LALA Dairy products Torreón/Gómez 1950 1981

Palacio (Durango)

Met-Mex Peñoles Non-ferrous metals Torreón 1887 1961 (1968)

Soriana Supermarkets Torreón 1968 1971 (1987)

Source: Bolsa Mexicana de Valores (BMV); Company websites.

* Since 2001, the soft drinks division forms part of the Grupo ARCA.
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Soriana started out as a small family business –wholesale trade of fabrics– in Torreón in the
early 1900s, which by the late 1950s, had evolved into a department store for garments. The
expansion of the company really gained momentum in the late 1960s. After opening up its
first commercial center in Torreón, many more would follow throughout the country in a
relatively short period of time. Also exclusively focused on the national market, today,
Soriana operates more than 140 supermarkets in 27 of Mexico’s 32 states. Its corporate
headquarters are nowadays established in Monterrey.

The Grupo ARMA is also a classic example of a successful family business. Starting out in
the late 1920s as a small factory for ice cream and soft drinks, the company acquired one of
Mexico’s first franchises to bottle soft drinks under license of the Coca-Cola Company in
the 1930s. In the following decades, operations strongly expanded. Other bottling companies
were taken over, and production was further diversified. In 1977, the Grupo ARMA was
formed, and in the 1980s, a plastics division (e.g. production of bottles and crates) was
included, followed by an export-oriented garment division. In 2001, the Coca-Cola division
of ARMA merged with its most important competitors from Chihuahua and Monterrey,
forming the Grupo ARCA, with distribution rights over the entire north of Mexico, thereby
representing the second largest Coca-Cola bottling company in Latin America. The plastics
and garments divisions continue to operate under the name of ARMA and are concentrated
in and around Saltillo.

The Grupo Industrial Saltillo (GIS) is another example of a successful family business,
that started out as a local hardware store in Saltillo in the 1920s, producing of laminated
metal and aluminum articles. Production expanded and diversified in the following decades,
as a wide variety of other companies was acquired (e.g. paint brushes, motorbikes, wheat
flour). Under the strategy of import substitution, the casting of gray and malleable iron for
the production of automotive engine blocks would become the most significant. Among the
other products that served the national market were water heaters and bathroom ceramics. In
1975, the organizational structure of the company was modified, forming the Grupo
Industrial Saltillo. Its president, Isidro López del Bosque, forms part of the select and
influential group of Mexico’s most wealthy businessmen organized in the CMHN. Today,
GIS has around 20 subsidiary companies, employing almost 10,000 workers. Almost half of
the production of its companies is exported to North and Latin America, Europe and Asia.
Most operations are concentrated in and around Saltillo, although recently new divisions
have been opened in San Luis Potosí and Guanajuato.

Finally, Altos Hornos de México (AHMSA), Mexico’s largest integrated steel plant, was
founded in the 1940s in a joint effort between the Mexican government and a group of
national and foreign private investors. The development of this state-owned company was
characterized by a continuous expansion to meet the national demand for steel. During the
economic crisis of the 1980s, however, national demand collapsed and the Mexican steel
sector was radically restructured, downsizing a great number of AHMSA’s subsidiary
companies and employees. In 1991 AHMSA was privatized –after which part of its
production was redirected towards exports– but the company continues to be hampered by
its large debts. Today, AHMSA still operates in Monclova, and –by means of several mining
subsidiaries– in the Carbonífera, the Border region, and the Desert region of Coahuila.

3.2.3 Coahuila’s small and medium-sized business interests
Unlike large business interests, which were generally well positioned to compete inter-
nationally, most small and medium-sized entrepreneurs faced a much more difficult
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challenge as a result of the opening of the national economy. Within Coahuila, important
shifts in economic interests and economic activities can be distinguished since the 1980s.
Several traditional local economic activities of small and medium-sized entrepreneurs (e.g.
livestock breeding in the north of Coahuila, mining in the Carbonífera) experienced serious
economic difficulties. Others, who managed to occupy new (niche) markets have had more
success in taking up the challenge.

Although the economic interests of large business groups had become increasingly over-
represented on the national level and within most private sector organizations, on the local
level, the influence of small and medium-sized companies on decision-making processes was
not necessarily subordinated to large companies. Unlike the interests of Coahuila’s largest
companies that operate on national and international markets, the focus of most small and
medium-sized companies rarely exceeds the sub-regional level. Instead of a behind-the-scene
presence, they are generally much more visibly present at the local level when it comes to
defending their interests.

There are several ways in which small and medium-sized entrepreneurs can exercise local
influence. The most common way is by means of the different organizations of business
representation, most notably the local Chambers of Industry (CANACINTRA) and the
local Chambers of Commerce (CANACO). In addition, it has not been unusual for small
and medium-sized entrepreneurs to actively participate in local politics –both PRI and
PAN– in particular since the 1980s. As already indicated in the section on local politics, at
the local level there often is quite some overlap between local entrepreneurs and local public
officeholders. Finally, the most influential small and medium-sized entrepreneurs are often
actively engaged in local institutions or organizations for the general benefit of the
community (e.g. schools, hospitals, sport facilities, Rotary Club and Lion’s Club).

Appendix III provides an overview of some of the most influential local entrepreneurs for
each of Coahuila’s sub-regions. The Border region and the Laguna perhaps provide
Coahuila’s clearest examples of how a group of economically successful, medium-sized
entrepreneurs have found opportunities to construct an autonomous power base through
which they have been able to influence local economic development. As will be elaborated in
the following chapters, in particular since NAFTA, a considerable number of entrepreneurs
from both sub-regions, often in close deliberation with the state government, have managed
to either become part of, or offer an otherwise valuable contribution to internationally
organized production networks. The present-day elite of the Border region, with its
traditionally strong economic orientation towards the United States, has established an
influential local economic power base in commerce (e.g. custom agents) and services (e.g.
industrial real estate) (see appendix III, table 1). In the Laguna, the local business elite is
predominantly involved in the garment industry and commerce (see appendix III, table 4).

In the Southeast region, the influence of the small and medium-sized entrepreneurs on
the local decision-making process was largely subordinated to the interests of the two large
and influential local companies (GIS and ARMA), as well as a great number of large,
internationally renowned companies in the automobile industry. Although none of these
large companies appear to be directly involved in decision-making processes, it is much more
difficult for small or medium-sized entrepreneurs to exercise local influence without the
support of these major actors. Those entrepreneurs who did manage to obtain a more
distinctive local presence are generally active in commerce, the service sector (e.g. real estate),
construction or media (see appendix III, table 5).

The small and medium-sized entrepreneurs in Coahuila’s Center region and Carbonífera
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have traditionally been subordinated by the strong and direct federal involvement in the local
economies, and the strong local presence of powerful, national unions. Moreover, almost
every small or medium- sized company that operated in one of these sub-regions was directly
or indirectly dependent on AHMSA. Consequently, the crisis that hit the Mexican steel
sector after the opening of the Mexican economy also affected the position of many local
small and medium- sized businesses. The few entrepreneurs that have managed to gain a
more distinguished local presence in the Center region primarily operate in the service sector
(including hotels) or commerce (see appendix III, table 3). The lack of economic alternatives
had made that small and medium-sized entrepreneurs in the Carbonífera are still
predominantly active in the mining sector (see appendix III, table 2).

Concluding remarks

This chapter introduced Coahuila’s main regional and local actors involved in the process of
economic restructuring that started in the mid-1970s. These actors were situated within the
specific Mexican political-economic context that had evolved since the late 1920s. The
particular relationship between the State, the private sector and organized labor, however,
shows strong differences when looking at the regional and local levels, and, in addition has
changed significantly in time.

This chapter also demonstrated that the ‘windows of opportunity’ with respect to a
growing economic and social interdependence strongly vary between different local actors.
As the Mexican State increasingly withdrew from the economy, the role of labor also
diminished in favor of (a select group within) the private sector. Chapters 5, 6 and 7 will
determine to what extent and in what way specific local conditions and actors within the
different sub-regions of Coahuila mediated the outcomes of recent processes of economic
restructuring. Before that, chapter 4 will focus on the specific historical development
trajectories of Coahuila’s sub-regions in order to explain how these differences in opportunity
have emerged.

Notes
1 The unions of Mexico’s largest state-owned companies –oil (PEMEX), electricity (CFE), railroads

(FNM), telephone (TELMEX), and steel (AHMSA)– were all important members of the
corporatist pact with the State (Bizberg, 1993: 303).

2 Municipal governments are responsible for a variety of public services, including water and
sewerage, street lighting, cleaning and maintenance, public safety and traffic. They can also assist
state and federal governments in the provision of elementary education, emergency services,
environmental protection, and the maintenance of historical landmarks. Although they are
authorized to collect property taxes and user fees, municipalities have historically relied mainly on
revenues from higher levels of government.

3 The cabeceras of Candela, Escobedo, Guerrero, Jiménez, Juárez, Lamadrid, Progreso, Sacramento
and Sierra Mojada have no more than 2,500 inhabitants, whereas the cabeceras of Arteaga, Morelos,
Nadadores and Viesca do not add up to 6,000 inhabitants. The municipalities of Francisco I.
Madero and Matamoros, both situated in the Laguna, with almost 50,000 inhabitants and 100,000
inhabitants respectively, suggest larger urban concentrations, but more than half of their population
is dispersed over small rural communities (INEGI, 2001).
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 The industrial origins of Coahuila

Introduction

One of the central themes presented in the previous chapter is the strong socioeconomic
diversity that exists within the state of Coahuila. This diversity has created different
challenges for regional development in a climate dominated by Mexico’s market-led reforms
since the 1980s. The new prevailing economic orthodoxy –which will be discussed in detail in
chapters 5, 6 and 7– was implemented indiscriminately. Many policymakers thereby focused
exclusively on ideal-types, imitating a development strategy that had been successful
elsewhere, regardless of differences in levels of development, or socioeconomic contexts (cf.
Vellinga, 1998: 12).

Both within geography and economics, however, numerous scholars have pointed out
that a company, industry, or region often only has a limited ability to change from one
development trajectory to another. Massey (1984), for instance, conceptualized the region as a
unique ‘combination of layers’, aiming at the different characteristics each stage of economic
development has left on a particular region. Although expressed in different terms, this
notion is also central to evolutionary economics (cf. Boschma et al., 2002). Certain place-
specific conditions can create comparative advantages in comparison to other regions, but
can also lead to path dependency when regions become locked in by the same socioeconomic
conditions (Grabher, 1993). In short, ‘history matters’ (David, 1985) in explaining processes of
development.

In order to understand why different sub-regions, industries and social groups undergo
the effects of changes in development strategy more intensely than others, it is essential to
analyze their specific historical pathways of development. The present chapter goes back to
the industrial origins of Coahuila in the late nineteenth century. By taking such a long-term,
evolutionary approach, the principal parameters will be set that can subsequently contribute
to explain the differential impact of Mexico’s recent shift in development paradigm. The
main objective here is to analyze how specific dominant economic activities in Coahuila’s
different sub-regions have developed, and what the specific role has been of the numerous
actors involved. It will address actors at different geographical scale levels (e.g. national and
local government, domestic and foreign private capital, national and local labor
organization), and at different moments in time.

This chapter is divided into three periods, each covering a time span of thirty years, and
will concentrate on those sub-regions which developments were typical for that era. The first
section addresses the principal developments concerning the exploitation, commercialization,
and processing of several of Coahuila’s primary resources during Mexico’s early stages of
industrial development (1880-1910). Section 4.2 discusses the period 1910-1940, characterized
by severe political and military conflicts and economic crises. In retrospect, this can be
considered a transition phase, during which Coahuila –in several respects– played a
significant role. The final section focuses in particular on the development of strategic basic
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industries in Coahuila under Mexico’s strategy of import substituting industrialization (1940-
1970).

. Coahuila during the Porfiriato (-)

After more than half a century of political conflict between liberal federalists and
conservative centralists, civil wars, and numerous foreign military interventions that followed
upon Mexico’s independence in 1821, Porfirio Díaz was the first president who managed to
establish prolonged national political stability and economic growth. Díaz held power for
more than thirty years (1876-1911), a period generally referred to as the Porfiriato. Surrounded
by advisers under the influence of Positivism, the so-called científicos, Díaz developed an
ambitious modernization program, embodied in the slogan ‘order and progress’, in order to
tackle Mexico’s economic backwardness and endemic rural violence.

The economic modernization program of the Díaz administration was primarily based
on the exploitation of the country’s natural resources. By means of numerous incentives (e.g.
protective tariffs, low transportation costs, low tax rates), both domestic and foreign investors
were encouraged to commercialize Mexico’s primary commodities, preferably for exports.
With investments from the United States, Great Britain, Germany, and France, Mexican
agriculture, mining, and manufacturing operations experienced important technical
improvements in a short period of time.

One of the key elements was the rapid expansion of the railroad network. It allowed
more effective political control, but more importantly, it opened up both domestic and
international markets, and stimulated the economic development of regions with resources
that had remained unexplored. In particular Mexico’s vast, isolated and sparsely inhabited
northern periphery, with its large agricultural and mining potential, transformed into one of
its most dynamic economic regions in a short period of time (cf. Rodríguez, 2000; García
Valero, 1989; Enríquez and Rodríguez, 1989; Cuéllar, 1979).

In Coahuila, two important changes took place during the final quarter of the nineteenth
century that allowed new concentrations of landownership. First of all, the classic hacienda
business that had long dominated the regional economy –and was considered to be one of
the most important obstacles for development– came to a sudden end after the French
intervention in Mexico (1864-1867). The land of the Sánchez Navarro family, which had
amassed the largest landholding in Latin America in only three generations, was
expropriated for having allied with the occupying forces of the Habsburg emperor
Maximilian (Harris, 1975: 310). Their land, covering almost the entire territory of Coahuila,
was sold to a small number of wealthy and politically influential families. Second, the nearly
complete extermination of the native population of Coahuila by the 1880s ended decades of
increasingly violent conflicts between colonists and the native inhabitants as a result of the
increased pressure on scarce economic resources (Rodríguez, 1998).

The merging of local, national and international capital, catalyzed by the construction of
railroads, allowed the large-scale commercialization of cotton and coal, which would make
Coahuila into ‘… a model of Porfirian economic activity’ (Richmond, 1980: 50).

4.1.1 Commercialization of agriculture: the ‘Cotton Kingdom’ in the Laguna
With the rise of early textile industries in Mexico in the mid-nineteenth century, the
national demand for cotton strongly increased. The first industrial activities in Coahuila that
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moved beyond the manufacturing of handicrafts also date back to this period, when a
number of textile factories was founded.1 In an effort to be less dependent on expensive
imports of cotton from the United States, several wealthy regional merchants experimented
with the cultivation of cotton on the plateau of the Laguna, of which the agricultural
potential had not yet been explored.

The traditional dilemma of the Laguna had always been its abundance of very fertile
land –composed of fluvial sedimentary deposits– but its exploitation was entirely dependent
on the erratic supply of water by the rivers Nazas and Aguanaval. The basis for the
cultivation of cotton on a capitalist basis was laid by investments in the canalization of parts
of the Río Nazas, which allowed more direct control over water supplies. Although enormous
profits were realized with the large-scale, monocrop production of cotton, it remained a
speculative activity entailing a high degree of risk (Meyers, 1998). Frequently, large
investments were necessary in land, labor, seeds, and machinery, which generally were made
on the basis of climatic prospects for the following year. However, drought, frost, or plant
disease could result in the loss of entire harvests. Consequently, successful production could
only be undertaken by entrepreneurs with large amounts of capital to invest and/or to fall
back on in bad years (Meyers, 1998: 67-69).

The economic boom of the sub-region, however, came with the expansion of the railroad
network (cf. Coatsworth, 1974). In the 1880s, Torreón –no more than an insignificant rancho
at the time– transformed into the bustling crossroads of the Central Railroad (Mexico City-
Ciudad Juárez), and the International Railroad (Piedras Negras-Durango). This opened up
domestic and international markets for cotton from the Laguna. The large agricultural
potential of the Laguna, its abundance of cheap labor, and its well-developed infrastructure
attracted merchants from Great Britain, France and Germany.

Figure 4.1 schematically demonstrates the principal input and output structure of cotton
production in the Laguna in the late nineteenth century, indicating the involvement of actors
at different geographical scale levels and their relative importance by means of the width of
the arrows. Foreign capitalists, for instance, contributed greatly to technological and
organizational improvements. For example, the introduction of new breeds of cotton plants
allowed a more efficient use of the land and significantly improved the total annual output
and the quality of the fiber (Plana, 1996: 219-220). In addition, Díaz further encouraged
regional economic developments through federal legislation with respect to the use of land
and water and protective measures for national agricultural production (e.g. tariffs on
imported cotton), which all greatly favored private investment. The role of regional capital in
the economic boom, however, should not be underestimated.

As mentioned above, a dynamic new elite emerged in the northeast of Mexico during the
second half of the nineteenth century, most of whom had accumulated their principal wealth
through commercial activities. Unlike the traditional land-owning elite of the colonial era
and the early nineteenth century, these families expanded their investments into diverse
economic activities such as commercial agriculture, livestock, banking, manufacturing and
mining (Cerutti, 1983). The emergence of a local banking system was an integral part of the
modernization of the economy that greatly facilitated the expansion of agricultural,
commercial and industrial activities.2

Business relationships with other influential families of local and foreign origin were
common, sometimes through intermarriage. These shared investments substantially
increased the benefits of economies of scale, while the economic risks were spread among
several investors. Mario Cerutti et al. (2000) distinguish an axis that connects the economic
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activities of the elite of the city of Chihuahua and surroundings, with those of the elites in
the Laguna and Monterrey. The economic and political influence of this bourgeoisie
stretched across the entire northeast of Mexico, although there continued to be diversity
between the different families with respect to their principal economic activities.3 Cerutti has
frequently referred to this phenomenon as the ámbito regional of Monterrey (cf. 1992: 152-156).

Evaristo Madero, an entrepreneur at the head of one of Coahuila’s most successful and
influential families in the late nineteenth century, best exemplifies the developments as
described by Cerutti.4 Between 1890 and 1910, the business interests of the Maderos involved
more than 60 different companies, including agriculture, banking, commerce, livestock,
manufacturing, and mining operations, which stretched out across the entire state of
Coahuila, Monterrey and Chihuahua (table 4.1). The business relationships of the Madero
family with other influential families of local and foreign origin laid the basis for the
capitalist transformation of the Laguna and Coahuila as a whole.

By the end of the nineteenth century, a limited number of influential families had a near
economic monopoly in the Laguna, owning the land, controlling the production process of
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Figure 4.1 - Principal input/output structure of cotton cultivation in the Laguna (1880-1910)
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the cotton and derivatives, and distributing and commercializing the final product (cf.
Langston, 1980). Modern, large-scale cotton plantations emerged, turning the Laguna into
one of Mexico’s principal agricultural regions, perhaps only comparable with the sugar
plantations in Morelos and the henequén plantations in Yucatán (cf. Joseph and Wells, 1986).
Its production provided the bulk of the cotton input for Mexico’s largest textile industries,5

most notably in Puebla, Mexico City and Veracruz. During several years of exceptionally
good harvests (e.g. 1906-1907), cotton from the Laguna was even exported to England and
Germany (Salas, 2002: 153).

The strongest economic boom during the Porfiriato covered the years between 1902 and
1907. During this period exports increased sharply. The economic prosperity of the Laguna
attracted people from within and without Mexico. The population in the Coahuilan part of
the Laguna increased from about 20,000 inhabitants in 1880 to over 100,000 by 1910 (Plana,
1996: 211). In addition, another 13,000 to 16,000 migrant workers periodically moved to and
from the Laguna (Hellman, 1983: 7-8). As a result of the inflow of migrants with very
different ethnic and social backgrounds –among which many Chinese, Arabs, Germans and
Spaniards– the Laguna represented a cosmopolitan and heterogeneous community. Within
little more than two decades after its foundation, Torreón had become one of Mexico’s most
rapidly expanding urban centers that symbolized –along with cities such as Monterrey
(Nuevo León) and Orizaba (Veracruz)– the kind of modernity aspired by Porfirio Díaz.
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Table 4.1 - Principal business interests of the Madero family (1880-1910)

Company Economic sector Principal co-investors

Madero y Compañía Commerce Hernández, González Treviño

Compañía de Terrenos y Ganado de Coahuila Agriculture (Cattle) Villareal 

Richardson (US)

Compañía Algodonera de la Laguna Agriculture (Cotton) Terrazas , Creel (Chihuahua) 

Milmo (Monterrey) 

Purcell (Ireland) 

Brittingham (England)

Banco de Nuevo León Finance (Banking) Garza, Hernández, Zambrano 

(Monterrey)

Banco Mercantil de Monterrey Finance (Banking) González Treviño, Rodríguez 

Hernández, Milmo , Zambrano 

(Monterrey)

Creel (Chihuahua) 

Banco de Coahuila Finance (Banking) n.d.

Banco Refaccionario de Coahuila Finance (Banking) n.d.

Compañía Industrial de Parras (La Estrella) Manufacturing (Textiles) n.d.

Compañía Industrial Jabonera de la Laguna Manufacturing (Soap) De la Peña 

Purcell (Ireland)

Compañía Metalúrgica de Torreón Manufacturing (Foundry) n.d.

Compañía Carbonífera de Sabinas Mining (Coal) n.d.

Source: Based on Cerutti (2000), pp. 79-80.

n.d.: No data available
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With a growing population of workers and middle-class consumers, the market demand for
non-durable goods increased. The economic success of the cotton plantations thus was a
catalyst for the rapid development of other economic activities throughout the state, most
importantly primary processing industries.6 Many of the existing textile plants in Coahuila
were modernized with European technology in order to increase production and improve
quality. These plants typically employed between 100 and 600 workers.7 Other important
industries that emerged in Coahuila during this period, closely related to the cultivation of
cotton –using derivatives of cotton as input– were the manufacturing of soap, oil, and
glycerin (e.g. the Compañía Jabonera de la Laguna and the Compañía Algodonera de la Laguna
in Torreón). Even plants indigenous to the Coahuilan desert, which required little or no
investments, were turned into a lucrative industrial enterprise. In particular guayule
–cultivated in elevated areas not suitable for cotton– experienced a short-lived boom as
primary resource for the production of rubber.8

4.1.2 Internationalization of mining: Coal in the Carbonífera
Another important economic activity in Coahuila during the Porfiriato was the exploitation
of its rich mineral resources. The presence of abundant reserves of zinc, iron, lead, and non-
ferrous minerals such as gas, fluorite, barite and coal, were discovered only during the second
half of the nineteenth century. Until that moment, the north and western parts of Coahuila
had hardly been explored, primarily because of the extreme climatic circumstances.
Moreover, most of these minerals had little economic value before the emergence of
foundries and smelting operations in the United States and Europe.9

Once the mineral affluence of the region was acknowledged, mostly foreign
entrepreneurs made great efforts to commercialize these mineral resources. Díaz strongly
encouraged these developments by generously offering subsurface mineral rights to foreign
and domestic private capital, reducing tax rates on specific minerals, and granting
concessions for the construction of railroads.10 By the late 1870s, the rich deposits of lead,
zinc and copper in the mountain ranges of Sierra Mojada and Boquillas del Carmen,
situated in the desert of Coahuila, attracted large numbers of miners and created bustling
mining communities almost overnight. The Northern Mexican Railroad was constructed
to connect these isolated parts with the Central Railroad in the neighboring state
Chihuahua. Thus the minerals could be directly exported via Ciudad Juárez to smelting
companies in the United States. One of the major investors in mining operations in Sierra
Mojada was the Kansas City Smelting Company. However, many of these isolated mining
communities were typical ‘boom and bust’ economies, which collapsed after the reserves
were depleted.

As the railroad network expanded during the Porfiriato, coal became Coahuila’s most
valuable mineral. The construction of the International Railroad by the American tycoon
Collis Huntington –crossing the Texas border at Piedras Negras, which was called Ciudad
Porfirio Díaz at the time– opened up Coahuila’s extremely rich coal basins in the early 1880s.
Together, the Cuenca de Sabinas and the Cuenca de Fuente Río Escondido in the Border region
represented 95% of the national coal reserves, which, in addition were relatively easily
accessible. The first coal mining companies in what would thereafter be called the
Carbonífera –the Sabinas Coal Mines, the Coahuila Coal Company, and the Alamos Coal
Company– were all owned by Huntington’s South Pacific Railroad Company, which
transported the coal to Texas where it served as fuel for steam trains.

Being one of the least populated areas of Coahuila, mining communities such as Palau,
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Cloete, Agujita, Esperanzas, Nueva Rosita and Barroterán sprang up out of nowhere. The
relatively high wages attracted miners from states with important mining traditions, such as
San Luis Potosí, Zacatecas, and Guanajuato (Contreras, 2001: 189). Between 1900 and 1908,
miners even were recruited as far as China and Japan to meet the local labor demand (Flores,
2002: 22).

After the International Railroad was connected to the Central Railroad in Torreón in
1888, the domestic market for coal from the Carbonífera opened up. This, in combination
with U.S. protectionist measures imposed on the imports of Mexican minerals in the late
nineteenth century by means of the McKinley tariff (1890), signaled a shift in the principal
allocation of coal from the Carbonífera. One of the direct results of the McKinley tariff was
a scramble of North American entrepreneurs to build smelters in the north of Mexico
(Snodgrass, 2003: 14). In a short period of time, metallurgic industries emerged in
Chihuahua, Durango, Monterrey, San Luis Potosí, Torreón and even as far south as
Aguascalientes. From the late nineteenth century onwards, coal mining activities in the
Carbonífera became more and more exclusively linked to heavy industry.11 The increasing
industrial orientation of coal mining was strengthened by new investments in coal laundries
and coking plants.12 The Compañía Fundidora de Fierro y Acero de Monterrey, for example,
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Figure 4.2 - Principal input/output structure of the exploitation of coal in the Carbonífera 
(1880-1910)
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Mexico’s only integrated steel plant at the time, operated its own mining and coking
operations in the Carbonífera (Rueda et al., 1990: 13).

The principal input and output structure of the exploitation of coal in the Carbonífera, as
schematically pictured in figure 4.2, indicates that –unlike commercial agriculture in the
Laguna– the construction of railroads, most mining activities, and most large-scale smelting
operations in Coahuila were predominantly financed and controlled by foreigners, in
particular by North American and British capital. These entrepreneurs generally had more
industrial experience, modern technology, and larger amounts of capital at their disposal.
Among the few regional investors in mining activities were Governor José María Garza
Galán (1884-1893) and the Madero family. Evaristo Madero owned the mining company
Carbonífera de Sabinas and the foundry Compañía Metalúrgica de Torreón, the only companies
that managed to challenge the near-monopoly of the American Smelting and Refining
Company (ASARCO), owned by the Guggenheims, for quite some time. During the
following decade, the dominance of ASARCO rapidly expanded, and after several failed
attempts, eventually the Maderos were also bought out by ASARCO in 1909.

. Crises and conflicts. Political and economic transition (-)

The manner in which Díaz maintained power for more than three decades was based on the
principle of pan y palo (‘bread and the club’). Díaz encouraged and manipulated the economic
and political competition that existed between regional elite factions, in a divide-and-rule
strategy. Through the appointment of loyal friends as governors and political bosses (jefes
políticos),13 Díaz was able to maintain effective, though not absolute, regional control. For
instance, he successfully managed to isolate the oldest and most powerful faction of
Coahuila, grouped around Evaristo Madero, from political power.14 As long as Díaz’
economic policies guaranteed steady economic growth, however, elite dissent was kept in
check. On the other hand, any open opposition against the regime, for instance from the
landless rural population and urban workers which increasingly suffered under marginal
conditions and social injustices, usually met with severe repression by the army or the rural
police, the rurales.

From the early 1900s onwards, however, Mexican society became increasingly polarized.
The gap between the included and the excluded had continuously increased, but now a
growing number of regional elites in states like Coahuila and Sonora became increasingly
dissatisfied with the concessions and tax exemptions given so freely by the Díaz
administration to large, mostly foreign, businesses (Richmond, 1980). In the Laguna, for
example, the concessions given to the Tlahualilo Company resulted in an important conflict
between local and foreign capital. Local producers feared that the company, located upstream
from the river Nazas, would absorb an excessive amount of the regional water supplies (cf.
Romero, 2002; Meyers, 1977). In particular after Mexico’s economic growth became more
erratic from 1907 onwards, as a result of several years of drought and a decrease of export
commodity prices on the world market, conflicts and battles over land and water in the
Laguna became more frequent and intense. Local elites increasingly mobilized landless
peasants that had poured into this sub-region of Coahuila since the 1880s.

Towards 1910, the Díaz regime was increasingly challenged by more coordinated
opposition movements throughout the country, which were met with severe repression. The
resentment over the exclusion of large groups of the Mexican population from the economic
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and political gains, and the excessive abuses of power and corruption by the rurales and the
jefes políticos, had spread to almost every social class of the population. Tensions were running
particularly high shortly before the presidential elections of 1910. Being in his late seventies,
even some of Díaz’ most loyal allies were now aiming to become his presumed successor via a
nomination for vice-president.15 Nevertheless, it was the anti-reelection movement of
Francisco Ignacio Madero –the grandson of Evaristo Madero– that would develop into a
new movement encompassing almost every social layer of the population. Díaz was reelected
in 1910 after having imprisoned thousands of opposition activists, including Francisco
Madero. Not long afterwards, however, Díaz fled the country to France after Madero’s call
for armed resistance was followed by a crucial military defeat of the federal army against
rebel forces.

4.2.1 Coahuila during the Mexican Revolution
Being one of the more prosperous states of the country, situated close to the United States,
with several influential families sharing important economic and political interests, the state
of Coahuila has played a critical role in the Mexican Revolution that started in 1910 (cf.
Pasztor, 2002; Meyers, 1998; Villarello, 1970). Belonging to a wealthy, upper-class family from
Parras, it was Francisco Madero who initially launched the revolt against the long-term
dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz. Instead of a centrally directed movement, however, each group
that participated in the Madero revolt often had its own specific local grievances towards the
Díaz regime (Knight, 1986: 188).

Once Díaz was defeated and Madero elected president in 1911, he was immediately
confronted with the widely differing goals of his ‘coalition’. The motives of the liberal middle
and upper-class were above all inspired by inclusion into the political system and reduction
of foreign interests in the economy. The rural and urban poor on the other hand, expected a
more radical social and economic transformation, including a redistribution of property and
income. Madero could not live up to the high and incompatible expectations, and both
political enemies and disappointed allies turned against him. After several counter-
revolutionary attempts, a Porfirian general, Victoriano Huerta, killed Madero during a
military coup in 1913.

In reaction, the governor of Coahuila at the time, Venustiano Carranza, produced the
Plan de Guadalupe, in order to restore democracy and defend the cause of Madero. Carranza,
coming from a moderately wealthy entrepreneurial family background in Cuatrociénegas,
situated in the Desert region of Coahuila, was a much more experienced politician than
Madero. Although neither Madero nor Carranza expressed radical reformist ideas, as
governor of Coahuila (1911-1913) Carranza had managed to appeal to miners and other
organized workers. Among others, he had installed equal taxes for foreign and national
companies, and introduced measures to revive municipal autonomy, at the expense of the
power of traditionally influential jefes políticos (Richmond, 1980: 51). With the support of
generals Francisco –Pancho– Villa in Chihuahua, Álvaro Obregón in Sonora, and Emiliano
Zapata in Morelos, Carranza managed to defeat Huerta, after which the coalition again fell
apart. Villa and Zapata desired radical agrarian reforms, whereas Carranza and Obregón,
supported by the U.S. government, wanted to reestablish the constitutional order first.

Between 1914 and 1917, Mexico was the scene of a violent civil war that resulted in
enormous human and material losses. Some of the most severe battles in the north of
Mexico between Villa’s troops and Carranza’s constitutionalist army focused on control over
the Laguna and the Carbonífera. The city of Torreón was strategically important because of
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its enormous economic resources (e.g. commercial, agricultural, industrial, and mining), and
its location at the crossroads of major railroad lines. The coal basin of the Carbonífera was
also of great strategic importance to all rivaling factions since it provided the necessary fuel
that allowed rapid movement of goods and troops by train. During the greater part of the
revolution, the Laguna remained under control of Villa, who had cleverly appealed to the
Laguna’s increased potential for revolt among seasonally unemployed land laborers (Meyers,
1998; 1984), whereas the rest of Coahuila, including the Carbonífera’s coal reserves, was
predominantly controlled by Carranza’s forces.

Throughout the most violent stages of the revolution, the U.S. border regions of
Coahuila and Chihuahua served as a source of cash, arms, supplies, political support, and
refuge for all parties and factions involved in the conflict. Via semi-clandestine networks,
Villa managed to sell cotton, guayule, livestock, and minerals to the United States, which
provided him with the necessary cash to pay his troops and buy arms and food supplies
(Pasztor, 2002).

As the fighting continued, however, the possibilities for Villa to produce and market
agricultural crops became increasingly problematic. Production diminished and national
industrial demand dropped. If not destroyed, most textile industries in Puebla, Orizaba,
Veracruz, and Mexico were brought to a halt because of a lack of raw materials, market
demand, and labor force. In addition, transport by rail towards central Mexico or the United
States became more hazardous, and even impossible after many railroads were destroyed
(Cuéllar, 1979: 220). In addition, Villa increasingly lacked the fuel to operate trains and
industries. Eventually, the struggle was decided in favor of the carrancista forces. After Carranza
was elected president (1917-1920), a new constitution was promulgated in 1917, which, in theory,
subscribed the most important revolutionary demands (e.g. no-reelection, social justice, public
education, agrarian reform, protection of workers, nationalist economic strategy).

4.2.2 Restoration and reform
At the end of the armed struggle in 1917, most of the Mexico’s resources, transport, and
communications were destroyed, while shortages contributed to the rise of black markets and
rampant inflation, and food riots were widespread. Moreover, the political situation was
fragile. The federal government constantly maneuvered carefully between the demands of the
popular classes, powerful revolutionary generals, and Porfirian oligarchs in order to maintain
political stability. At the regional and local level, the weak central regime continued to be
challenged for more than a decade by numerous groups and individuals that resorted to the
readily available arms for their own personal ends. Consequently, both Carranza and his
successors, Álvaro Obregón (1920-1924) and Plutarco Elías Calles (1924-1928), considered
economic recovery and the strengthening of the central regime to be of greater importance
than the immediate implementation of radical reforms.

With this purpose, they all actively sought the financial support and technical expertise
of the entrepreneurial elite from the Porfiriato. Although part of their property was
destroyed, much of their wealth had remained intact during the armed struggle, as many had
laid low while bringing their fortunes to safety in foreign banks (cf. Wasserman, 1993; 1987).
Whenever convenient, the government even returned land or properties that had been
expropriated during the revolution. An additional benefit of this strategy was diplomatic
recognition by the United States. Alongside the new order of the revolutionary regime, the
old entrepreneurial class thus managed to restore much of their influence, and become key
actors in the economic reconstruction (Maxfield, 1990: 59).
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Consequently, the effects of the revolution on production in important agricultural regions
such as the Laguna (cotton) and Yucatán (henequén) were not long lasting. Large-scale
commercial agriculture quickly regained its dominant economic position (cf. Plana, 2000).
Major changes in the labor regime, such as an eight hour day and collective contracts,
motivated an increase in labor productivity during the 1920s (Razo and Haber, 1998: 500-
501). Mining operations became completely dominated by foreign companies in a short
period of time. Since the 1920s, most coal mines and coke plants in the Carbonífera were
owned by ASARCO, Mexico’s largest private employer at the time, which operated both
mines and smelters throughout Mexico (e.g. Chihuahua, San Luis Potosí, Durango,
Aguascalientes) (Snodgrass, 2003: 15).

However, the incipient regime came under renewed economic, political and social
pressure as a result of the crash of the world market in 1929. Mexico’s exports of agricultural
commodities and minerals collapsed, and international credits were no longer readily
available, and the government could no longer maintain previous levels of imports. During
the Great Depression –the effects of which lasted until 1933– discontent among peasants and
workers rapidly increased as salaries were cut, and unemployment became widespread. The
economic insecurity, low wages, poor working conditions and high prices of food caused
frequent protests, strikes, and violent uprisings throughout Mexico. In particular a region like
the Laguna, inhabited by a large migrant population without land, strongly dependent on
scarce natural resources, was one of Mexico’s most potentially explosive regions (cf. Meyers,
1984; Valdés Silva, 1999).

The post-revolutionary regime, however, still under control of the jefe máximo Calles,16

was not receptive to their demands for reform. The administration of President Lázaro
Cárdenas (1934-1940) would be the first –and arguably the only– government that was
willing to meet some of the demands of peasants and workers. One of his most radical
reforms was the expropriation and redistribution of more than one million acres of land in
the Laguna in 1936, the only region in Mexico where the state carried out such a large-scale
land reform in response to a clearly articulated popular demand (cf. Hellman, 1983: 9-10).
Cárdenas had promised to implement this reform, as written down in Article 27 of the
Constitution of 1917, under the condition that peasants and workers immediately ended the
general strike that had paralyzed the entire economy of the sub-region throughout most of
1935. Subsequently, land belonging to haciendas was redistributed among 38,000 peasant
families, creating a collective agricultural production system consisting of almost 300 ejidos.17

Even though local cotton production suffered an initial setback because of the loss of
economies of scale, and the long-term economic effects of the land reform are also
debatable,18 Cárdenas obtained widespread popularity throughout Mexico. His regime can
also be considered Mexico’s first administration that favored a more inward oriented
development of the national economy, most clearly expressed by the expropriation and
nationalization of the railroad companies (1936) and oil companies (1938).

. Coahuila under the strategy of Import Substituting Industrialization (-)

The 1930s had already registered a gradual shift in Mexico’s development strategy. Under
Cárdenas, monetary stability –as advanced by classic economic theory– became increasingly
replaced by Keynesian demand-side economics. Production increasingly favored the
domestic market. Since the 1940s, the expansion of Mexico’s domestic industry would
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become the engine of national development and economic growth. Like other relatively
large, resource-rich economies in Latin America with sizeable domestic markets such as
Brazil, the Mexican government stimulated the manufacturing of goods that were formerly
imported from the United States and Europe. Their war efforts provided explicit
opportunities for Mexico’s infant domestic industries to grow with the support and
protection by the state. After World War II had ended, the Mexican government continued
the strategy of import substituting industrialization by imposing highly protective tariffs on
imports of consumer goods, allocating credits and subsidizing the use of strategic primary
and intermediate inputs.

Apart from the nationalized oil and railroad companies, however, the degree of direct
state intervention in the Mexican economy was nevertheless limited between 1940 and 1970.
In comparison to Argentina and Brazil, the degree of state ownership and corporate taxation
was low (Knight, 1993: 53). After Cárdenas’ term, the most radical reforms had ended and the
touchstones of cardenismo –most notably economic nationalism, state intervention, agrarian
reform, and pro-labor policies– were replaced by other priorities. Cárdenas’ successors, most
notably Miguel Alemán (1946-1952), focused on processes of capital accumulation,
industrialization and urbanization. With a few notable exceptions during the first years of
the López Mateos administration (1958-1964), policies between 1940 and 1970 were generally
much more pro-business and not overtly hostile to foreign interests. Direct taxes were
deliberately kept low and inflation was restrained in order to create incentives for private, and
even foreign, investments. Agrarian reform slowed down, and organized labor, mostly
strongly tied to the regime, restrained wage demands and discouraged industrial conflict,
which helped foster a receptive climate for domestic and foreign private investment.

The state played a limited but key role, by providing petroleum, electricity,
transportation, infrastructure, steel, cement, fertilizer, chemicals, lumber, mining products
and so on, at near or even below production costs. Nacional Financiera (NAFINSA),
originally created in 1934 as an investment bank, became one of the most important
instruments of Mexico’s socioeconomic transformation. Under the supportive environment
of protection and regulation, both national and foreign private investments progressively
replaced the role of the Mexican government in the industrialization process. Political
stability helped to establish a generally favorable climate for capital accumulation.

Mexico’s inward-looking development strategy produced sustained economic growth
from the 1940s until the late 1960s, averaging more than 6% annually. In particular the period
1958-1970, the so-called model of ‘stabilized development’ was responsible for impressive
economic growth that allowed a new generation of entrepreneurs to expand their industrial
operations, fortunes and influence.19 Although the private sector was one of the few societal
groups not directly included into the corporate party structure of the PRI, business
representatives often proved to be far more effective in pressuring the national government
than the workers and peasant organizations incorporated within the PRI. The rapid growth
of Mexico’s urban areas since the 1940s reflects the shift of employment from agriculture to
industry and services. By 1970, Mexico had diversified its exports and become largely self-
sufficient in food crops, steel, and most consumer goods, although imports, mostly capital
goods used to expand domestic production, remained necessary. The remainder of this
section will address two specific projects within the state of Coahuila that formed part of the
strategy of import substitution in which the federal government was directly involved.
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4.3.1 The arrival of the steel industry in Monclova
As the industrialization process in Mexico progressed and turned into the spearhead of
national economic development in the early 1940s, the government’s top priority was the
expansion of basic industries, in particular the production of steel. Until the 1940s, the
Fundidora in Monterrey –Mexico’s oldest and only integrated foundry– had been the
country’s principal steel producer.20 Another important steel company was La Consolidada,
established in the early 1900s in Mexico City, whose production process depended on the
imports of ingots from the United States. In search for cheaper alternatives, La Consolidada
opened an affiliated plant in Piedras Negras, in the Border region of Coahuila, in the early
1920s, producing steel from imported scrap metal.

Although national steel production continued to increase, the capacity of Mexico’s
foundries was insufficient to meet the spectacularly increasing national demand. Moreover,
almost half of the production was still exclusively directed towards railroad bars, wheels and
other parts, closely followed by mining equipment and construction materials. Mexico
remained dependent on U.S. imports of sheet steel, necessary for the production of many
consumer goods. By the late 1930s, however, imports stagnated as a result of an economic
blockade –imposed upon Mexico by the U.S. government following the nationalization of
petroleum companies by Cárdenas in 1938– and the increase of the U.S. demand for steel
following its active involvement in World War II.

The construction of a new, large integrated steel plant that could meet the demand for
high quality sheet steel was considered an essential precondition for the recently adopted
strategy of import substituting industrialization to be successful. For the realization of the
plant, the Mexican government joined efforts with a group of private investors, national and
international banks, which together took care of the largest share of investments, and the
American Rolling Mill Company (ARMCO), which provided the necessary technical
assistance. Figure 4.3 schematically pictures the background and the share of the most
important parties involved.

Out of several possible locations in northern Mexico, the engineers of ARMCO
considered Monclova, situated in Coahuila’s Center region, to be the most adequate location
to build the plant. Although the city had little more than 6,000 inhabitants at the time, it
was conveniently located close to the abundant coal deposits in the Sabinas coal basin
(Carbonífera), and with relative proximity to rich iron ores in the desert area of Coahuila and
Chihuahua. Moreover, it was well connected by railroad with the U.S. border, Monterrey and
Saltillo. An additional consideration in favor of Monclova in comparison to more populated
industrial locations in the north of Mexico was its absence of strong unionism (Yáñez, 1994:
91-92).

Ever since the decision was made to build the plant in Monclova in 1942, every economic
activity in the sub-region has depended directly on its relation to Altos Hornos de México
(AHMSA). The local population and authorities welcomed the plant with open arms, selling
the land to AHMSA at a symbolic price, and exempting it for twenty years from municipal
taxes and charges for the use of water. The plant itself was built out of a scrap blast furnace
from the Mississippi Valley Iron Company in Saint Louis, Missouri, that had been out of use
since the end of the First World War. To mollify the export restrictions ordered by United
States authorities, AHMSA’s first production of cold rolled sheet steel was sold to the
United States in 1944, to contribute to the construction of war vessels (Rueda et al., 1990: 38).

Although the state had the majority share in AHMSA, the president of the company
resided in Mexico City while the plant itself was managed with a great degree of autonomy
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by a group of ARMCO engineers, most importantly by Harold Pape (Toledo and Zapata,
1999: 55). Protected by import tariffs on sheet steel and tinplate, AHMSA registered an
annual increase of production of almost 12,5% in its first years. Within a decade after its
foundation, production at AHMSA had already overtaken the capacity of the Fundidora
Monterrey, with a 34% share of the total national production (Rueda et al., 1990: 38). The
efficiency, productivity, and profitability of AHMSA far exceeded the government’s
objective. Nevertheless, AHMSA could still hardly keep up with the increasing national
demand for steel.
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Figure 4.3 - Principal input/output structure of steel production in the Center region (1940-1970)
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From the 1950s onwards, production facilities of AHMSA expanded and modernized almost
continuously, increasing productivity and diminishing production costs. After loans were
obtained from foreign banks (e.g. the French National Bank for Commerce and Industry), a
second furnace was completed in 1958, followed by the construction of a third a year later. In
the process, the old fashioned Siemens-Martin open blast furnaces were gradually replaced
by modern Basic Oxygen Furnaces (BOF), and a continuous production process was
introduced which reduced production time considerably (Rueda et al., 1990: 16). Between
1966 and 1971, two more furnaces were installed, after which the total annual production
exceeded two million tons, turning AHMSA into one of the principal building blocks that
made the ‘stabilized development’ model to a success.

Several takeovers of other foundries (e.g. La Consolidada) contributed to the
diversification of production (e.g. hot rolled strip, cold rolled strip, tinplate, plate, tin free
steel, structural shapes, light shapes, and wire rod) and a further increase of AHMSA’s
market share (Toledo and Zapata, 1999: 45). In addition, a number of affiliate companies
were taken over (e.g. coal mining, coal laundries and coking installations in the Carbonífera
belonging to ASARCO) or newly created (e.g. iron ore mines in Sierra Mojada (Desert
region) and La Perla (Chihuahua), after which the exploitation and transport of raw
materials was further optimized. Pape and his fellow ARMCO engineers also reinvested
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Box 4.1 - New uses for Coahuilan coal: The Border region

During the first years of his government, President Adolfo López Mateos (1958-1964) openly
displayed a more left-of-center ideology than his predecessors, for instance by immediately
recognizing the revolutionary government of Cuba in 1959. In his domestic policies, López
Mateos struck a strongly nationalist chord, emphasizing the need for ‘mexicanization’ of key
economic sectors, among which the production and distribution of energy. Mexico’s growing
energy shortages had been an important concern for some time, and López Mateos considered
the sector to be in better hands with the government. In 1960, he nationalized all foreign
companies active in the energy sector by buying their concessions.

Looking for alternative resources to alleviate national energy shortages, one of the
experiments undertaken by the López Mateos administration was to generate energy through
the combustion of coal. In 1964, a pilot project was started in Nava, located in the Border
region of Coahuila. The coal reserves of the Fuente-Río Escondido basin are not as extensive as
those in the Sabinas basin in the Carbonífera, but its coal can be heated to much higher
temperatures –without turning into cokes– than the metallurgic coal that is found in the
Carbonífera, and thus generate thermal energy. In addition, the coal reserves in Coahuila’s
Border region are found much closer to the surface, allowing exploitation by means of efficient
open cast mines. Although the pilot plant proved a success and operated until 1977, it took
until 1981 before a new large carbon electric plant was taken into production that could
provide in the regional need for energy. Just over a decade later, a second plant was opened.
The carbon electric plants, operated by the Comisión Federal de Electricidad (CFE), and the new
parastate company that took care of the exploitation of the coal, Minería Carbonífera Río
Escondido (MICARE) have since become the principal employers in the sub-region. Together,
these plants generate 7% of the national energy supply (Aguayo, 2000: 188), and provide the
entire state of Coahuila and parts of Nuevo León and Chihuahua with energy.
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some of AHMSA’s profits, founding a series of private companies in Monclova, eventually
gathered under the name of the Grupo Industrial Monclova (GIMSA) in 1976. GIMSA
manufactured machinery, using AHMSA’s steel, which in turn supplied services to AHMSA
(Chávez, 1994: 69).21

Conclusion

This chapter has presented a historic overview of the different industrial pathways of
development within the state of Coahuila, from the late nineteenth century until the 1970s.
Two clear development strategies can be distinguished, which were more or less clearly
delimited in time. The first period largely coincides with the Porfiriato, during which Mexico
experienced its first stage of industrialization. Díaz’ development strategy was essentially
outward-looking, based on the exploitation and processing of Mexico’s primary
commodities. The political stability and the generous concessions offered to national and
foreign private capital greatly contributed to the strong economic growth in Mexico during
most the Porfiriato.

The developments in the Laguna and Carbonífera demonstrate that this growth was
above all the result of joint efforts and interests of a number of actors operating at different
geographical scale levels: the federal government, local capital and foreign private capital. A
comparison between the two regions, however, also shows that these developments are place-
specific, and each group of actors is not necessarily equally involved in all processes. The
cultivation of cotton in the Laguna has predominantly been a matter of local capital, whereas
coal mining in the Carbonífera involved mostly foreign capital.

The violent events of the Mexican revolution (1910-1917) –during which military control
over Coahuila was of great strategic importance to all parties involved in the struggles–
temporarily interrupted most economic activities, but did not necessarily mean the end of it. In
a climate where much of the resources, transport and communication were destroyed, food
shortages were widespread and political instability ruled, the new government relied strongly
on the elites from the Porfiriato in its attempts to establish economic recovery. A significant
change with the Porfiriato, however, was that peasants and workers became actors of increasing
political and economic importance. The radical reforms of the Cárdenas administration,
drastically reducing the influence of foreign interests in the Mexican economy and meeting the
demands of worker and peasant organizations to a certain degree (e.g. the large-scale land
reform in the Laguna) marked the beginning of a more inward-looking development.

The strategy of import substituting industrialization was adopted in the 1940s. The war
efforts of the United States and Europe offered opportunities for Mexico’s domestic
industries to grow, thereby supported and protected by high protective tariffs on imports of
consumer goods. Nevertheless, as the case of AHMSA clearly demonstrated, during the
heyday of the strategy of import substitution (1940-1970), the weight of direct state
intervention in the economy, was relatively low, allowing private initiative, and even foreign
capital, to flourish. During these three decades, AHMSA also represented a clear example of
a successful interaction between different actors at different geographical scale levels. During
the 1970s, the weight of the State in the Mexican economy would increase strongly in answer
to increasing political-economic pressures –with dramatic consequences as will be discussed
in the next chapter– that would lead to a new shift in development strategy and a difficult
process of economic restructuring.

[ 86

deBell opmaak Haveka  15-11-2005  08:13  Pagina 86



Notes

1 The most important textile industries were situated in and around Saltillo (La Aurora, 1840; La
Hibernia, 1842; Bella Unión, 1856; La Esmeralda, 1860), around Torreón (La Constancia, 1850), in
Parras (La Estrella, 1870), and in Monvclova (La Buena Fe, 1875) (Marroni, 1992).

2 In 1893 several influential entrepreneurs from Saltillo and the Laguna joined a group of
Monterrey entrepreneurs and formed the Banco de Nuevo León, with branches in Saltillo,
Torreón and Ciudad Porfirio Díaz (Piedras Negras). Other banks that were founded in these
years were the Banco Refaccionario de la Laguna, the Banco Mercantil de Monterrey and the
Banco de Coahuila. The American Bank of Torreón was completely in foreign hands (Langston,
1980: 53-54).

3 Most influential families in Chihuahua were predominantly engaged in banking, mining,
livestock, and light industrial activities. Commercial agriculture (cotton) was the dominant
activity in the Laguna, whereas Monterrey was best characterized by its banking activities and
heavy industries (Cerutti et al., 2000: 9).

4 Evaristo Madero started as a landowner in the Border region of Coahuila, breeding livestock,
after which he started trading operations with the United States from Monterrey. In the early
1870s, after he had moved his business to Parras, Madero became one of the principal producers
of cotton. Via close kinship and family ties with other wealthy entrepreneurs, Madero’s business
interests spread out over the whole northeast of Mexico (cf. Cerutti, 1983: 61-106).

5 Estimates vary from more than 70% (Plana, 1996: 224) to 90% (Marroni, 1992: 10).
6 The Compañía Industrial Saltillera, founded by William Purcell and Dámaso Rodríguez in

Saltillo, included diverse manufacturing operations such as textiles (Bella Unión; together with the
Garza family), paper (the Compañía Manufacturera de Papel de Saltillo; together with the
Rodríguez González and the Dávila family) and flour (Molinos del Fénix).

7 With almost 600 employees, La Estrella in Parras was the largest plant in Coahuila. After
modernization, La Constancia (Torreón; 300 employees), Bella Unión (Saltillo; 150 employees) and
La Buena Fe (Monclova; 150 employees) were among Coahuila’s larger plants (Marroni, 1992: 67).

8 The North American Continental Mexican Rubber Company operated plants in Saltillo, Torreón,
and Ocampo before more secure and profitable raw materials were found in South East Asia, and
synthetic materials gained terrain in the 1920s (Langston, 1980: 51-52).

9 According to Ramiro Flores, the coal reserves of the Carbonífera were discovered by Jacob
Kuchler in 1866, an engineer from Austria who was sent out by the Habsburg emperor
Maximilian to look for minerals (Flores, 2002: 20).

10 Some entrepreneurs such as William Purcell even constructed their own private railroad to
transport precious metals from northern Zacatecas (Concepción del Oro and Mazapil) to Saltillo,
where he operated a smelter (the Mazapil Copper Company).

11 Until the 1940s, much of the steel production in its turn, was primarily directed to the production
of railroad bars, railroad cars, and mining equipment (Minello and Barranco, 1995: 58).

12 Cokes are a derivative of coal, without its natural gasses.
13 There is no clear definition of the position of jefe politíco. Originally, it was an institution with

wide legal, political, military, financial, judicial and clientelistic resources that was installed after
independence to increase centralized control, and reinstated in 1874. Conceived as a link between
federal and state authorities, more often they acted as the opposite, that is as spokesmen and
agents of powerful regional interests which sought further autonomy. They answered to the state
governor, but were often appointed directly by the central government. Their influence was
probably as important as that of governors. The constant abuses and excesses, corruption,
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ineptitude and inflexibility of these jefes translated into structural weaknesses of the Díaz-regime.
The jefes encountered rejection as the municipalities lost a great deal of freedom, but generally
opposition was turned down with iron hand (Falcón, 1994: 109-112).

14 Evaristo Madero had been a major contender for political power in Coahuila since the end of the
French intervention (1864-1867). He had governed Coahuila between 1880 and 1884, after which
Díaz appointed the head of a competing faction, José María Garza Galán, as governor of
Coahuila. After almost a decade (1893), Madero and several other elite members orchestrated a
revolt to prevent Garza Galán’s reelection out of discontent with the arbitrariness, corruption and
monopolization of political and economic control by the Garza Galán-clique (cf. Richmond,
1980, Langston, 1984, Falcón, 1994). After intervention of the governor of Nuevo León, General
Bernardo Reyes, who was Díaz’ trusted agent in the northeast of Mexico, Miguel Cárdenas,
representing Coahuila’s third important political faction, was installed as governor (1894-1909)
with the consent of the other elite factions (Langston, 1980: 117).

15 In particular Bernardo Reyes’ (governor of Nuevo León) possible candidature obtained
widespread enthusiasm among reform-minded liberal middle-class citizens gathered within the
Democratic Party (1909). Díaz interpreted the support for Reyes as a threat. He maintained the
unpopular vice-president Ramón Corral as his running mate for the 1910-election, and replaced
all known Reyes-supporters throughout the country, including governor Cárdenas of Coahuila.

16 Calles, perhaps Mexico’s strongest political figure since Díaz, opted not to violate the ‘no-
reelection’ principle to ensure political stability, but instead exercised behind-the-scenes control
over Mexican politics as the jefe máximo (supreme leader) until 1934, through appointing three
consecutive presidents through which he acted as de facto president.

17 The ejido, or communally farmed plot, emerged as the uniquely Mexican form of redistributing
large landholdings. The state retained title to the land but granted the ejidatarios the right to farm
the land, either in a collective manner or through the designation of individual plots of land.
Ejidatarios could not sell or mortgage their land but could pass the land-use rights to their heirs.
Ejidatarios had to work their land regularly in order to maintain their rights.

18 Apart from the Mexican revolution, the Cárdenas-era is perhaps the second most debated topic
among Mexicanists, arguing about the motives of his progressive policies. Populists have
presented these reforms as conquests of working-class and peasant mobilizations, whereas
revisionists emphasize the top-down character of the reforms, intended to increase control over
peasant and worker organizations through their inclusion into the new Partido de la Revolución
Mexicana (PRM), founded in 1936.

19 The heyday of import substitution is reached under the so-called model of ‘stabilized development’,
designed by Antonio Ortiz Mena, Secretary of Treasury under the administrations of Adolfo López
Mateos (1958-1964) and Gustavo Díaz Ordaz (1964-1970), which implied maintaining a steady
economic growth by controlling inflation and stabilizing the national currency.

20 A foundry is considered integrated when it encompasses the complete process of steel production
from its basic raw materials: iron ore, limestone, and cokes.

21 The construction under which the companies belonging to GIM operate –both as providers as
well as buyers from AHMSA– raised suspicion among many workers of AHMSA and many
irregularities were denounced. Many considered it unethical that high AHMSA functionaries
became important providers to their own company (Toledo and Zapata, 1999: 56; Chávez, 1994:
69). After his death in 1975, however, Pape obtained an almost mythical status in Monclova
because he dedicated an important part of his inheritance to the welfare of the local community.
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 Crisis and restructuring

Introduction

The previous chapter analyzed the specific historic economic trajectories of several of
Coahuila’s sub-regions in relation to economic and political developments at the national
and international level. In the official, orthodox historiography of Mexico, the period 1940-
1970 is commonly considered to be the heydays of the post-revolutionary regime. From
‘revolution to evolution’ (Cline, 1962) celebrated the accomplishment of national integration,
long-term political stability and impressive economic growth –a combination that was
unique in Latin America. In several ways, the late 1960s and early 1970s marked an
important turning point in modern Mexican history. In political terms, the most immediate
cause was perhaps the violent repression of a student demonstration on the eve of the
Olympic Games in Mexico City in 1968, which shattered the ‘revolution to evolution’
narrative and increasingly replaced it by images of an authoritarian, centralized, and corrupt
state (cf. Reyna and Weinert, 1977). In the economy, the hidden problems of the import
substitution model came to the surface around that same time. Domestic markets had
become saturated, and purchasing power was limited to certain privileged social strata.

The 1970s saw an increasing polarization within the Mexican political economy.
Government spending in the economy increased spectacularly in the 1970s, intending to
restore the regime’s legitimacy by dealing with problems of unemployment and unequal
income distribution. These populist measures, however, were not very successful and created
several new problems. Towards the late 1970s, as public expenditure continued to grow, the
Mexican economy had become increasingly dependent on income generated by oil exports
and low-interest foreign loans.

Mexico’s model of import substitution finally collapsed under its large foreign debt in
1982, after which state-society relations experienced radical economic transformation under
direction of the IMF and the World Bank, and a new generation of government officials
schooled in the neoclassical economic tradition. Deregulation, trade liberalization and
privatization of state-owned enterprises became the new norm, with the principal objective
of further integrating Mexico into the world economy. Since the 1980s, export-oriented
industrialization, primarily driven by foreign investments, would increasingly become the
new core of policy making in Mexico (cf. Dussel, 2000).

This chapter focuses on the complex and multi-layered process of transformation of
Mexico’s political economy since the 1970s. These processes did not happen everywhere at
the same time and with the same intensity, and consequently, did not have the same
outcomes everywhere. For instance, on the one hand, the early experiments in export
manufacturing in northern Mexico became increasingly successful since the late 1970s. To
many economic sectors that had traditionally relied on government support and protection,
on the other hand, the radical opening of Mexico’s economy in the early 1980s had the effect
of a shock treatment. The main objective of this chapter is to analyze what impact these
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processes of restructuring had on Coahuila’s different sub-regions, and answer the question
why some sub-regions, industries and social groups have managed to benefit from this
transformation and others have not?

Section 5.1 focuses on the economically and politically turbulent 1970s. It addresses in
particular the different strategies followed by a state-owned and a privately owned company
when confronted with the limits of the import substitution strategy. Section 5.2 discusses on
the earliest attempts of export manufacturing in Coahuila, prior to the opening of Mexico’s
economy in the early 1980s. These include assembly operations in export processing zones
directly along the U.S. border, as well as other significant foreign direct investments in the
interior of the state. Section 5.3 addresses the differential effects of liberalization,
deregulation and privatization policies that were implemented in the second half of the
1980s. It discusses the difficult process of restructuring of one of Coahuila’s most important
(state-owned) companies, while the export assembly operations were gaining increasing
economic importance. Section 5.4 analyzes the local impact of the expansion and acceleration
of Mexico’s economic reforms in the late 1980s, in the form of more structural reforms that
were directed to further integrate the national Mexican economy into the global economy.
These measures had a particularly strong impact on those economic sectors with the longest
industrial trajectories in Coahuila.

. Crises and conflicts (-)

In an attempt to restore the regime’s legitimacy, the administration of President Echeverría
(1970-1976) resorted to more populist measures, attempting to promote growth beyond the
perceived limits of import substitution. His policy of ‘shared development’ intended to
correct problems of unemployment and income distribution via a spectacular increase of
public expenditure and the promotion of consumption and social welfare for the middle and
lower classes. By buying out private shareholders and assuming control of hundreds of
domestic enterprises, the State converted into Mexico’s most important economic agent and
a significant producer of goods in a short period of time.

Although Mexico continued to register economic growth throughout most of the 1970s,
economic development was unstable, and frequently disturbed by serious recessions (e.g. 1971-
72, 1975-76, 1980). These macroeconomic warning signs that preceded the crisis of 1982 laid bare
Mexico’s severe structural imbalances such as decreasing productivity continuous inflation,
fiscal deficits, and chronic shortages in the balance of payments. The government, however,
largely ignored these signs. Echeverría’s regime depended heavily on foreign creditors to
finance the domestic programs (Maxfield, 1990: 120). Even after the devaluation of the long
overvalued peso in 1976, and the subsequent agreement reached with the IMF for an
adjustment program, the Mexican government failed to undertake the necessary reforms,
particularly in the area of taxation. Instead, President López Portillo (1976-1982) increasingly
relied on the exploitation and exports of vast, newly discovered reserves of oil in the states of
Campeche, Chiapas and Tabasco, by which he –temporarily– prevented the collapse of the
national economy. These abundant energy resources also acted as secure collateral for foreign
banks, as a result of which low interest loans flooded the country. By the late 1970s, Mexico had
become a single commodity exporter and a major international borrower. The expansionary
government policies anticipated on continued low interest rates and high oil revenues, but
resulted above all in increasing inflation and severe payment problems with the foreign debt.
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5.1.1 Increasing state regulation in the public sector: AHMSA
The Echeverría administration spent heavily on energy, transportation, and basic industries.
With the general dynamic of Mexico’s steel production during the 1960s in mind, ambitious
expansion plans were made in the early 1970s to meet future demand. The government
embarked on several costly infrastructural projects, such as the construction of a new
integrated steel plant on the Pacific coast of Michoacán, Lázaro Cárdenas-Las Truchas
(SICARTSA), and the construction of a second plant at AHMSA, modernized and with
greater capacity. Furthermore, several important organizational changes were implemented
during the 1970s to increase direct federal control over the steel industry. Most experienced
professionals originating from ARMCO –who had managed AHMSA during its first thirty
years as if it had been a private company– were replaced in the early 1970s by a new
management team, based in Mexico City. In 1978, the centralization process of the steel
industry was carried even further when the government gathered all of Mexico’s state-owned
steel companies –including AHMSA, the indebted Fundidora Monterrey, SICARTSA, and
more than eighty affiliated state-owned companies– into one single organizational structure,
Siderúrgica Mexicana (SIDERMEX) (table 5.1).

From the mid-1970s onwards, however, the demand for steel declined as a result of
Mexico’s economic woes. Although it was obvious that it would be impossible to maintain
the growth rhythm of Mexico’s steel industry that started in the 1960s, the Mexican
government continued its expansion programs in the sector (Rueda et al., 1990: 17). Having
exceeded the initial budget by no less than 63%, AHMSA II finally started operating in 1976
with a considerable debt in dollars. Although total production increased spectacularly, by the
late 1970s, AHMSA was above all characterized by a loss of profitability and productivity
(figure 5.1).1 Due to inflation and the devaluation of 1976, the costs of production almost
tripled, of which an increasing part was met by new external credits (Toledo and Zapata,
1999: 171).
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Table 5.1 - The Mexican Steel Industry (1978)

Company Location Since Share National Public/Private 

Production (%) Capital

Altos Hornos de México Monclova (Coahuila) 1944 36,1% Public (SIDERMEX)

(AHMSA) 

Fundidora Monterrey Monterrey (Nuevo León) 1903 14% Private/ Public since

(FUMOSA) 1977 (SIDERMEX)

Siderúrgica Lázaro Cárdenas- Lázaro Cárdenas 1976 8,7% Public (SIDERMEX)

Las Truchas (SICARTSA) (Michoacán)

Hojalata y Lámina (HYLSA) Monterrey (Nuevo León) 1943 21,1% Private (subsidiary 

and Puebla of beer brewery 

Cuauhtémoc)

Tubos de Acero de México Veracruz 1954 6,2% Private (production

(TAMSA) of pipelines for 

PEMEX)

Semi-integrated plants 13,4% Private 

Source: Based on Toledo and Zapata (1990), p. 151.
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To make things worse, productivity was further affected by bad management, widespread
corruption, and numerous labor conflicts. The effects of the centralization of all state-owned
steel companies into SIDERMEX proved to be contrary to those hoped for. The magnitude,
complexity and diversity of its associated companies –all located at a large distance from
Mexico City– severely affected the efficiency of each individual company and encouraged
large scale corruption. In addition, AHMSA became the scene of frequently violent labor
conflicts. After the second plant was opened, the number of unionized workers almost
doubled, reaching a total of more than 20,000 workers. The workers of the second AHMSA
plant had been deliberately grouped into another local unit (sección 288) of the National
Miners and Steel Workers Union (SNTMMSRM), with different collective labor contracts
from the workers of the first AHMSA plant –grouped in sección 147– in order to facilitate
labor control (Rodríguez and Rueda, 1994: 103). Nevertheless, under the influence of a well
organized, independent left-wing movement, labor relations at AHMSA radicalized during
the 1970s, and became increasingly intertwined with local political activism (see box 5.1).

5.1.2 Increasing deregulation in the private sector: The Grupo Industrial Saltillo
The political and economic commotion of the early 1970s and the growing intervention of the
federal government in the economy increasingly undermined the existing pact between the
Mexican private sector and the State, which had been the basis for the successful
accumulation process during the strategy of ‘stabilized development’. Part of the private sector
took a more confrontational attitude towards the government and its policies, by means of
business organizations, capital flight, and even direct political action. As international
investments and loans were now readily available, the dependence on government support and
protection had declined. Many large economic conglomerates made important organizational
changes in the 1970s, replacing the traditional, often paternalistic, organizational structures.

Diversified industrial groups (Grupos), were formed, controlled by boards and often with
quotations on the stock exchange. Production processes were made more efficient and in
many cases redirected towards exports.

The industrial empire of the López del Bosque family in the capital of Saltillo is a classic
example of a conglomerate that started out as a small commercial family business in the late
1920s, and –under the supportive environment of market protection, import tariffs, and low
priced inputs– managed to rapidly expand and diversify production. The Compañía Industrial
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del Norte (CINSA), which produced rudimentary aluminum and laminated articles for
domestic use, passed through several stages of expansion and takeovers in the 1940s. After
the national demand for metallurgic industries and machinery strongly increased, the
foundry department of CINSA was converted into a new company in the mid-1950s, the
Compañía Fundidora del Norte (CIFUNSA), exclusively dedicated to the casting of gray and
malleable iron. CINSA was redirected to the production of water heaters, pewter and
melamine kitchen utensils. A decade later, a third important pillar was added to the
conglomerate, the production of bathroom ceramics and ceramic tiles (Vitromex),
consolidating the López del Bosque’s in their quality of being the most important employer
in the Southeast region of Coahuila (table 5.2).
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Box 5.1 - Municipal elections in Monclova (1978)

As a result of changes in the relationship between AHMSA and the labor unions, the city of
Monclova experienced severe social unrest during much of the 1970s. In the aftermath of the
student movement of 1968, an independent, Maoist movement had emerged within the Steel
Workers and Miners Union (SNTMMSRM), the so-called Línea Proletaria, which challenged the
arbitrariness and corruption of the traditional union bosses (charros) with strong ties to the PRI.
These charros obstructed a meaningful union democracy and often used coercion and bribery
to restrain wage demands. During the second half of the 1970s, when the economic situation
of the steel workers had deteriorated as result of inflation, the Línea Proletaria organized several
strikes at AHMSA and introduced unconventional methods of struggle (e.g. occupying public
buildings, throwing up road blocks). By 1978, the Línea Proletaria had managed to replace the
official union leaders of both AHMSA plants, introducing democratic forms of representation in
defense of workers’ rights (Fourt, 1986).2

The effects of these strikes and blockades spread to the rest of the local community as
problems of urban infrastructure (e.g. housing, water, and gas) were also addressed (Minello
and Barranco, 1995: 162). The municipal elections in Monclova in 1978 would evolve into a
culminating point where the struggle against charrismo became synonym for the struggle
against corruption and abuse of power in general. After a series of corrupt local governments,
and the dedazo of yet another PRI candidate with no links to the local community by Governor
Flores Tapia (1975-1981), many citizens of Monclova began to support the anti-establishment
sentiments of the workers at AHMSA (Bizberg, 1986: 268). A broad, and somewhat curious
‘coalition’ emerged after the Línea Proletaria incited the workers of AHMSA to vote for the
candidate of the PAN, a respected local businessman who was president of the local
COPARMEX at the time, Mexico’s ‘employers union’.3

The PAN won the elections, despite attempts to manipulate the outcomes in favor of the
PRI. Nevertheless, President López Portillo –concerned about the legitimacy of the country’s first
electoral reform designed in 1977 to stimulate greater political participation of opposition
parties– had to personally intervene since Flores Tapia continued to refuse to accept the PAN
victory.4 Although the relationship between the municipal president of the PAN and radical
union leaders was troubled at times, their common aversion against the abuse of power by the
PRI and its affiliates brought these ‘strange bed fellows’ back together during the municipal
elections of 1981, when a former prominent member of the Línea Proletaria was nominated
and elected municipal president of Monclova on behalf of the PAN (Bízberg, 1986).
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In the early 1970s, the paternalistic relationship between management and workers that had
characterized the industries of the López del Bosque family came under stress as result of the
economic recession. For the first time since their foundation, CINSA and CIFUNSA
experienced serious labor unrest in 1974. A conflict over a poorly negotiated union contract
escalated after involvement of an independent labor organization from the center of the country,
the Frente Auténtico de Trabajo (FAT). The FAT organized a general strike that involved more
than 6,000 workers and lasted for almost two months, paralyzing a substantial part of the
regional economy. The FAT managed to mobilize students and representatives of the urban
middle class for the cause of the workers, organizing door-to-door collections to provide food
for the families of those on strike. Experienced in obtaining civil support, the FAT deliberately
presented the industrial empire of the López del Bosque’s as a giant that dominated the lives of
many. Either you worked for them or you did not work at all (‘… o trabajan en el grupo o no
trabajan’) (Camacho, 1975: 422). As the strike increasingly took on the character of a class
struggle against the establishment in general, business representatives, official union leaders and
the local government gathered forces in an effort to split the workers from their leaders.
Eventually, they managed to restore order, after which new labor contracts were formulated,
while the supposed troublemakers were fired and blacklisted in the region (Camacho, 1975).

More importantly, the year after the end of the strike, the López del Bosque’s
implemented important organizational changes within their different industries, creating the
Grupo Industrial Saltillo (GIS). The principal focus shifted from production for the domestic
market towards export production. In order to reduce costs and become more competitive
internationally, production processes, technology, and organization were radically
modernized. Further diversification was pursued in order to react with greater flexibility to
the changes in market demand, although GIS continued to limit itself to three basic lines of
production: engine blocks, articles for domestic use, and bathroom ceramics. Companies that
were unprofitable or fell outside these categories, were either closed or sold.

Both productivity and sales of each of its respective companies have increased
spectacularly since its restructuring process, and by the late 1970s, GIS employed more than
10,000 workers. Unlike many other Mexican conglomerates –most notably the Grupo
Monterrey that shared in the national oil bonanza during the second half of the 1970s– the
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Table 5.2 - Principal companies, products and numbers of workers at GIS (1975)

Companies Products Since Number of workers

Asesoría y Servicios (ASGIS) Consulting and services 1974 150

Compañía Fundidora del Norte (CIFUNSA) Grey malleable iron 1955 2,750

Compañía Industrial del Norte (CINSA) Melamine and pewter 

kitchen utensils 1932 2,250

Brochas y Cepillos Éxito Paint brushes 1942 165

Molinos del Fénix Flour 1947 160

Moto Isidro López (ISLO) Motorbikes 1956 815

Cerámica Vitromex Bathroom ceramics 1967 565

Others 127

Total 6,982

Source: Camacho (1975), p. 418.
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expansion of GIS was not financed by low-interest foreign loans that flooded the country
during the oil boom. GIS had followed a much more conservative strategy, primarily
reinvesting profits to finance their expansion operations. In retrospect, by consolidating its
vertical integration rather than widely diversifying horizontally, GIS was well prepared to
confront the crisis of the 1980s, and become competitive in an increasingly internationalized
economy (Yáñez 1994: 188).

. Early attempts of export manufacturing (-)

Inspired by the success of the export-processing zones in South East Asia, the Díaz Ordaz
administration (1964-1970) had initiated an early experiment in export-oriented
industrialization along the Mexico-U.S. border in the mid-1960s, in an attempt to alleviate
unemployment and stimulate local economic growth in Mexico’s northern border region.5 In
an era still strongly dominated by the strategy of import substitution, the Border
Industrialization Program (BIP) allowed foreign and Mexican investors to temporarily
import into Mexico, on a duty free basis, all items needed (e.g. machinery, equipment,
materials, parts and components) for the assembly or manufacturing of finished goods. These
goods were subsequently exported. The usual legal restrictions on foreign ownership did not
apply to companies participating in the program, commonly referred to as maquiladoras.6

As a regional development program, BIP was generally successful. Initially, the special
customs regime was strictly limited to a 20-kilometer wide strip along the Mexico-U.S.
border. The success of the program, however, encouraged the Mexican government to
expand formal legislation on several occasions during the 1970s, allowing the establishment
of maquiladoras practically anywhere on Mexican territory, with the exception of its largest
urban-industrial conglomerations (cf. ECLAC, 1996: 111-114). The program proved to be
particularly attractive to U.S. firms. Apart from the Mexican duty exemption, U.S. companies
could take additional advantage of the U.S. tariff provisions 806 and 807, which allowed
intermediate and final goods assembled abroad with U.S. components to be imported into
the United States duty-free, except on the foreign value-added. Consequently, the program
predominantly attracted industries for which labor costs were the most significant
production factor. Most maquiladoras assembled electronics, garments, footwear, toys and the
like, and hence required only modest capital investments, and used relatively simple
technologies while employing low-skilled labor.

The evolution of the maquila industry generated widespread academic interest in Mexico
(cf. Contreras, 2000; Carrillo, 1993; González-Aréchiga and Barajas, 1989) and abroad (cf.
Verkoren, 1995; Wilson, 1992; Sklair, 1989; Stoddard, 1988). However, there is little consensus
on how to interpret the general development of the industry, its structural socioeconomic
impact, and whether or not it should be pursued as a desirable strategy towards economic
growth (cf. Bendesky et al., 2004: 284). Until the 1980s, the development of the maquila
industry was far from linear. Whenever local conditions became less attractive, for example as
a result of union demands or an overvalued peso, the number of export-oriented assembly
operations immediately declined. Moreover, the Border Industrialization Program was not
equally successful in every region along the Mexico-U.S. border. The regional development
of Coahuila’s Border region confirms the argument of Sklair (1989: 26) that there are distinct
sets of economic, political, social, and cultural forces at work, that have given the maquila
industry rather different characteristics in different areas along the border.
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5.2.1 The local impact of the maquila industry
The principal cities of Coahuila’s Border region, Piedras Negras and Ciudad Acuña, were less
successful in attracting foreign investment than other border cities such as Ciudad Juárez
(Chihuahua), Tijuana and Mexicali (Baja California), Nogales (Sonora), and Matamoros
(Tamaulipas) (figure 5.2). The most obvious explanation has to do with the peripheral
geographical location of both cities and their Texas twin cities, Eagle Pass and Del Río. They
are remote from the important economic centers in Mexico and the United States, and –at the
time– lacked a modern urban-industrial infrastructure (cf. Martínez, 1993). Initially, the
development of the maquila industry in Piedras Negras and Ciudad Acuña did not clearly favor
one over the other, but by the late 1970s, maquiladoras increasingly settled in Acuña, due to
several notable differences in local public policies, labor practices, and private sector initiatives.

Economically, demographically and administratively, Piedras Negras has always been
Coahuila’s most important border city, with a traditionally strong presence of the federal
government as a result of its important coal mining operations (MICARE) and steel
industry (La Consolidada, a subsidiary of AHMSA). This industrial tradition, however, has
been accompanied by a long history of union activity, which may explain the modest foreign
investor interest in Piedras Negras.

All the workers of AHMSA, MICARE, as well as of the carbon-electric plants of the
CFE in the nearby municipality of Nava, had been organized in powerful, industry-wide
national unions, the National Miners and Steel Workers Union (SNTMMSRM) and the
Mexican Electrical Workers Union (SUTERM) respectively. Since the late 1960s, the
National Workers Confederation (CTM) struggled for hegemony with autonomous unions
–organized per individual company– for collective contracts of new maquiladoras (Quintero,
2003: 166). Piedras Negras acquired relatively high wage levels, which in combination with
the conflictive unionism and labor unrest, tempered the enthusiasm of possible investors
(Quintero, 2001).

Most local economic initiatives, especially those concerning the improvement of the
urban-industrial infrastructure of Piedras Negras, had traditionally been taken by a small
group of influential local businessmen, who themselves were not directly engaged in the
manufacturing sector. Most among them were active in border trade, local commerce (e.g.
hotels, restaurants, automobile dealerships), construction, and the media, and had built a
substantial local political influence over the years. Several of them had been municipal
president, local deputy or had held other elected positions (see appendix III, table 1).
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Figure 5.2 - Evolution of the maquiladora industry in several Mexican border cities (1975-1982)
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The success of the maquila industry in other border cities, in particular the success of several
local entrepreneurial families in Ciudad Juárez (Chihuahua) who had organized industrial
parks hosting maquiladoras, had not gone unnoticed. The few maquiladoras that began
operating in Piedras Negras in the late 1960s had been established in existing, but often
inadequate, premises downtown. In 1969, prominent members of the private sector of Piedras
Negras united with entrepreneurs and the state government in order to construct an
industrial park that would have all the necessary facilities. Their principal objective was to
attract larger maquila operations that would give a new impulse to the local economy. With
the participation of 84 business associates and a contribution from the federal program
Parques y Ciudades Industriales (cf. Aguilar, 1993), the Industrial Park Piedras Negras was
quickly built and began operating in 1970.

Nevertheless, the boom of investments that was hoped for failed to come. Until the early
1980s, the total number of maquiladoras that had established operations in Piedras Negras
increased only modestly, and in terms of employment, the numbers fluctuated greatly as a
result of economic conjunctures and limited solvency of the plants (figure 5.3). According to
Cirila Quintero (2003), the industrial park of Piedras Negras continued to be hampered by
its unfortunate location, far from the urban agglomeration, with poor transport facilities and
a faltering electricity provision. The Laguna, where several local industrialists also took the
initiative in the 1970s to construct an industrial park in cooperation with the government,
showed a similar problematic situation. In both cases, the primary motivation for the
construction of an industrial park may have had to do with land speculation,7 which explains
the absence of strong additional efforts by the local government and the private sector to
attract maquila industries to Piedras Negras. As a result, the local economy continued to rely
primarily on its traditionally dominant economic sectors (Quintero, 2003: 158).

The investment conditions in Ciudad Acuña, situated almost 90 kilometers upstream on
the Río Bravo, were substantially different from those in Piedras Negras. In the late 1960s,
Ciudad Acuña was a much smaller city than Piedras Negras, lacking mineral resources and
industry. Its principal economic activities, most notably commerce, livestock breeding, and
tourism, were primarily directed towards its U.S twin city, Del Río, which hosted a naval
base.8

In spite of these conditions, and in difference from Piedras Negras, Ciudad Acuña
offered several stimuli for the development of the maquila industry. First, there was no strong
tradition of unionism in Acuña when maquiladoras first established here in the late 1960s.
Existing unions were mostly local and found themselves incapable of establishing a
powerbase in new –mostly foreign– companies (Quintero, 2000). The local maquiladora
association has been very influential from the start. Those companies allowing the formation
of unions did so under strict company control. In order to counter potential labor unrest,
wage levels were initially established a little above the level of Piedras Negras, but were
subsequently frozen, and remained this way for more than a decade. In a short period of
time, maquila operations had become the city’s principal economic activity. By the late 1970s,
the employment generated by maquiladoras in Ciudad Acuña was more significant than that
in Piedras Negras (figure 5.3), and in the 1980s Acuña evolved into Coahuila’s principal
maquila city.9

Like in most other Mexico-U.S. border cities, members of influential local
entrepreneurial families have taken the initiative to develop an industrial park in Acuña in
order to encourage local maquila investments.10 Copying a model that had proven successful
in Nogales (Sonora), the industrial park Amistad was constructed with federal financial
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support and opened in the early 1970s. It offered state-of-the-art facilities, built with ‘colonial
Mexican’ style architecture. The basic strategy of Amistad strongly differed from that of the
industrial park Piedras Negras. The principal objective was not just to construct industrial
parks and rent out premises and facilities to companies, but also to offer customized services
regarding administration, installment of machinery, contracting of personnel, etceteras.11 This
concept proved to be very successful in terms of attracting foreign investors. In the following
years, similar parks, all under the company name Amistad, were opened on prime locations in
other municipalities throughout Coahuila, including Piedras Negras.

5.2.2 The local impact of other foreign direct investments (non-maquiladora)
The special customs regime of the Border Industrialization Program was particularly
attractive for industries with labor-intensive production processes, such as in electronics,
garments, footwear and toys. Since the mid-1970s, however, more capital-intensive
industries, the automobile industry in particular, also started to look for alternative ‘offshore’
production locations. North America’s major automobile producers (General Motors, Ford,
and Chrysler) were suffering from a stagnating demand in their home market. At the same
time, foreign competition –most notably from Japan– had increased substantially thanks to
superior technologies, modes of production, and management practices.

In their efforts to regain market share, the ‘Big Three’ defined new strategies involving
restructuring of production and new investments in Mexico. Although all three automotive
companies already operated important manufacturing operations in central Mexico (Mexico
City and Toluca) since the late 1950s and early 1960s, their particular interest went out to a
number of locations in northern Mexico. This preference can be explained by pointing out
some of the principal differences between the ‘first generation’ and ‘second generation’ of U.S.
automobile plants in Mexico, both with respect to their principal objective and their
technical and organizational production process.

Under the strategy of import substitution, the automobile industry was considered
pivotal for Mexico’s process of industrialization. Aiming at obtaining a share of Mexico’s
large and fast growing domestic market, the first generation of U.S automobile plants
therefore concentrated production in Mexico’s largest urban-industrial agglomeration, taking
the large number of regulations, for instance strict requirements of minimal local content,
into the bargain (cf. Shaiken and Herzenberg, 1989). The production of the second
generation of U.S automobile production plants, on the other hand, was entirely directed at
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Figure 5.3 - Evolution of maquiladora employment in Coahuila’s border cities (1975-1982)
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export markets. Although the Mexican automobile industry continued to be subject to more
regulations than any other industry until the late 1980s, the ‘Third Decree’ on the
‘modernization and development’ of the Mexican automobile industry –issued in 1977–
proved to be an important incentive for U.S. automobile manufacturers to invest in Mexico
because it explicitly promoted export manufacturing (Ruiz et al., 1997: 26-27, 57). Since the
U.S. market would be the main destination of exports, a location in the north of Mexico
seemed most convenient.

Another important difference was of an organizational nature. The automobile industry
is essentially an assembly industry, bringing together an immense number and variety of
components, ranging from bodies and engines to small cosmetic pieces of trim. The
production processes in the old plants were organized according to Fordist principles of
standardized mass-production. The new production plants in northern Mexico, however,
were designed for so-called flexible production systems, which, following the example of the
Japanese automobile industry, increasingly had become the new worldwide standard of
automobile production since the 1970s (cf. Womack et al., 1990). Although nowadays most
plants in Mexico’s heartland have also been modernized or closed, at the time, building new
plants from scratch required less effort than introducing new practices into the established
automobile industry.

The relatively large distance to the economic center of Mexico proved to be another
important advantage (cf. Micheli, 1994). First, the local minimum wages in the north of
Mexico were considerably lower than those in the unionized plants in Mexico City and
Toluca. Second, these ‘greenfield’ locations allowed the companies to establish new capital-
labor relations based on internal flexibility. The bargaining position of the unions was
weakened beforehand by contracting temporary, non-unionized workers, or by installing
controlled company unions (sindicatos blancos) that avoided interference of the powerful
national unions. Finally, investing in intermediate or ‘secondary’ cities (e.g. Hermosillo,
Torreón-Gómez Palacio, Querétaro, Saltillo-Ramos Arizpe, Aguascalientes) was made more
attractive thanks to decentralization measures taken by the federal government (cf. Aguilar,
1993).12

In 1978, after having conducted feasibility studies of more than 60 possible locations in
northern Mexico, both General Motors (GM) and Chrysler decided to put up shop in
Ramos Arizpe, in the suburbs of Saltillo, in the Southeast region of Coahuila.13 In 1980, GM
constructed an assembly plant for small passenger cars for the export market, followed
shortly after by a plant for the manufacturing of six-cylinder engines, which production was
destined to various U.S. based assembly plants. Around that same time Chrysler opened a
plant for the manufacturing of four-cylinder engines and transmissions for the export
market.

Important local conditions and actors that have played a significant role in this decision
making process include Saltillo’s strategic geographical location with respect to Monterrey,
Mexico City and important cities in the United States, and its good infrastructure of roads,
railroads, and airports (cf. Mendoza, 1999; Zepeda and Castro, 1999). In addition, the
Southeast region had a strong industrial tradition, and counted with the presence of several
institutions of higher technical education. Equally important was the region’s labor
tranquility (cf. Yáñez, 1994), the result of new capital-labor relations that were established in
the mid-1970s by the most important private employer in the region, GIS.

In addition to these factors, the role of the pro-active administration of Governor Oscar
Flores Tapia (1975-1981) should be mentioned. Inspired by the opportunities offered by the
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Border Industrialization Program, he had installed a Secretary for Planning and
Development, in charge of improving urban infrastructure and installing new industrial
parks in Coahuila’s principal industrial growth poles in order to attract foreign investment
(Flores Tapia, 1976: 43). These efforts had been modestly successful until GM and Chrysler
manifested their possible interest in establishing in Coahuila. Flores Tapia ordered the
director for Planning and Development at the time to spare neither pain nor expenses
(‘ofréceles todo’)14 in order to assure the establishment of both companies. The government
provided most of the necessary infrastructure and in addition offered a wide range of services
at reduced tariffs.

The sheer magnitude of the investments of GM and Chrysler changed local society
almost overnight. The principal objective set by the government in 1975, creating direct
employment, was met beyond its wildest imagination. According to the director for Planning
and Development, this type of investment, and the volume of employment it created, had
never been seen before in Coahuila. ‘There were only few large companies here at the time. The
Grupo Industrial Saltillo, Peñoles in Torreón, Altos Hornos in Monclova […] That was it, the rest
were small or very small companies’.15 The significance of these investments would become
even greater through its spin-off effects, including its linkages with numerous other
industries. The plants of GM and Chrysler in Ramos Arizpe are considered ‘core companies’
or ‘lead firms’ of the automobile industry. With the introduction of ‘just-in-time’ inventories,
relationships with suppliers became much closer, both functionally and geographically. As a
result, the establishment of both lead firms created a boom in new investments in the
Southeast region, which few observers, including those in the government, had foreseen at
the time.

. The local impact of Mexico’s debt-crisis (-)

The success of export manufacturing, both by maquiladoras and non-maquiladoras, contrasted
sharply with the decline of other economic sectors during the 1970s as a result of increasing
bureaucratization, inefficiency and corruption. The continuation of the import substitution
strategy, increasingly based on the exploitation of oil and short term foreign loans, eventually
resulted in a cataclysmic breakdown of the Mexican economy in 1982. After interest rates on
Mexico’s foreign short-term loans quadrupled in a short period of time (Cypher, 1990: 121), at
a time when the value of petroleum exports sharply plummeted, Mexico was unable to pay
its debts. Shortly before the end of his term, President López Portillo had to announce
Mexico’s bankruptcy, after which the need for economic restructuring became acute.

López Portillo’s successor, the neoclassically trained economist Miguel de la Madrid
(1982-1988), turned to the IMF and the World Bank for help, thereby agreeing to a
restructuring program with rigid economic objectives. Throughout most of the 1980s, public
policies were characterized by austerity and fiscal discipline. Macroeconomic recovery,
however, was slow and problems of inflation, devaluation, deteriorating income situations
and soaring unemployment continued to dominate national politics. To most sectors of
society, the structural adjustment programs that were implemented had the effect of a shock
treatment. Despite these severe adjustment costs, the benefits were believed to exceed the
initial costs in the long run.

Under these circumstances, export-oriented manufacturing operations became
increasingly important for generating foreign currency, thereby taking the role that foreign
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credits had during the 1970s in balancing Mexico’s balance of payments (Ruiz et al., 1997: 13).
As such, the maquila industry developed from an exceptional regime, directed to stimulate
regional development, into an instrument to promote Mexico’s new export-oriented
development on a national level (Wilson, 1992: 40). With the objective to turn maquiladoras
into a catalyst for endogenous industrial development, legislation was adapted on several
occasions. In 1983, the regulations for establishing a maquiladora were made less complicated,
and companies were encouraged to locate in the interior of Mexico.16 Two years later, two
new programs were designed to make it easier for Mexican firms to become involved in
export processing by offering the same duty free treatment of temporary imports of inputs
and machinery as companies operating under the maquiladora regime.17

One of the most fundamental and structural economic changes of the De la Madrid
administration was Mexico’s entry into the GATT in 1986, which signified the definitive
break with import substitution. Once Mexico had formally adopted the economic strategy of
export promotion, import tariffs were lowered and non-tariff barriers eliminated. The radical
opening up of the Mexican economy forced companies, industries and economic sectors that
had traditionally strongly relied on state protection and subsidies, into often troublesome
processes of restructuring in order to become more competitive internationally. The contrast
between those sectors and the export-oriented industries that already operated within an
increasingly global economy strongly increased during the 1980s. This section will address
the difficult process of economic restructuring in Coahuila, and indicate the increasing
importance of its maquila operations.

5.3.1 Downsizing the Mexican steel industry: AHMSA
The problems of the Mexican steel sector became painfully clear after the debt crisis.
Protected and isolated from the world market, international trends in steel production had
been disregarded. International consumption patterns of steel had diminished during the
1970s as a result of the global economic slowdown, and production had become more cost
efficient, flexible, and diverse (cf. Rueda et al., 1990: 26-31). Worldwide, products with a high
steel content were increasingly replaced by more economic and lightweight products such as
aluminum and plastics. The Mexican government, however, had only further expanded
national steel production during that same period. Quality improvements, cost reduction,
and efficiency had not been a priority of the large bureaucratic organization SIDERMEX.
According to international standards, the Mexican steel industry had fallen behind
technologically. After the crisis of 1982, the national demand for steel collapsed, while at the
same time the companies incorporated within SIDERMEX were confronted with
difficulties in servicing their foreign debt. Consecutive devaluations of the peso made their
financial situation even worse.

The De la Madrid administration tried to find a way out through a restructuring of
Mexico’s steel sector, redirecting it towards export markets in order to compensate for the
diminished national demand of steel, and –at the same time– to fulfill Mexico’s urgent need
for foreign currency. The Programa de Rehabilitación y Optimalización (PRO I), implemented
in 1984, aimed to improve efficiency and international competitiveness of AHMSA, Mexico’s
largest steel foundry. A new Basic Oxygen Furnace (BOF), a continuous melting machine
(colada contínua), and a new pellet plant were installed in the midst of the crisis. In addition,
major investments were made to expand the operations of AHMSA’s mining subsidiary,
MIMOSA (Minerales Monclova), which opened up three new plants in Palau, in the
municipality of Múzquiz, in the 1980s. Finally, a 390-kilometer long pipeline, the so-called
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ferroducto, was constructed, transporting iron ore, diluted with water, directly from the mines
at La Perla, in the state of Chihuahua, and Hércules, in the municipality of Sierra Mojada, to
Monclova. This assured the input of raw materials and saved costs and time in comparison to
transport by rail (Toledo and Zapata, 1999: 297-298). Despite these modernization efforts,
AHMSA remained unable to fill its maximum production capacity (figure 5.4).

In reality, AHMSA’s excess in personnel has constituted a much more serious constraint
on the company’s productivity than its outdated equipment. Since the mid-1970s, its labor
force had increased continuously, as had the influence of radical union activism. Between
1983 and 1987, employment was stable and the labor force fluctuated around 21,000 workers
(figure 5.5). Only the radicals related to the Línea Proletaria and those with temporary
contracts were laid off, and occasionally rehired according to the needs of the moment
(Redonnet, 1992: 118).

With the prospect of Mexico’s entry into GATT in 1986, De la Madrid commissioned an
evaluation of Mexico’s steel industry with respect to its international competitiveness and
export capacity. The report, presented in early 1986, proposed a series of far-reaching
technical and administrative measures to improve efficiency and quality of the Mexican steel
industry in general and to increase its international market share. It recommended
dismantling SIDERMEX, closing companies that were no longer profitable, such as the
Fundidora Monterrey –Mexico’s eldest foundry– and privatizing all other companies and
their subsidiaries (Toledo and Zapata, 1999).

In order to make AHMSA more attractive for privatization, a new program (PRO II),
subsidized by the World Bank, was implemented in 1986 to increase the productivity of the
company. The management of AHMSA reduced the maximum production capacity,
shutting down three of its five blast furnaces, and selling or closing subsidiaries with no
direct relationship to the production process (Chávez, 1994: 91). The management also
planned to radically reduce the total number of workers and employees in the following years
(figure 5.5). To avoid protests, the exact numbers of layoffs were never announced in advance,
but since 1987, workers faced the constant threat of losing their jobs. Since the late 1980s,
Monclova has continuously shown some of the highest unemployment rates nationally
(Cárdenas and Redonnet, 1998: 17-18).

In contrast to the 1970s, however, the power of the labor unions had weakened
considerably. The difficult economic circumstances that had forced the downsizing of several

[ 102

Figure 5.4 - Relationship maximum production capacity and total production AHMSA (1982-1991)
(tons/per year)
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Source: Based on Chávez (1994),
p. 92; Minello and Barranco (1995),
p.146.
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other companies in and around Monclova had changed the outlook of most workers at
AHMSA (cf. Corrales and Guzmán, 1998: 36-37). According to the former union leader of
the Línea Proletaria (1978-1982), most of them were now primarily concerned with
maintaining their jobs and preferred to lay low instead of battling over patron-worker
relationships.18 Even massive dismissals were generally accepted without too much
opposition, out of fear that AHMSA would meet a similar fate as the Fundidora Monterrey
(Rodríguez and Rueda, 1994: 131). Moreover, those workers who had been laid off by
AHMSA received a considerable one-time financial compensation, although only few of
them managed to successfully start up small businesses. More commonly, this sum was used
up within a short time, leaving many not only without work, but also without resources. As a
result, Monclova has also been listed among the poorest cities in the country from the early
1990s on (Rojas, 2002a).

5.3.2 ‘Assembling for development’19
During the 1980s, the maquila phenomenon gained increasing importance in the Mexican
economy, perhaps above all triggered by a decline of real wages by 40% and a new labor
legislation that drastically cut social expenditures (Wilson, 1992: 40). Maquiladoras became
an increasingly important alternative source of employment and foreign currency. The
maquila industry itself also passed through a number of structural changes during the 1980s
that affected its type of production, the average plant size, productivity, location pattern,
origin of capital, and even technological profile (ECLAC, 1996: 9).

Although there is still much academic debate on how representative these changes were,
there seems to be consensus on the growing importance of so-called ‘second generation’
maquiladoras.20 These ‘new’ maquiladoras are no longer limited to the low skill, labor-
intensive assembly type activities with a largely female labor force. The new maquiladoras
generally have incorporated more advanced technologies, more capital-intensive methods, an
increasingly male labor force and more manufacturing instead of purely assembling (Wilson,
1992: 4). The 1980s also experienced a steady increase in the average plant size of
maquiladoras, mainly under influence of the increasing importance of the automobile
industry (the assembly of automotive parts), which generally employed more workers than
the electronics, the garments, and other light industries (ECLAC, 1996: 39). Next to these
developments, however, more traditional maquiladoras continue to exist.

As mentioned earlier, the Border Industrialization Program initially had relatively little
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Figure 5.5 - Evolution of employment at AHMSA (1982-1991)
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impact on the Border region of Coahuila. The 1980s, however, showed a remarkable increase
of maquila operations throughout Coahuila (table 5.3). The maquila industry became
particularly attractive for those sub-regions of Coahuila that had suffered most under the
economic crisis and the subsequent processes of restructuring, such as the Carbonífera and
the Laguna (cf. Martínez, 1993).

The increase in the number of maquila operations in Coahuila in the 1980s is closely
related to some of these new features of the maquila industry. Table 5.3 shows a strong
increase in the number of maquiladoras in the Border region of Coahuila between 1980 and
1990. At the same time, plant size and number of workers has increased, in particular as a
result of the increasing importance of the automobile industry. The data in table 5.3 also
show the increasing importance of maquila operations in the interior of Coahuila. As the size
of most maquila plants increased, many of the more labor-intensive assembly activities
gradually moved away from the areas on the border towards more land-inward locations,
often rural areas with generally lower wage levels (Gereffi, 1996: 87).

These maquiladoras generally involved more national capital, in the form of ‘shelter
operations’21 or joint-ventures, whereas those located on the border were mostly organized
with foreign capital, most commonly from the United States (Sklair, 1989: 145). The
development of the maquila industry in the Laguna conformed to this picture. The local
textile industry had suffered badly from the crisis and the opening up of the Mexican
economy in the early 1980s. After Mexico’s entry into the GATT, numerous local small and
medium-sized entrepreneurs went out of business because they could not compete against
cheap imports. A few others, however, managed to restructure their production process,
while profiting from the support and incentives provided by the broadened maquila
legislation. These entrepreneurs became subcontractors within the global garment industry,
in particular in the production of jeans. Instead of manufacturing a final product, they
concentrated their efforts on the most labor-intensive parts of manufacturing, which
required only modest capital investment, relatively simple technologies and low-skilled labor.
Design and cutting of denim were performed in the United States, while sewing and
assembly of jeans was performed in maquiladoras in and around Torreón, after which the
final product was re-exported to the United States (Dooren, 2003: 136; Bair and Gereffi,
2001: 1891-1892). This strategy has proven quite successful, turning the Laguna into Mexico’s
most important exporting region of denim by 1989. However, the major boom of this type of
manufacturing was still to come.

. More structural reforms (-)

Mexico’s relations between the State, the economy and society were radically transformed
under the administration of President Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1988-1994). The
administration of De la Madrid had been predominantly occupied with crisis management
and economic reform. Under Salinas, economic liberalization, deregulation, and privatization
measures were expanded and accelerated. The rules and regulations for the establishment of
foreign direct investments in the economy were further liberalized and simplified, while the
distinction between maquiladoras and non-maquiladoras became increasingly vague.22

The continuous downsizing of the role of the State has made the role of the private
sector in the Mexican economy increasingly important, often at the expense of labor
(unions). An unprecedented number of public enterprises and banks passed into the hands of
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1980 1990

Industry No. of workers Industry No. of workers

(No. of plants) (No. of plants)

Border region

Ciudad Acuña Automotive (5) 4,449

Electronics (5) 2,251 Electronics (9) 3,702

Garments (1) 420 Garments (1) 32

Others (7) 260 Others (25) 6,914

Allende Garments (1) 695 Garments (1) 729

Others (1) 597

Morelos Electronics (1) 260 Others (2) 80

Nava - - Others (1) 13

Piedras Negras Automotive (1) 11 Automotive (5) 427

Electronics (5) 714 Electronics (10) 1,911

Garments (4) 875 Garments (5) 2,104

Others (8) 992 Others (19) 3,629

Villa Unión - - Others (1) 268

Zaragoza Electronics (2) 945 Others (3) 807

Total 35 7,423 88 25,662

Carbonífera

Múzquiz - - Garments (1) 121

Others (4) 810

Nueva Rosita - - Garments (2) 52

Others (1) 643

Sabinas - - Automotive (1) 677

Electronics (4) 416

Others (3) 72

Total 16 2,791

Center region

Abasolo - - Garments (1) 10

Total 1 10

Laguna

Torreón - - Garments (15) 1,232

Electronics (1) 1,525

Automotive (1) 272

Others (4) 438

Total 21 3,467

Southeast region

Arteaga - - Garments (1) 159

Parras Garments (1) 149 Garments (2) 409

Saltillo Electronics (1) 52 Automotive (5) 1,180

Others (4) 179

Total 2 201 12 1,927

Total COAHUILA 37 7,624 138 33,857

Source: Based on ECLAC (1996), pp. 140-177.

Table 5.3 - Total number of maquiladoras located in Coahuila and employment generated 
(1980 and 1990), per municipality, by industrial sector.
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a relatively limited number of people, many of which had obtained these state-owned
enterprises through unclear arrangements with the government (Valdés, 1994: 234-238). A
new generation of entrepreneurs emerged for whom previous experience in the specific
branch of economic activity they had entered was often not a criterion (cf. MacLeod, 2004;
Teichman, 1995), as the privatization of AHMSA in 1991 demonstrated.

Market-oriented reforms, however, did not work out as favorably for everybody. For
several economic sectors, most notably agriculture and mining, the liberalization policies had
devastating effects. After a successful economic development that started more than a
century ago, both cotton producers in the Laguna and coal miners in the Carbonífera had
become increasingly dependent on the support and protection of the State under the strategy
of import substitution. Most of them proved unable to adequately adapt to the new
economic situation.

5.4.1 The privatization of AHMSA (1991)
In 1990 the federal government announced the liquidation of SIDERMEX and the sale of
all state-owned steel industries, since these were not considered ‘strategic’ any more
(Rogozinski, 1993: 62). After a secret auction, AHMSA was obtained by the Grupo Acerero del
Norte (GAN) in 1991, a new consortium directed by two influential entrepreneurs from
prominent Mexico City-based families. Previously engaged in mining operations in Mineral
del Monte (Hidalgo), neither Xavier Autrey Maza nor Alonso Ancira Elizondo had previous
experience in the steel industry. It is assumed that GAN outbid the only other serious
contestant, Industrias Monterrey (IMSA), part of the influential Grupo Monterrey. Convinced
of the supremacy of their bid, IMSA had already signed an agreement to collaborate with the
local Grupo Industrial Monclova. After the auction, however, they were only left with the
subsidiary company Aceros Planos, which formerly belonged to the Fundidora Monterrey
(Rueda, 2001: 104-105).

The price paid for AHMSA and most of its affiliate companies, a mere 145 million
dollars, seemed a bargain in relation to the estimated value of the total operations. The
obscurity of procedures and the close friendship between the owners of GAN and President
Salinas generated widespread speculation over favoritism. Nevertheless, the offer by GAN
also handed them the responsibility for a debt of 350 million dollars. In addition, they agreed
to an investment of more than 500 million dollars over the next few years to complete the
modernization process that begun in the mid-1980s (Chávez, 1994: 80).

Autrey and Ancira had contracted the technical expertise from the Dutch steel company
Hoogovens before they could obtain loans from foreign creditors in order to make the bid at
AHMSA. The initial collaboration with Hoogovens was set for five years, with a possible
extension for another five years. The staff sent by Hoogovens mainly consisted of experienced
workers who had almost reached retirement age, and were familiar with the outdated
equipment still operative at AHMSA. Although, according to the administrative manager of
Hoogovens at AHMSA, not all the advice was followed, in particular with respect to a further
reduction of the labor force, the initial changes made at AHMSA were impressive.23 Within
three years, productivity, efficiency and quality of AHMSA’s steel had increased
spectacularly. GAN had modernized its mill, expanded and diversified its product lines,
sourced new markets in Chile and the United States, and even made a bid for a rival
Venezuelan steel producer (López, 2001: 134). In the United States the owners of GAN were
hailed as examples of the new dynamic outward-looking Mexican entrepreneur (Wall Street
Journal, 1999).
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However, the benefits of AHMSA’s success for the Center region as a whole were limited.
When AHMSA and its subsidiaries were put up for sale in 1991, the number of workers had
already been cut in half in only two years time. Massive dismissals continued after the
privatization of AHMSA, and local unemployment rates continued to rise. Opportunities for
alternative employment in the sub-region remained limited, despite government efforts to
attract maquiladoras, by means of offering generous incentives. However, AHMSA’s
reputation of strong unionism and labor unrest from the late 1970s and early 1980s continued
to hamper new investments (Cárdenas, 1992: 212).

5.4.2 The reform on mineral resources (1992): the devaluation of coal from 
the Carbonífera

The drop in the national demand for steel in the early 1980s, followed by the downsizing of
the Mexican steel industry, had immediate effects on the coal mining activities in the
Carbonífera. The modernization of the steel industry required greater efficiency and higher
quality in input provision. Mines that were no longer considered ‘strategic’ or cost-effective
were shut down. This concerned those mines with coal reserves too deep below the surface,
those with dangerous working conditions, or those which coal did not meet the new quality
standards. Many coking and washing plants also had to close down. Within a few years,
large-scale coal mining activities in the Carbonífera had been radically restructured, and
increasingly concentrated in the locality of Palau (Múzquiz) (Contreras, 2001a: 103).

The coal mining sector also experienced profound organizational changes as a result of
new legislation that was issued in 1992. The exploitation of Mexico’s mineral resources was
liberalized, making coal and other minerals subject to a concessionary regime. The legislation
separated ownership of a terrain and exploitation of the minerals below the surface. A permit
from the Consejo de Recursos Mineros (Coremi) and the approval of the owner was all that was
needed to run a mine. In practice, the new law became a ‘law of the jungle’ (cf. Aranda,
2005). In addition to the established large (MIMOSA) and medium-sized mining
companies (e.g. MINSA, MEXATIM) that operated in the Carbonífera, numerous pocitos
(pits) appeared in backyards and in agricultural wasteland. In small and narrow vertical
shafts, varying in depth between 30 and 70 meters, small groups of miners (poceros), often
family members, exploited coal with very rudimentary means and only a minimum of
security measures (Vargas, 2002; Proceso, 2002).

The biggest problem, however, remained the commercialization of the coal, since the
general demand of coal had strongly declined in the previous years. After the largest coal
mining company, MIMOSA, had been taken over by the new owners of AHMSA, large
investments were made to improve the company’s efficiency and reduce its production costs.
Most of its operations have become highly mechanized, and where possible, exploitation is
taking place in open cast mines (tajos abiertos). The production capacity of MIMOSA alone
can easily fulfill AHMSA’s total demand for coal, leaving many small and medium-sized coal
miners without a market.

Efforts to sell coal from the Carbonífera to other large coal consumers in Coahuila, the
two carbon electric plants operated by the CFE in the Border region of Coahuila, did not
provide a structural solution. Coal comes in many varieties, differing in physical structure,
chemical content, coking properties, and amount of ashes produced when burned (cf. Sadler,
1992: 36). Metallurgic coal, as found in the Sabinas basin, is ideal for steel foundry but not
suitable in the installations of the CFE because –when used in large quantities– the high
amount of ashes and sulfur it produces during each process of combustion would damage the
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equipment of the plants. These require thermal coal, which can be heated up to much higher
temperatures without coking, exclusively found in the Río Escondido basin in the Border
region of Coahuila. Although MICARE –Coahuila’s largest mining company of thermal
coal that also belongs to GAN– had an exclusive contract with the CFE, occasionally the
small and medium-sized producers from the Carbonífera were allowed to sell small amounts
of metallurgic coal to the CFE by means of intermediates (coyotes), which further reduced the
profits for the small producers.

5.4.3 The agricultural reform of 1992: the devaluation of cotton in the Laguna
The structure of cotton production in the Laguna had become increasingly vulnerable since
the 1950s. Although the importance of Cárdenas’ land reform in the 1930s for small farmers

[ 108

Box 5.2 - Coahuila: ‘Solidarity state’

The economic crisis and subsequent process of economic restructuring had marginalizing effects
on large parts of the Mexican population. In 1988, with President Salinas taking office, almost
half of the Mexican population had an income that fell below the official poverty line; one-fifth
of the population even experienced conditions of extreme poverty (Cornelius et al., 1994: 7).
Following the strategy of the World Bank and the IMF –combining economic reform with
poverty reduction, popular participation and good governance (cf. Perrons, 2004: 56)– Salinas
organized his own anti-poverty program: the National Solidarity Program (PRONASOL). The
official objective was to channel part of the proceeds of the privatization of public assets
towards programs of social welfare.

The program rapidly developed into one of the most important projects of the Salinas
administration. Cornelius et al. even argue that ‘… it would be difficult to identify another
government program in the post-revolutionary period whose penetration of Mexican society
had been so rapid and extensive’ (Cornelius et al., 1994: 8). The broad scope and multiple
objectives of this seemingly all-encompassing program that included a bewildering array of sub-
programs (e.g. ‘social welfare’, ‘production’, ‘regional development’, and ‘special programs’),
also generated confusion and skepticism about its true objectives. The actual contribution of
PRONASOL to structural solutions of poverty situations is widely contested. Critics of the
program argue that the Solidarity program above all concerned a strategy of regime
legitimation after Salinas’ controversial electoral victory in 1988 (cf. Braig, 1997; Dresser, 1991).

The Solidarity program came to play an important role in Coahuila. With no less than
thirteen different projects that were initiated between 1988 and 1993, Governor Eliseo
Mendoza Berrueto (1987-1993) frequently referred to Coahuila as the ‘Estado de la Solidaridad’
(cf. Mendoza Berrueto, 1991: 27). The regional development program for the economically
challenged Laguna (Programa Nueva Laguna, 1989) was by far the most important, with a
three-year budget of almost 56 million dollars of federal funds (Bailey and Boone, 1994: 335).
This program carries the strong suggestion of being politically motivated since the Laguna had
manifested itself as one of the electoral strongholds of the left-wing opposition candidate
Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas in the build-up to the presidential elections of 1988. In comparison, the
budget of a joint development program for Coahuila’s Center region and Carbonífera
(Programa de Desarrollo Integral de las Regiones Centro y Carbonífera de Coahuila, 1991), with
economic prospects that were perhaps even more obscure than those of the Laguna, consisted
of ‘only’ 2,5 million dollars (Bailey and Boone, 1994: 336).
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should not be underestimated, from a strictly economic point of view, it did not improve
their economic situation very much.24 The spectacular expansion of Mexico’s population
since the 1940s produced a continuous sub-division of the land among family members.
Many holdings became too small to support even a modest standard of living. In addition,
international cotton production came under increasing stress by ‘dumping’ policies of the
United States and the increasing importance of artificial fibers.

The agricultural production in the Laguna ceased to be a mono-culture of cotton since
the 1950s (figure 5.6) after several of its large private landowners switched from cotton
production towards the much more profitable activity of dairy farming (cf. Salas, 2002). The
larger investments that were needed excluded most ejiditarios, who continued to depend on
cotton production, even though its profitability had been cut in half. Until the 1980s, the
federal government nevertheless continued to support the cultivation of cotton in the ejidos
by means of incentives, subsidies and credits. This policy, however, resulted in the
overexploitation of the land and loss of fertility, and often exposed the peasants to corrupt
bureaucratic procedures.

In the early 1980s, local cotton production began to decline more strongly (figure 5.6),
after international prices of cotton had fallen. Under the circumstances of economic crisis
and adjustment, the federal government was no longer willing or able to invest in order to
support local cotton production. Much of the irrigation infrastructure and machinery had
disintegrated. After several consecutive years of drought, many ejiditarios could no longer
make a living of growing cotton.

Under President Salinas, the Banrural (Rural Bank) suspended all credits to small
farmers with expired installments, which represented almost 90% of all ejiditarios. Only 20%
among them were able to restructure their debts. Many ejiditarios were left without credit,
government support or channels to commercialize their products. As a result, in 1989, only
380 hectares were cultivated with cotton (Rojas, 2000). The death sentence for the
production of cotton in the Laguna was the agricultural reform of 1992, which revised Article
27 of the Constitution, and left land (including communal ejido land) and water rights to the
working of the market. Since 1992, much of the ejido land was bought by industrialists and
dairy farmers, which increasingly concentrated ownership of the land and water rights in the
hands of a small number of people.

Subsequent experiments in cotton cultivation with the use of genetically modified seeds
did not produce the desired results. The link with the local textiles and garments industry

109 ]

6119

he
ct

ar
es

 (x
 1,

00
0)

1950 199219701960 1980

Source:  Salas (2002), p.162  (footnote).
0

100

125

75

50

25

Figure 5.6 - Evolution hectares of cultivated cotton in the Laguna (1950-1992)

deBell opmaak Haveka  15-11-2005  08:13  Pagina 109



was gone, and international cotton prices have fallen below levels of minimum profitability.
Those ejiditarios who managed to continue farming are generally condemned to cultivating
fodder (e.g. alfalfa, sorghum, oats) as low-end input for the dairy industry. Many of those
who have sold their land now work on the large commercial landholdings as day laborers
(jornaleros). Others have remained unemployed after the process of economic restructuring.

Conclusion

This chapter has focused on the multi-layered and polarizing process of economic
restructuring from import substitution towards export-oriented manufacturing, a process
that has taken place at different moments in time across different sub-regions of Coahuila
and with different outcomes. In the Border region and the Southeast region of Coahuila, this
process started in the mid-1970s, with the establishment of maquiladoras and other
significant foreign direct investments. Around that same time, however, the dominant
economic activities in the Center region, the Carbonífera, and –to a lesser extent– the
Laguna, increasingly came to depend on direct intervention of the federal government, a
process that in the Center region and Carbonífera was accompanied by a strong increase of
radical unionism.

Consequently, the radical opening of Mexico’s economy in the 1980s resulted in
increasing disparities between different sub-regions, industries and social groups within the
state of Coahuila. In particular those sub-regions with the longest industrial trajectories –the
Laguna, the Carbonífera and the Center region– went through difficult processes of
economic restructuring in order to become internationally competitive, a process that
resulted –above all– in high unemployment. Meanwhile, the Border region and the
Southeast region experienced a strong increase in new maquiladoras and other export-
oriented foreign direct investments.

As the economic value of cotton, coal and steel strongly declined in the 1980s, attracting
foreign direct investments –in particular labor-intensive maquiladoras– came to play a
dominant role in the regional development strategies of the Laguna, the Carbonífera and the
Center region, although with different outcomes. Towards the end of the 1980s, the Laguna
received a new economic impulse after several local pro-active entrepreneurs benefited from
the broadened maquiladora legislation to start subcontracting firms for large U.S. garment
producers, thereby building on the sub-region’s long tradition of textile industries. These
labor-intensive assembly operations increasingly relieved the high unemployment in the rural
areas of the Laguna after the cultivation of cotton had been practically wiped out.

The operations of AHMSA in the Center region and the related coal mining activities in
the Carbonífera were radically downsized in the second half of the 1980s, while the strong
influence of the labor unions was broken. Nevertheless, both sub-regions appeared to be
much less attractive to foreign investors than Coahuila’s other sub-regions. In addition, the
local private sector had always strongly depended on economic impulses from AHMSA and
the federal government, and now seemed ‘locked in’ and unable to take initiatives to
capitalize on the new economic situation. Most of them simply hoped that the privatization
of AHMSA in 1991 would give the local economy the necessary new impulse. This had
become particularly urgent after the Mexican government started negotiations with the
United States and Canada on a free trade agreement, the outcomes of which will be
discussed in the following chapter.
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Notes
1 The more sophisticated technology of AHMSA II, for instance, required improvements in the

laundry process of coal. After washing, the volume of coal was almost cut in half because it
included large quantities of stones, lead and soil. As a consequence, AHMSA was forced to
import additional coal from Canada and Australia, which increasingly affected productivity and
the costs of steel (Toledo and Zapata, 1999: 169-170).

2 Interview with Virgilio Maltos Long, former secretary general of sección 147 (Línea Proletaria) at
AHMSA (1978-1982), Saltillo, 23 January 2001.

3 The immediate cause for Carlos Páez Falcón, president of the local COPARMEX at the time, to
accept the candidature of the PAN was out of protest against the announcement of Governor
Flores Tapia to strongly raise local real estate taxes. Interview with Carlos Páez Falcón, former
municipal president of Monclova for the PAN (1978-1981 and 1993-1996), Monclova, 20 March
2001.

4 The relationship between Flores Tapia and López Portillo would remain troubled ever since (cf.
Flores Tapia, 1983). According to several insiders, this eventually contributed to the decision of
Flores Tapia to resign shortly before the end of his term. Interviews with Luis Horacio Salinas,
former president of the PRI Coahuila, Saltillo, 17 January 2001; Roberto Orozco Melo, former
Secretary of State (1975-1981), Saltillo, 5 December 2000.

5 Regional unemployment was high since the U.S. government unilaterally dismantled the Bracero
Program in 1964, which, for more than 20 years, had legalized Mexican migrants to do seasonal
work as farmhands in the United States.

6 The word maquiladora is derived from the word ‘maquilar’, which historically referred to the
milling of wheat into flour, for which the farmer would compensate the miller with a portion of
the wheat. In the modern meaning of the word, it is used to describe any partial activity in a
manufacturing process, such as assembly or packaging, carried out by someone other than the
original manufacturer (Sklair, 1989: 10).

7 Interview with Guillermo Garibay Borrego, former director of the CFE Laguna, Torreón, 3 June
2003.

8 In particular since the prohibition of alcohol sales in the United States (1920-1933), the more
dubious kind of nightlife flourished in Acuña (e.g. cantinas, nightclubs, casinos, bullfight arenas,
brothels).

8 By way of comparison, the maquila industry in Ciudad Juárez already employed almost 40,000
workers in 1980 (INEGI, 1988).

10 Jesús María Ramón Cantú, owner of several hotels, restaurants and the local bull-fight arena, had
been municipal president of Ciudad Acuña on no less than four occasions between 1930 and 1970,
as well as local deputy and senator of Coahuila (PRI). He established the city status of Acuña in
1951, initiated the construction of the Amistad dam, and promoted Acuña’s process of
industrialization in the late 1960s. His eldest son, Jesús María Ramón Valdés, president of
Amistad industrial parks, would follow his footsteps.

11 ‘According to their [the clients, LdB] necessities, we provide administrative services, import and install
machinery and necessary equipment, contract personnel and business administrators. The company only
has to supervise the technical aspects and quality of the production process. If necessary, we even provide
subcontracts in which we manage the entire production process for foreign companies and sell the final
goods to them’. Interview with Jesús María Ramón Valdés, federal deputy (2003-2006) and
president of Amistad, Saltillo, 22 July 2003.

12 Echeverría identified several regional growth poles (polos de desarrollo), decentralizing the
industrial, agricultural, and administrative sectors in order to alleviate the growing problems in
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the large metropolitan areas, in particular in Mexico’s heartland, and offer more employment
opportunities to backward regions (cf. Aguilar, 1993).

13 In the early 1980s, Ford opened an engine plant in Chihuahua, and an assembly plant in
Hermosillo (Sonora). During that same time, other –non-U.S.– automobile producers also made
major new investments in Mexico. In 1983, Renault opened an engine plant in Gómez Palacio
(Durango), Nissan opened an engine plant in Aguascalientes and Volkswagen expanded its
operations in Puebla with new export-oriented investments (Micheli, 1994: 159).

14 Interview with Fernando Hernández de la Peña, former Secretary of Planning and Development
(1975-1981) Saltillo, 28 November 2000.

15 Ibidem.
16 Although the initial geographical scope for establishing maquila operations had been expanded at

the end of 1972, allowing maquiladoras practically anywhere in Mexico, most remained relatively
close to the border, with the exceptions of Mérida (Yucatán) and Guadalajara ( Jalisco) (Sklair,
1989: 143).

17 The Programa para la Importación Temporal para la Exportación (PITEX) was designed for large
companies that exported 10% of their gross sales. The Programa para las industrias Altamente
Exportadoras (ALTEX) was designed for small firms that exported at least half of their output.

18 Interview with Virgilio Maltos Long, deputy (1999-2001) and former secretary general of sección
147 (Línea Proletaria) at AHMSA (1978-1982), Saltillo, 23 January 2001.

19 The title ‘Assembling for development’ originates from Leslie Sklair’s classic study (1989) on the
maquila industry.

20 The supposed existence of ‘third generation’ maquiladoras (cf. Carillo and Hualde, 1997) is based
on the study of one single plant, Delphi-GM in Tijuana, which included its own Research &
Development. It is therefore generally considered an exception.

21 Shelter operations involve foreign companies that sub-contract existing Mexican companies
–producing for the domestic market– to use their excess capacity for assembling their goods and
handle all the paperwork involving Mexican custom laws (Wilson, 1992: 37-38).

22 Foreign firms that were not registered as maquiladoras were allowed some of the benefits hereto
strictly reserved for maquiladoras, such as unrestricted foreign ownership, and participation in the
PITEX/ALTEX programs. At the same time, maquiladoras were allowed to enter the domestic
market more freely.

23 Interview with Willem Veltman, former administrative manager Hoogovens at AHMSA (1994-
1999) Monclova, 20 March 2001.

24 See Egon Kisch (1948:101-121) for first-hand testimonies.
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 Coahuila under NAFTA

Introduction

The final section of the previous chapter focused on the expansion and acceleration of
economic reform under the administration of President Salinas in the late 1980s. One of
Salinas’ most important initiatives in the area of economic reform was undoubtedly the start
of the negotiations in 1990 with the United States and Canada on the establishment of a free
trade agreement between the three countries. Negotiations involved the gradual elimination
of trade and investment restrictions between the partner countries. The final agreement,
effectuated in 1994, can be considered one of the most radical trade experiments in history.
Eliminating most tariffs and other trade barriers between the three partners within 10 to 15
years, NAFTA represented a new phase in global trade policy, not only because of its size
and comprehensiveness, but most of all because it was the first treaty between economies
with fundamentally different levels of development.

From the Mexican perspective, the main objectives were to increase the amount of
foreign direct investment, while at the same time securing preferential access for its exports
to North American markets. Multilateral agencies as the World Bank even turned Mexico
into an international example of sound economic policy (Dussel, 2000: 1). The negotiations
were accompanied by a strong media offensive that was meant to assure the Mexican public
of the positive effects of free trade on the standard of living of all citizens. However, during
the negotiations there evolved much debate in political, business, and academic circles over
its possible implications (cf. Vega, 1993; with respect to Coahuila: A. Dávila, 1993; UAdeC,
1991), and both the speed of the negotiations and the final terms of the agreement raised
widespread opposition. In the United States and Canada the debate focused above all on the
negative consequences for local employment (cf. Hufbauer and Schott, 1993). In Mexico, the
discussion centered on the small and medium-sized companies, and the obstacles they would
face to compete internationally (cf. Thacker, 1999; Alba, 1996).

As a test case for other developing economies, developments in Mexico under NAFTA
have been closely followed and evaluated by the international financial community. Among
policymakers and multilateral agencies, development had increasingly become interpreted in
terms of increasing international competitiveness and attracting foreign direct investments as
a lever for regional economic growth. However, some sub-regions, industries and social
groups will undergo the effects of economic and social interdependence more intensely than
others. The main objective of this chapter is to analyze the differential outcomes across
Coahuila’s different sub-regions during the first five years of NAFTA (1994-1999), which
largely corresponds with the administration of Governor Rogelio Montemayor (1993-1999).
What has been the impact of NAFTA on Coahuila’s different sub-regions, and in what way
have the outcomes been mediated by specific local conditions and actors?

The first section focuses in particular on the regional economic policies that were attuned
to the expectations concerning NAFTA. Section 6.2 discusses the most important macro-
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economic outcomes of these policies. In the second half of the 1990s, foreign direct
investments in Mexico and Coahuila were fueled by a drop of real wages as a result of
Mexico’s 1994-1995 peso crisis, and the expansion of the U.S. economy during these years.
The final section provides a more qualitative analysis of the distinct effects NAFTA and the
substantial amount of new investments have had on the different sub-regions, economic
sectors, and principal political economic actors of Coahuila.

. Shifting to the fast lane: the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)

The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) created the world’s largest free trade
area in terms of total gross domestic product (GDP) (cf. Kose et al., 2004). The treaty was
broad in scope and provided –at the product level (e.g. agricultural products, automobiles,
textiles and garments)– the gradual elimination of most tariffs and other trade barriers
between Canada, Mexico and the United States within 10 to 15 years. With each year
passing, the integration of the three economies would become greater. A notable exception
was made for energy and basic petrochemicals (e.g. crude oil, gas, coal, electricity), which
were considered ‘strategic’ in the Mexican Constitution.

Apart from its size, the comprehensiveness of the agreement, including provisions on
intellectual property, investment, labor and environmental issues, also represented a new
phase in global trade policy. International technical standards, in particular those emitted by
the International Organization for Standardization (ISO),1 would become the basis for
standard related measures. Furthermore, NAFTA established specific rules of origin that
had to be respected in order for goods to be considered North American and thereby
receive preferential treatment. In addition, NAFTA established a variety of unique
mechanisms for resolution of disputes that supplemented existing WTO mechanisms (Kose
et al., 2004).

6.1.1 Coahuila: ‘Land of opportunities’
The new governor of Coahuila, Rogelio Montemayor Seguy (1993-1999), took office in
December 1993, only one month before the start of NAFTA. Montemayor was an
ambitious politician with an impressive political career in the federal government. He
belonged –politically, administratively, and ideologically– to the close circle around
President Salinas. With a foreign Ph.D. degree in Economics, Montemayor was a typical
representative of the so-called technocrats (técnicos). Like Salinas, he was a strong advocate
of free market policies. While he was still senator for Coahuila (1991-1993), Montemayor
had been closely involved in NAFTA’s negotiations and its eventual ratification. Once
elected governor, he became one of Mexico’s first governors to focus his development plan
(1994-1999) completely on the opportunities that NAFTA offered.

Montemayor’s carefully designed political and economic program stipulated that export
manufacturing should become Coahuila’s most important pillar for economic growth. With
the principal objective of creating employment, the Montemayor administration more
actively and systematically stimulated the establishment of national and international export
manufacturing operations than any other government before. Labor-intensive assembly
operations, generating a large amount of employment, were promoted in particular in those
sub-regions with high unemployment levels or little economic activity, such as the
Carbonífera, the Center region and the Laguna (Montemayor, 1994: 46). Economic
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promotion of Coahuila among potential investors was made more efficient and aggressive,
industrial infrastructure was improved, and deregulation measures were accelerated.

The basic strategy of the Montemayor administration was strongly embedded in cluster
theory. This theory originally goes back to the concept of industrial districts as introduced by
Alfred Marshall (1961), who pointed out the general economic benefits of geographical
concentrations of related firms, both competing and cooperating. More recently, a more
inclusive and flexible approach to the study of clusters is favored. In particular the business-
economics variant as formulated by Michael Porter (1996; 1998), whose conceptualization of
clusters is defined by the connections between firms and associated institutions rather than
by precise territorial boundaries, gained widespread popularity among policymakers.2

The general idea behind clusters as a tool for regional development maintains that the
value of a system of interconnected firms and institutions as a whole is greater than the sum
of its parts. By increasing the degree of inter-firm specialization and joint action within a
cluster, the collective efficiency and competitiveness of the cluster improves (Porter, 1998:
213). What makes clusters so attractive for policymakers are the opportunities for small and
medium-sized firms to obtain benefits that previously were exclusively reaped by large
companies. When these horizontal linkages, within the cluster, are combined with linkages
external to the cluster, by becoming part of international production networks or global value
chains, ideally local companies are enabled to grow and upgrade more easily (cf. Humphrey,
1995).

In line with Porter (cf. 1998: 207), the existing sub-regional diversity of Coahuila was to
be turned into a competitive advantage. Each sub-region should specialize in activities for
which it already had the most favorable point of departure, generally around one or two core
companies or ‘lead firms’. Among the three industries that had good opportunities to enter
the U.S. market, the automobile, garment and electronics industry, Coahuila already offered
competitive advantages in the first two. The Montemayor administration therefore decided
not to actively promote the electronics industry, since cities such as Ciudad Juárez, Tijuana,
and Guadalajara already had a long tradition in that sector. Moreover, this sector was
considered to offer relatively little added value for local producers. In the words of the
Secretary of Economic Promotion under Montemayor: ‘Whenever companies producing
televisions, household equipment and the like wanted to establish operations in Coahuila, we of
course provided all the facilities, but these companies did not have our primary interest’.3

The Montemayor administration closely cooperated and coordinated activities with the
local private sector. During his electoral campaign, Montemayor had already invited
successful entrepreneurs with experience in export markets to contact potential foreign
investors. Several of them had fulfilled an advisory role to the government during NAFTA
negotiations on behalf of Coordinating Council of Foreign Trade Business Organizations
(COECE). Once in office, Montemayor invited several prominent entrepreneurs into his
cabinet.4 In addition, he stimulated the creation of several private sector organizations that
supplemented the activities of the Secretary of Economic Promotion in its efforts to attract
investments: Promoción, Fomento Económico y Turístico del Norte de Coahuila (PROFIT) in
the Border region and Carbonífera, Fomento Económico Laguna de Coahuila (FOMEC) in the
Laguna, Promoción y Desarrollo Económico de la Región Carbonífera (PRODECC) in the
Carbonífera, and Promoción y Fomento Económico del Centro de Coahuila in the Center region.
The general idea behind this was that certain companies, in particular the smaller ones,
lacked experience in dealing with governments, and were therefore more easily convinced by
fellow entrepreneurs.5
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Most entrepreneurs that were invited by the Montemayor administration seized the
opportunity to cooperate with the government. As a former president of PROFIT stated:
‘…entrepreneurs can bring a healthy contribution to Mexico’s modern day reality’.6 As a result, a
selected group of entrepreneurs came to fulfill a key role in the economic and political
development of Coahuila during the administration of Montemayor. Within this specific
government-private sector relationship, the traditionally influential economic and political
elite of Saltillo was notably absent. Most members of Montemayor’s cabinet were recruited
in the northern parts of Coahuila and the Laguna, and the few that originated from the
Southeast region did not belong to those influential groups that had dominated regional
politics since Governor Flores Tapia in the late 1970s.

. The realities of NAFTA

Initially, NAFTA seemed to be off to a bad start. On the very same day the agreement went
into effect, 1 January 1994, the Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional (EZLN) started an
armed rebellion in one of Mexico’s poorest states, Chiapas, with the objective to draw
national and international attention to the marginal socioeconomic and political conditions
of the local indígena population. The assassination of the presidential candidate of the PRI,
Luis Donaldo Colosio in March that year, and of the Secretary General of the PRI, José
Francisco Ruiz Massieu in September, created new political uproar.

In addition, Mexico suffered from serious economic instability. When NAFTA came
into effect, Mexico’s trade balance was unfavorable. The Salinas administration decided not
to make the necessary adjustments, but continued an expansive monetary policy and fixed
exchange rate throughout 1994, assuming that new inflow of foreign investments would
reverse the growing current account deficit. The expected investments, however, failed to
materialize, forcing the new administration of President Ernesto Zedillo Ponce de Léon
(1994-2000) to devaluate the peso only three weeks after having taken office. This
devaluation, however, was carried out rather unfortunate, too late and not accompanied by
supporting measures to cut down public and private expenditure.

Shortly after these so-called errores de diciembre, Mexico’s banking sector, which had been
privatized in the early 1990s, entered into a deep crisis. A combination of inexperienced
bankers, weak supervision, a booming economy and imprudent lenders had led to an
artificial bubble (Cypher, 2001: 13). The sudden incapability of many debtors to meet up with
the increased interest rates after the 1994 devaluation endangered the whole Mexican
banking system. The Zedillo administration indiscriminately spent large amounts of money
to bail out the banks, taking over most of their non-performing loans. The widespread praise
for former President Salinas, as expressed on every possible occasion by the U.S. government,
multilateral agencies and the international financial community (cf. Ramírez, 2003: 867), was
replaced by criticism. The disclosure of one scandal after the other at the beginning of 1995
practically ended his professional career.7

With substantial financial help from the IMF and the U.S. government, and with the
implementation of a new economic adjustment program, the crisis was overcome in a
surprisingly short period of time. By 1996, inflation, interest rates and exchange rates had
stabilized. For the hundreds of thousands of indebted Mexican consumers and small and
medium-sized producers, however, the effects of the devaluation took significantly longer to
repair. Societal discontent grew strongly after real wages had dropped 25% between 1995 and
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1996 as a direct result of the devaluation (cf. Johnson, 1998: 142; Pastor and Wise, 1997: 343).8

Ironically, the dramatic fall of the cost of Mexican labor as a result of the crisis stimulated
investments and exports, and actually ‘turbo-charged’ NAFTA (cf. Gwynne and Kay, 2003;
Cooney, 2001). In the subsequent years, Mexico experienced a spectacular increase in foreign
direct investments. The period between 1996 and 2000 was characterized by a strong growth
in trade and exports, most significantly between NAFTA partners. Many European and East
Asian companies, however, also invested in Mexico to gain favored access to the important
U.S. market from a nearby location with relatively low labor costs.

6.2.1 Coahuila’s macroeconomic performance under NAFTA
Since NAFTA, Coahuila appears to be one of the more successful examples of Mexico’s
economic liberalization policies. During the second half of the 1990s, Coahuila’s economic
growth rate was above the national average GDP (5,3% versus 3,9% annually), close behind
Mexico’s most industrialized states, the Federal District, the State of Mexico, Nuevo León
and Jalisco respectively (Aguayo, 2000). After the 1994 devaluation, Coahuila experienced a
relatively quick macroeconomic recovery thanks to an export sector that had maintained
much of its economic dynamism during the crisis (M. Dávila, 1998). In the following years,
export manufacturing would become Coahuila’s principal engine of economic growth.
Between 1994 and 1999, Coahuila’s exports increased strongly. According to calculations by
Mario Dávila Flores (2001: 15), Coahuila’s exports accounted for 53% of its GDP in 1998,
compared to an estimated 28% nationally. The results are even more striking when Coahuila’s
total export value is set in proportion to its total population: $3,562 per inhabitant versus
$1,200 nationally (Ibidem).

In accordance with Montemayor’s Development Plan, the increase of Coahuila’s export
manufacturing was the result of a great number of domestic and foreign direct investments
establishing operations in Coahuila under NAFTA (see appendix IV, table 1). A large share
of these new investments concerned maquila industries (figure 6.1). Conform the trend that
started in the 1980s, maquiladoras increasingly favored more land inward locations over the
Border region, most importantly because of lower wage levels. Among Coahuila’s three
important maquila centers, Torreón experienced the most dramatic growth during the second
half of the 1990s. Employment generated by the maquila industry in Torreón more than
tripled between 1993 and 2000 (figure 6.2).
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Ciudad Acuña, in the Border region, only showed a modest increase in the number of
maquila operations during the 1990s, but its increase in terms of employment was
noteworthy (figure 6.2). This can be explained by a general increase in plant sizes, above all
in the automobile industry. During the second half of the 1990s, Acuña even experienced
labor shortages, resulting in high turnover and pirateo of personnel between companies,
luring them with wage increase and allowances. In addition, Ciudad Acuña attracted
migrants from other sub-regions of Coahuila (e.g. Monclova, San Pedro, Torreón and several
small mining localities in the Carbonífera) and other states, predominantly Veracruz and
Durango. As a result, Ciudad Acuña’s population doubled in one decade. Close to a quarter
of its total population migrated to Acuña after 1995 (Rojas, 2002b). The maquila
development in Piedras Negras has been modest during the 1990s, both in terms of new
plants, and in terms of generated employment. Other non-maquiladora industries have
retained a much greater local economic importance.

Another notable macroeconomic indicator established under the Montemayor
administration –related with the increase in domestic and foreign direct investments– has been
the decrease in open unemployment in Coahuila’s principal urban areas, once the negative
effects of Mexico’s financial turbulence in the years 1994-1995 had been overcome (figure 6.3).
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Until 1995, Monclova had continuously shown high unemployment rates, which fell in
subsequent years as a result of alternative employment created by the new investments. The
situation in Saltillo went from one extreme to another in only three years time. In 1996, it had
one of the highest national unemployment rates. In 1999, unemployment had been reduced to
below the national average. In fact, since 1998 the local labor market began to suffer from labor
shortages as a result of the strong expansion of local industries. Turnover of personnel was high.

. Increasing sub-regional inequalities within Coahuila

The macroeconomic figures on exports, new investments and generated employment, appear
to make the Montemayor administration one of Coahuila’s more successful governments.
However, a sub-regional perspective shows that the total number and value of new
investments since NAFTA, and the employment it has generated, has been unevenly divided
over Coahuila’s sub-regions (cf. Bell, 2004). Figure 6.4, based on data distributed by the
Montemayor administration itself, demonstrates the inequalities in the sub-regional division
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of the total number of new investments in Coahuila between 1994 and 1999 (see appendix IV,
table 1).

According to figure 6.5, the Southeast region, and in particular the urban conglomeration
of Saltillo and Ramos Arizpe, has been the major beneficiary of new investments since
NAFTA. The Laguna and the Border region also received a considerable amount of
investments, and even the Center region, although its share represented not even half the
amount of investments received by the Southeast region. In terms of investments, the
Carbonífera –the sub-region that most needed a new economic impulse– fell further behind,
and remained the poorest economic performer of all of Coahuila’s sub-regions over the
period 1994-1999.9

Proportionally, the data on employment generated by new investments largely match
those of the total number of investments, except for the Laguna and the Center region.
Between 1994 and 1999, the inequalities between Coahuila’s sub-regions were most
pronounced in the area of investment volumes. The Southeast region has been receiving
more than half of the total investment volume of Coahuila. When employment is analyzed
in relation to the volume of the respective new investments, one can conclude that the
Southeast region, and to a lesser extent the Center region, have received a larger share of
capital-intensive investments, whereas in the Laguna, the Border region and the Carbonífera
labor-intensive investments were of greater economic importance. In order to gain a more
qualitative understanding of the effects of these new investments since NAFTA, they will be
analyzed by means of their principal industries. First of all because NAFTA was also
basically structured by sector, and second, because it gives more valuable insights in how
these respective industrial networks are organized and what the respective roles of local
actors are within these industries.

6.3.1 The automobile industry
NAFTA has had far-reaching implications for the Mexican automobile industry. When
phasing out all tariffs on trade by 2004, the existing limitations on imports of passenger cars,
dating from the 1989 Automotive Decree, were maintained, strengthening the traditionally
strong relationships of Mexico (and Canada) with the U.S. automobile industry. NAFTA
stipulated that at least 62,5% of the vehicle’s value added must derive from NAFTA countries
by 2004. This encouraged original, already established automobile producers to expand their
operations in Mexico through new investment projects and to consolidate their local supplier
networks. Since NAFTA, the automobile industry has become Mexico’s fastest growing
industrial sector, both in terms of GDP as well as in exports (cf. Dussel, 2000: 125).
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The major new impulse for Coahuila’s automobile industry was given by Chrysler, which
–with the prospect of the gradual elimination of tariffs– opened up a new, large state-of-the-
art assembly plant in 1994, 30 kilometers south of Saltillo, in the ejido Derramadero.
According to the former general director of the plant, the choice for this location –relatively
distant from the urban-industrial center of Saltillo– was deliberate as it already took into
consideration possible expansion in the future without having to worry about urban expansion
or increased prices of land.10 General Motors instead opted to expand and modernize its
operations in Ramos Arizpe. The economic weight of both companies in Coahuila’s total
export picture is dominant (table 6.1). The total economic weight of the local automobile
industry is even more important when supplying industries are also taken into account.

Among the companies in the automobile industry that invested in Coahuila between
1994 and 1999, more than 60% –including the lead firms themselves– invested in the
Southeast region, justifying its nickname ‘Detroit in the Desert’ (figure 6.6). The Border
region and the Laguna also received some investments in the automobile industry, although
at a considerable distance behind the Southeast region. In terms of volume of investments,
the differences between the different sub-regions were even more pronounced. Most capital-
intensive investments –almost 80%– were concentrated in the Southeast region, while
automotive investments in other sub-regions, in particular in the Border region, are generally
of a more labor-intensive nature (e.g. assembly of automotive parts).

Altenburg and Meyer-Stamer (1999: 1704) describe the clustering of automobile
industries that emerged around the lead companies in the Southeast region as a typical
example when transnational corporations group together (see also Mendoza, 1999). Dealing
with national and international regulations of trade, their development has been more
autonomous with respect to local government plans. Most large transnational companies are
skillful in playing one government off against the other and are not easily influenced
(Dicken, 2003: 355). This became clear when the Coahuilan government attempted to direct
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Table 6.1 - Principal exporting companies Coahuila (1998) (millions of dollars)

Company Estimated Principal exported product Municipality

value of exports

1 DaimlerChrysler* 2050 Pick-up trucks Saltillo

Engines and transmissions Ramos Arizpe

2 General Motors 1574 Passenger cars, engines and transmissions Ramos Arizpe

3 Met-Mex Peñoles 466 Refined silver, zinc, cadmium, etceteras Torreón

4 John Deere 152 Excavators and agricultural machinery Saltillo

Diesel engines Torreón

5 AHMSA 142 Steel Monclova

6 CIFUNSA (GIS) 113 Engine blocks Saltillo

7 San Luis Rassini 87 Automotive platforms and suspensions Piedras Negras

8 Parras Cone 76 Denim cloth Parras

9 Fersinsa-Gist Brocades 72 Penicillin derivatives Ramos Arizpe

10 Axa Yazaki 61 Automotive harnesses Saltillo

Source: M. Dávila (2001), p. 40.

* In 1998, Chrysler was bought by Daimler Benz, forming the new corporation DaimlerChrysler.
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the new plant of Chrysler to the Center region, in order to diversify the local economy.
These efforts were quickly abandoned after the company threatened to move to another state
if it was not allowed to establish in the Southeast region (cf. Dávila, 2001: 39).

The local private sector has a hard time joining the production networks of these lead
firms. The automobile industry is a highly capital-intensive industry, dominated by a handful
of companies maintaining high entry barriers and quality standards. It is practically
impossible for local small and medium-sized companies to become preferred supplier, or
even second or third tier supplier. Instead, many preferred suppliers –often internationally
renowned manufacturers themselves– are encouraged by their major clients to build
production facilities close to their new branch plants (Altenburg and Meyer-Stamer, 1999:
1704). Not surprisingly, the participation of local capital in Coahuila’s automobile industry is
modest. Most companies that established operations in the Southeast region in the second
half of the 1990s were of foreign capital (see appendix IV, table 6). For most local companies,
niche markets or low value added production –for example packaging materials, printed
manuals, or molds– offer the best opportunities to become part of the automobile production
network (Altenburg and Meyer-Stamer, 1999: 1703-1704).

However, there are a few exceptions. The most notable is CIFUNSA, belonging to the
local Grupo Industrial Saltillo. With a long and solid tradition of foundry, CIFUNSA had built
up a respectable export capacity since the late 1970s with the production of engine blocks. With
the prospect of NAFTA, CIFUNSA expanded and diversified production into blocks for
heavy diesel engines, and –in a joint venture with a German company– aluminum blocks for
lighter passenger vehicles. As such, GIS managed to become a preferred supplier of several
major automobile producers, including GM, DaimlerChrysler, Ford, Volkswagen, and Renault.

Another exception, although not entirely run by local capital, is San Luis Rassini.11 This
company had built up a solid export capacity in Piedras Negras since the mid-1970s,
producing vehicle platforms and suspensions for the U.S. market. The prospect of NAFTA
was seized to expand and further diversify production. After a joint venture with a Japanese
company, it became a preferred supplier of suspensions to General Motors, DaimlerChrysler,
Ford, Nissan, and Volkswagen. Finally, Ingenieria y Maquinaria de Guadalupe (Inmagusa) also
deserves special mention in this respect. Inmagusa was founded by an ex-executive of
AHMSA, who started producing metal frame rails in the municipality of Castaños during
the mid-1970s. Since NAFTA, however, the company has managed to obtain an increasing
market share, manufacturing platforms for medium and heavy-duty vehicles, which are
exported throughout North America.
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6.3.2 The garment industry
Under NAFTA, Mexican, U.S. and Canadian tariffs on textile and garment production are
phased out over a fifteen-year period. Its rules of origin determine that – in order to qualify
for duty-free access– garments must be cut and sewn from fabric originating from one of its
partners. Since the 1980s, the garment industry had already become an important economic
activity in Mexico –in particular assembly activities in maquiladoras as they generated
employment with relatively little investment– but after the elimination of tariffs and quota
by NAFTA, Mexico became one of the cheapest production locations worldwide from one
day to the other. This caused a sharp increase in investments in the textile and garment
industry in Mexico, most importantly at the expense of garment production in East Asia.
More importantly, it also stimulated the integration of the U.S.-Mexican textile and garment
production, which had previously been strictly separated. Design and cutting had been
restricted to the United States, while sewing and assembly activities were concentrated in
Mexico (Dooren, 2003: 90; Dicken, 2003: 351).

The most notable impact of NAFTA with respect to the garment industry in Coahuila
was visible in the Laguna (figure 6.7). Here, Montemayor’s strategy of industrial clusters has
worked best according to plan. The main objective was to build upon the existing tradition,
most notably the production of denim, in order to construct a fully-fledged garment cluster
around it. One of the first tasks set by the Montemayor administration was to attract one or
two lead firms, producing cloth, to the Laguna. Most of these higher value-added activities
(e.g. cloth-making, cutting, washing, ironing, packaging, distribution) were traditionally
concentrated in the main U.S. distribution center for denim, El Paso (cf. Dooren, 2003).
Parras Cone, belonging to the Compañía Industrial de Parras –originally founded by Evaristo
Madero in the late nineteenth century (see chapter 4)– established a major new plant
producing cloth (textiles) in Parras, and the Grupo Lajat, owned by one of the more
successful local operators of maquiladoras in the Laguna since the 1980s, established a textile
plant in Torreón.

These companies, in combination with the efficient promotion of the sub-region by the
private sector organization FOMEC and the incentives offered by the government, served as
a catalyst for other national and foreign investors in the garment industry (see appendix IV,
table 5). The more capital-intensive operations (e.g. cloth-making, ironing) were promoted in
the urban area of Torreón –which accounts for the high volume of investments in the
Laguna (figure 6.7)– whereas more labor-intensive maquiladoras (e.g. assembly, washing)
generally preferred the rural communities surrounding Francisco I. Madero, Matamoros, San
Pedro, and Viesca.12 In contrast to the automobile industry, the influence of transnational
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corporations has usually been more indirect and the involvement of local capital is often
much greater (Dicken, 2003: 353). In fact, all of the so-called full-package producers in the
Laguna, which manage the entire production process into a finished product –Grupo Lajat,
Libra and Pafer Huichita– were established and managed with local capital (cf. Bair and
Gereffi, 2001: 1895).

Most new investments in the garment industry in the other sub-regions of Coahuila
continued to be predominantly labor-intensive and low on capital. In those sub-regions with
high unemployment, such as the Carbonífera and the Center region, the garment industry
continued to be the most important economic alternative. For example, although the total
volume of investments in the garment industry in the Carbonífera was smallest in
comparison to its total number of new investments between 1994 and 1999, it generated most
new employment in this sub-region (see appendix IV, table 1).

6.3.3 Other economic sectors
The automobile and the garment industry have dominated major part of the total new
investments in Coahuila between 1994 and 1999. However, Coahuila also received substantial
investments from other industrial sectors, which can be directly related to the benefits of
NAFTA. These include important new investments that are directly related to the strong
economic and demographic growth of several of Coahuila’s urban areas –in particular in
Saltillo and Torreón– for instance the construction of large shopping malls which gained
momentum during the second half of the 1990s. In addition, the Southeast region also
proved to be particularly attractive for other capital-intensive, high technology industries
such as the development of software and aircraft parts. In sum, the Southeast region also
received more ‘other’ investments than any other sub-region of Coahuila, which in addition
generated more employment than the other sub-regions (figure 6.8).

Nevertheless, perhaps the most notable statistic of figure 6.8 is the high volume of new
investments in the Center region. This can be largely explained by new major investments in
the steel industry, as much of the volume of new investments in the Center region over the
period 1994-1999 comes for account of GAN (see appendix IV, table 4). According to the
Development Plan of Montemayor, AHMSA was considered the local lead firm for the
manufacturing of machinery, and the company should further attempt to become preferred
supplier of the automobile industry, the principal worldwide consumer of steel. With the
technical assistance of foreign advisers and financial backing of foreign loans, GAN made
large new investments between 1993 and 1997, in order to increase AHMSA’s efficiency and
international competitiveness. The main concern was to further modernize technological and
organizational processes, in particular of its sheet steel division, the main input for the
automobile industry. AHMSA’s increase in productivity and flexibility ran parallel to an
increase in share of exports. In 1996, AHMSA closed with a profit for the first time in years,
and had managed to obtain several important clients in the automobile industry, among
them Volkswagen in Puebla, San Luis Rassini in Piedras Negras and Inmagusa in Castaños.
The modernization of AHMSA came, however, at the cost of a further decrease in
employment.

The advantage of the success of AHMSA for the local economy and other related local
industries, as predicted in cluster theory, also remained absent. In fact, the competitive
position of the other local industries established within the sub-region deteriorated. Most
local small and medium-sized companies were both clients of, and suppliers to AHMSA.
Since the mid-1990s, AHMSA demanded its traditional local suppliers to compete for
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Box 6.1 - The export of livestock under NAFTA

The breeding of livestock has traditionally been one of the most important export activities in
the Carbonífera and Border region of Coahuila. ‘Registered’ livestock (e.g. ‘Hereford’) was bred
in Mexico and exported to the United States to gain weight on ‘fattening grounds’ in Texas. The
breeding of livestock has always been one of the more profitable local economic activities. Until
the mid-1980s, a medium-sized cattle farmer with 150 up to 200 heads of cattle had a
sufficiently wide profit margin to lead a ‘comfortable’ life. As a livestock entrepreneur
commented: ‘Having livestock always guaranteed a certain status of wealth, but nowadays it is
no longer profitable’.14

The main causes for this loss in profitability are both internal and external. Cattle ranchers
generally have to make long-term investments, in which ten-year loans are not uncommon.
Every time Mexico was hit by a devaluation, such as those of 1976, 1982, and 1994, many
ranchers were unable to pay their debts and were forced to sell their cows and land. In addition,
the northern parts of Coahuila suffered some of the worst droughts over the past decade, with
drastic consequences for the livestock sector. The total costs involved in the process of meat
production have increased to such an extent, while prices have not, that the utility margins have
been greatly reduced. As a result, productivity levels nowadays need to be much higher for
farmers in order to maintain the same levels of income. Typically, several cattle farmers
interviewed measured their wealth by their ability to buy a new model pickup truck every other
year. Nowadays one has to sell more cattle to be able to buy that same pickup truck.

Nevertheless, the Mexican livestock sector was considered internationally competitive under
NAFTA regulations. Rules and regulations on meat were liberated immediately in 1994, instead
of a gradual phase out over ten or fifteen years (cf. Vidaurrázaga, 2000). Under the influence of
the competition of the world-market, conditions have only become more difficult. ‘The U.S.
meat industry receives all sorts of subsidies, and pays significantly less taxes than its Mexican
counterparts’, according to the chairman of the Association for Coahuila’s livestock
entrepreneurs.15 In addition, cheaper new breeds have entered the Mexican market. The
difficult economic situation of the Mexican livestock sector has caused many cattle ranchers to
quit. Others, attempting to compete with the U.S. producers, have become producers rather
than merchants, selling processed meat in boxes instead of selling live cattle. A small group of
livestock holders in the Border region have been more creative in looking for other sources of
income, by renting out their ranches to foreign tourists to hunt white-tailed deer, doves, and
quail.
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orders in order to force them to improve their production standards, but many were not able
to do so and were forced to close down as a result of the general decrease of prices (Corrales,
2004: 139-141). Despite the installation of a private sector organization for the economic
promotion of the Center region, the local private sector continued to take a reactive attitude
with respect to AHMSA and the government. As one observer commented: ‘… they [the
local private sector, LdB] may be organized, but make little investments. They wait around for
the government to do everything’.13

Unfortunately, the economic success of AHMSA in the 1990s was also short-lived. This
had no direct relationship with its technical or organizational structure, but primarily with
the company’s difficult financial situation. In the aftermath of the Asian crisis of 1997, a wave
of cheap South Korean steel caused serious imbalances in global supply and demand (cf.
Espinosa, 2002: 56). AHMSA was also forced to cut prices in order to boost sales, thereby
rapidly diminishing its cash flow. When the prices of steel on the international market did
not recover, AHMSA’s large debts, divided over almost 150 foreign banks, started to weigh
increasingly on its budget. The government did not intend to bail AHMSA out, as it had
done previously with numerous private banks after the devaluation of the peso in 1994-1995.
It forced GAN to sell some of the newest and most attractive parts of AHMSA to meet its
obligations to its bankers (López, 2001: 140).

In the beginning of 1999, GAN unilaterally suspended payments to its debtors, thereby
taking refuge to a law that by now is no longer valid, supposedly ‘… to preserve the labor source
and straighten the debts’ (letter addressed to the public opinion, AHMSA, 2002). The idea
was to find an attractive national or international partner in order to start a strategic alliance
that would be able to face the challenges on the international steel market. Negotiations, first
with IMSA (Grupo Monterrey) and later with the Spanish steel company Aceralia, however,
were both abandoned at a very advanced stage. In the meantime, production continued ‘as
usual’, although the local economy, still strongly dependent on AHMSA, became
increasingly disrupted the longer payments to providers remained suspended.

Conclusion

This chapter addressed the socioeconomic changes that have taken place in Coahuila during
the first five years of NAFTA. On the one hand, it showed that Coahuila ranks among
Mexico’s states with the best macroeconomic performance in terms of exports, investments
and employment for instance. On the other hand, it also observed that the disparities that
began to crystallize during the economic restructuring in the 1980s between different sub-
regions, industries and social groups within the state of Coahuila, have become even more
pronounced since NAFTA.

The development strategy predominantly based on attracting foreign direct investments
has been particularly successful in the Southeast region, the Border region and the Laguna.
In the Southeast and the Border region, these developments built strongly on their respective
export-oriented manufacturing operations established in the late 1970s. In particular the
automobile industry –Mexico’s fastest growing industrial sector under NAFTA– in the
Southeast region, and to a lesser extent in the Border region, experienced a strong boom. The
spectacular increase of new investments in the export-oriented garment industry in the
Laguna expanded and intensified the export assembly activities that had developed in the
late 1980s.
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There are significant differences between these sub-regions with respect to the role of local
actors in these processes. Most new investments in the Southeast region involved
internationally renowned companies within the automobile industry. These developments
were predominantly dictated by the sub-regions’ dominant lead firms, GM and Chrysler,
rather than the government’s active promotional efforts. Except for the largest, export
oriented companies, the local private sector was hardly involved in the new production
networks that evolved. In the Border region and the Laguna, regional and local government,
in close cooperation with a small group of proactive entrepreneurs, were much more actively
involved in the course of local developments. The private sector in the Border region thereby
predominantly concentrated on intermediate activities (e.g. construction, trade, services),
while the private sector in the Laguna were mostly engaged in export manufacturing.

Developments in the Center region and Carbonífera sharply contrasted with those of
Coahuila’s other sub-regions. The local economies and principal actors of these sub-regions
–both labor and private sector– continued to depend strongly on AHMSA, although the
restructuring process in the late 1980s and the privatization in the early 1990s had
significantly reduced direct and indirect employment in both sub-regions. Substantial new
investments –other than by the new owners of AHMSA themselves– remained limited.
Unlike Coahuila’s other sub-regions that experienced high rotation of personnel between
companies, new investments in the Carbonífera and the Center region were not sufficient to
substantially diminish local unemployment, and usually had little or no relation to the
traditional economic specialization of the sub-region.

The macroeconomic growth of Coahuila under the first five years of NAFTA has been
substantial, but highly selective. It has not resulted in growth with equity. In particular those
actors who already enjoyed a substantial local influence –mostly entrepreneurs or
entrepreneur-politicians– were best able to adapt to the new economic situation and benefit
from the opportunities offered by NAFTA. The following chapter will analyze to what
extent the dominant economic development strategy, almost exclusively based on attracting
foreign direct investment, has contributed to sustained, long-term regional development,
other than generating employment. After global economic conditions became more adverse
for Mexico at the turn of the twenty-first century, the call for alternative development
models has become louder. If there was no substantional trickle down effect during an
economic boom, how will it accomplish growth with equity during a period of recession?

Notes
1 ISO is the world’s largest developer of technical standards, backed by international consensus as the

state-of-the-art. Although the vast majority of ISO standards are highly specific to a particular
product, material, or process, the ISO 9000 (quality management) and ISO 14000 (environmental
management) families enjoy a worldwide reputation. As such, these ISO-standards have
increasingly become a market requirement.

2 According to some of Porter’s critics, his ‘conceptual elasticity’ of geographical space provides
boundless policy applications, adding more to his status as a business guru than to analytical
precision (Perrons, 2004: 62).

3 Interview with José Antonio Murra Giacomán, former Secretary of Economic Promotion (1994-
1999), Torreón, 5 June 2003.

4 These included the following entrepreneurs: Carlos Juaristi Septién (Piedras Negras) as Secretary
of State; José Antonio Murra Giacomán (Torreón) as Secretary of Economic Promotion; Antonio
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Juan Marcos Issa (Torreón) as Secretary of Finance; Antonio Karam Maccise (Monclova) as
Secretary of Public Works; Claudio Bres Garza (Piedras Negras) as Secretary of Social
Communication.

5 Interview with José Antonio Murra Giacomán, former Secretary of Economic Promotion (1994-
1999), Torreón, 5 June 2003.

6 Interview with Benito Martínez Guajardo, former President of PROFIT (1998-1999), Piedras
Negras, 15 May 2003.

7 For a while, Salinas was even considered a serious candidate for Director General of the WTO
(Dussel, 2000: 69). Since the devaluation of December 1994, however, accusations piled up
against Salinas and his family. At the beginning of 1995, his brother, Raúl Salinas, was arrested for
masterminding the murder of the Secretary General of the PRI, José Francisco Ruiz Massieu. In
addition, Raúl Salinas had millions of dollars of dubious origin –under false names– on numerous
bank accounts throughout Europe. As his reputation was damaged beyond repair, Salinas
preferred to leave the country and spent most of the sexenio of President Zedillo (1994-2000)
abroad in ‘self-imposed’ exile (auto-exilio).

8 The most radical reflection of these sentiments obviously was the military uprising of the
Zapatista movement, but many more Mexicans that were economically affected and politically
ineffectual turned away from the state and looked for support elsewhere (cf. Thacker, 1999: 57-58).
This explains the increasing importance of civil society movements such as El Barzón for
example, an influential consumers’ debtor group that emerged in the aftermath of the devaluation
of 1994 and acted against high interest rates that made credit card, mortgage and bank loan
repayment impossible for many Mexicans. Discontent was also expressed via the ballot box, for
example when the PRI lost its absolute majority in the Chamber of Deputies and the mayor of
Mexico City to the left-wing PRD in 1997.

9 Significant is the fact that since Montemayor’s first Informe de Gobierno, the economic data on the
Carbonífera was no longer presented as a separate sub-region, but instead, included in that of the
Center region.

10 Interview with Miguel Villicaña Gutiérrez, former Director Chrysler Saltillo (1978-1998), Ramos
Arizpe, 31 January 2001.

11 San Luis Rassini was founded in Mexico City in the early 1930s as an automobile repair shop,
which strongly expanded under the support and protection of the strategy of import substitution.

12 Interview with José Antonio Murra Giacomán, former Secretary of Economic Promotion (1994-
1999), Torreón, 5 June 2003.

13 Interview with Edmundo Guzmán Elizondo, Industrial consultant and Director ‘Tec de Monclova’
(ITSM), Monclova, 19 March 2001.

14 Interview with Rodolfo de los Santos, Entrepreneur, Livestock and hunting tourism, Piedras
Negras, 13 May 2003.

15 Interview with Homero Amezcua, Chairman of the Association for Coahuila’s Livestock
Entrepreneurs, Ciudad Acuña, 15 May 2003.
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 Coahuila in the st century

Introduction

The previous chapter analyzed the factors behind the strong growth of Coahuila’s economy
under the first five years of NAFTA. This economic growth, however, was highly selective, a
characteristic that it shares with other countries in Latin America where policies of
deregulation, liberalization and privatization have favored only small segments of the
population. The failure to realize the promises of sustained economic growth, greater
equality and enhanced social welfare created an increasing disaffection with the policies of
the so-called ‘Washington Consensus’ during the second part of the 1990s (cf. Gwynne and
Kay, 2003; Gore, 2000; Green, 1995).

Even within multilateral agencies such as the World Bank, doubts arose concerning the
effectiveness of their structural adjustment programs, in particular after the financial crises in
Mexico (1994-1995) and Asia (1997-1998). The high social costs in terms of poverty and
inequality constituted major obstacles to further economic growth (cf. Korzeniewicz and
Smith, 2000: 8). Different ‘lessons’ from South East Asia received greater attention after the
Asian crisis. Several studies had long demonstrated that their successful export-oriented
model in fact involved qualitatively different –not necessarily less– state action (cf. Wade,
1990). In the late 1990s, this reassessment resulted in a growing emphasis on endogenous
variables in promoting growth, particularly those concerning the role of domestic institutions
and human capital. It acknowledged the crucial responsibility for government and
institutions to provide the necessary human resource base, providing schools, healthcare,
housing, and infrastructure as incentives for generating growth, while at the same time
stressing more participatory politics for civil society (cf. Rodrik, 1997a).

This shift in emphasis was also apparent in the development strategy of the new
administration of Coahuila that took office shortly before the turn of the century. The new
governor Enrique Martínez y Martínez (1999-2005) distanced himself from the policies of his
predecessor –narrowly associated with former President Salinas– and aimed at establishing a
more balanced economic growth between Coahuila’s different sub-regions. However, within a
year after taking office, new challenges appeared as a result of important changes in the
international political economy. The objective of this chapter is to establish the impact of
these changes in development policy –in combination with the new international economic
conditions– on the regional development of Coahuila’s sub-regions. How did these affect the
ultimate policy objective of sustained, long-term economic growth with equity?

The first section addresses the shift in power within Coahuila’s political elite, and the
ensuing policy changes, as well as the pressing social and environmental problems Coahuila’s
urban-industrial growth over the past decades have created. In section 7.2, some preliminary
results (2000-2001) of the new policies will be analyzed. Section 7.3 focuses on the impact of
cyclical economic shocks and increased international competition on the different industries
and economic sectors of Coahuila. Section 7.4 discusses the evaluations that have appeared
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with regard to a decade of NAFTA, and offers a more qualitative analysis of the outcomes of
Coahuila’s dominant development strategy over the past ten years. The final section
addresses the main challenges confronting the future development of Coahuila’s dominant
economic sectors.

. Coahuila: ‘A government with a human touch’

The newly elected governor, Enrique Martínez y Martínez (1999-2005), a politician from an
influential entrepreneurial family from Saltillo, took office in December 1999. Martínez, who
enjoyed widespread popularity even before the start of his electoral campaign, capitalized on
the general sentiment of the electorate towards the selective outcomes of the economic
policies of the previous administration. He disassociated himself from the policies of his
predecessor by emphasizing the excessive concentration of industrial activities in a limited
number of urban areas and the social problems that had resulted from Coahuila’s rigid
pursuit of export-oriented industrialization during the second half of the 1990s (Martínez,
2000: 17). Martínez adopted as official slogan, ‘Coahuila: Un gobierno con sentido humano’,
referring to the United Nations’ emphasis on human development and the importance of
human capital.

The principal objective of the Martínez administration was to secure a more equilibrated,
structural and integrated development for Coahuila. This involved, among others, the
improvement of infrastructure and basic services in Coahuila’s economically more
disadvantaged sub-regions in order to make them more attractive for investors, and the
application of more selective criteria for new investments, in particular with respect to the
maquila industry. ‘We cannot put an exclusive emphasis on the maquiladora sector, because this will
cause distortions in the economic structure of the state and will not assure welfare in the long-term’
(Martínez, 2000: 19). Instead, new investments should preferably be more capital-intensive,
and offer better labor conditions in terms of wages and training. At the same time, they
should develop stronger backward linkages to the local economy with respect to inputs of
parts and raw materials, and meet higher environmental standards of energy and water
consumption and industrial waste control (Ibidem).

7.1.1 Indirect social and environmental consequences of economic growth
The Martínez administration faced several basic, but pressing social and environmental
problems that had been the indirect result of Coahuila’s strong urban-industrial growth over
the previous decades, and which could turn into increasing obstacles for future economic
growth. The increasing sub-regional inequalities within Coahuila have contributed to a
growing rural-urban migration. In particular in those areas with high levels of
unemployment and few economic alternatives –such as in numerous small mining
communities in the Carbonífera and rural ejidos in the Laguna– large numbers of people are
being drawn to the urban centers. They commute on a daily basis towards a nearby urban
center that offers maquila employment (cf. Contreras, 2001; Dooren, 2003), or move
definitively to one of the major urban-industrial areas in Coahuila or elsewhere along the
Mexico-U.S. border. In addition, the number of people who are taking the risk of illegally
crossing the Río Bravo towards the United States (‘el otro lado’) has increased dramatically.1

The effects of this strong increase in rural-urban migration have been noticeable. Several
of Coahuila’s rural settlements have turned into ghost towns (pueblos fantasmas), while others
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have become increasingly marginalized. Many of these communities suffer from severe social
problems (e.g. alcohol and drug abuse, juvenile delinquency). Although direct evidence of a
causal link with economic reform is difficult to find, this connection is readily accepted by
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Box 7.1 - Rogelio Montemayor vs. Enrique Martínez

It is a common practice for incoming Mexican officials to openly distance themselves from
previous governments during the first year or two, in order to establish an ‘imprint’ of their
own. In this particular case, however, Montemayor and Martínez had a history of confrontation
that went back to the 1993 elections, when both politicians aspired to become the PRI
candidate for governor of Coahuila.

The political career of Martínez had predominantly included positions at the local or regional
level (e.g. municipal president of Saltillo under Governor Flores Tapia (1979-1981), General
Secretary under Governor De las Fuentes (1981-1987), and Deputy of Coahuila (1988-1991). As
a result, Martínez was closely related to the influential Saltillo elite that had dominated
Coahuilan politics since the administration of Flores Tapia. Montemayor on the other hand, had
spent most of his active political career outside Coahuila (e.g. Sub-secretary of Planning and
Development under President De la Madrid (1982-1985), president of INEGI (1985-1988), but
had an influential political patron in the center of Mexican politics, President Salinas.

It was widely suggested that the appointment of Montemayor as coordinator of PRONASOL
in Coahuila in 1990 was in fact an early presidential dedazo for the governorship in 1993.
Coordinating this popular program was considered an ideal stepping stone for Montemayor to
become more closely acquainted with Coahuila’s regional economic problems, and to gain
publicity throughout the state before the start of his electoral campaign (cf. Santacruz, 1993).
At the time, Martínez seemed without a chance against Salinas’ candidate.

Although Montemayor’s policies seemed successful in its own terms –establishing strong
macroeconomic growth– after the fall from grace of his political patron in early 1995,
Montemayor also became subject to more open and widespread criticism. In particular the
historic losses suffered by the governing PRI during mid-term elections of 1996 were widely
interpreted as a disapproval of the Montemayor administration for being ‘too distant from the
people’ (cf. Hernández, 1996). On this occasion, the opposition won 10 of Coahuila’s 38
municipalities –among them the most populated cities, Saltillo, Torreón and Monclova– which
together represented almost 75% of Coahuila’s population. It underlined the fact that the main
support for his policies was based on a narrow –though powerful– economic and political
coalition.

In the run up towards the 1999 elections, Martínez capitalized on the general sentiments
among the population by turning the abolishment of the dedazo –a practice that had caused
widespread resentment– into one of his principal electoral issues. In the pre-election for the PRI
candidature, he convincingly beat his contender that was closely associated with the
Montemayor administration, Jesús María Ramón Valdés (president of Amistad industrial parks).
In the actual elections, Martínez scored a landslide victory over the opposition candidate who
represented a broad coalition of four political parties. Montemayor returned to Mexico City
shortly after the 1999 elections, where he became general director of the national oil company
PEMEX, a position he was forced to resign in 2002 after he became the pivot of a huge financial
scandal that became known as ‘PEMEX-gate’.2
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part of the Mexican population. Coahuila’s principal urban areas on the other hand –in
particular Saltillo and Acuña, and to a lesser extent Torreón– experienced strong population
growth during the 1990s as a result of the industrial boom. Local authorities could hardly
keep up with the increasing demand for basic services and infrastructure, most importantly
housing, drinking water, sewage, schools, and hospitals. Moreover, many migrants illegally
settled on federal, municipal, ejidal or privately owned land in the outskirts of towns –often
from one day to the next, hence their nickname paracaidistas (‘parachuters’)– producing
chaotic patterns of urban expansion (cf. Rojas, 2002). The regulation of these settlements
involved difficult and time-consuming legal procedures. Alternatives such as government-
sponsored housing programs like INFONAVIT (Instituto del Fondo Nacional para la Vivienda
de los Trabajadores) have also been very slow in being realized.

The rapid expansion of the urban-industrial agglomerations has also produced serious
environmental consequences. Most parts of Coahuila fall within the Chihuahuan desert –one
of Mexico’s driest areas– which has a very fragile ecosystem. Coahuila’s most important
environmental threat in the short-term is water shortage. Most of the water for domestic,
industrial and agricultural use is extracted from the subsoil. The increasing demographic and
economic growth, in combination with long periods of drought, has made it necessary to
drill deeper and deeper to tap water. In the course of the 1990s, precipitation has become less
frequent and less voluminous. Several rivers that used to be important (e.g. the rivers
Monclova, Sabinas and Aguanaval) have been reduced to relatively small streams that only
hold more substantial amounts of water directly after the occasional rainfall. A continuing
urban-industrial expansion, however, will increase the need for water further.

Today, all of Coahuila’s major urban areas have serious environmental problems. These
include the exhaustion of the once fertile sub-soil in the Laguna as a result of decades of
monoculture of cotton. More recently, the dairy industry in the Laguna has been criticized
for its negative effects on the subterranean water reserves of this sub-region. The increasing
economic importance of open cast mining in the Carbonífera and Border region has also had
a damaging impact on the natural environment and has affected the subsoil water system. In
particular those industries with a long history in Coahuila, such as Peñoles in Torreón and
AHMSA in Monclova, have been notorious for their pollution of air, soil and water. To these
can be added one of Saltillo’s most traditional export industries, the production of handicraft
clay floor tiles (ladrillo), which are baked in open ovens fueled with car tires.

. Ongoing export-oriented economic expansion (-)

The changes in policy announced by the Martínez government did not materialize
immediately. In fact, the investment pattern during the first year-and-a-half of his
administration showed strong similarities to the patterns established under his predecessor.
The number of new foreign direct investments –many of which had already been planned
before the shift in government– and maquiladoras, continued to register a steady increase. In
the second half of 2000, the maquila industry in Coahuila even employed an unprecedented
average of 115,000 workers (INEGI, 2004).

The sub-regional distribution of new investments in Coahuila also shows a pattern
similar to that in the second half of the 1990s (figure 7.1). The Southeast region received
almost half of the total number of investments over the period 2000-2001, representing close
to three-quarters of the total volume of new investments in Coahuila. These are generally
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capital-intensive endeavors, which in addition also have generated much more employment
than any other sub-region in Coahuila (figure 7.2).

Some notable differences include the developments in the Center region, in particular
with respect to employment. The establishment and expansion of two sizeable maquiladoras
in the automobile industry –Technotrim and Takata– contributed to this positive
development in an otherwise troubled local economy.3 Another noticeable difference with
the investment performance in the late 1990s concerned the small amount of new
investments in the Border region. This may have to do with a waiting-attitude of many
investors until after 2001, when NAFTA formally ended the tax-privileges of the maquila
regime, thereby eliminating the last differences that distinguished maquiladoras from non-
maquiladoras (cf. Gerber, 1999). In particular Article 303 of NAFTA –requiring the Mexican
government to charge duties on maquila imports from non-NAFTA countries from 2001
onwards, in order to discourage the incentive to import non-regional products through the
country with the lowest external tariff– had created much uncertainty among investors
(Sargent and Matthews, 2004: 2017).
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Figure 7.1 - Number of new investments in Coahuila, per sub-region, by economic sector 
(2000-2001)
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According to figure 7.1, the economic importance of the automobile industry in Coahuila
further increased during 2000 and 2001. Almost half of the total number of investments was
made in this sector, representing 70% of the total volume of investments, while generating
half of the total new employment (see appendix V, table 1). Among the 48 companies in the
automobile industry that invested in Coahuila during this period, the overwhelming majority
established its operations in the Southeast region. The share of the Southeast region with
respect to the volume of investments in the automobile industry is even more striking (figure
7.3). Figure 7.3 also indicates that the new automotive investments in the Center region were
mainly labor-intensive rather than capital-intensive endeavors. The Carbonífera on the other
hand did not receive any investments in the automobile industry during the indicated period.

The other dominant industry in Coahuila, the garment industry, experienced
substantially less growth at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Only 10 new
investments of this kind were made, representing only 2% of total investment volume and
10% of total employment generated (see appendix V, table 1). The Laguna accounted for half
of these new investments, which in addition continued to receive the lion’s share of
Coahuila’s total investment volume and employment generated in this industry (figure 7.4).
The Center region is the only other sub-region where a substantial amount of new
employment in the garment industry was created, while the Border region received no
investments of this kind during the indicated period.

The sub-regional division of new investments in industries other than automobiles or
garments do not show a dramatic shift in comparison to the pattern of the 1990s (figure 7.5).
Nevertheless, over these two years, employment generated by new investments in ‘other’
industries seems to have gained importance, in particular in comparison to the
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Figure 7.2 - Total number of new investments, total volume of new investments,
and employment generated by new investments, per sub-region of Coahuila 
(2000-2001) (%)
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and employment generated by new investments in the automobile industry,
per sub-region of Coahuila (2000-2001) (%)
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predominantly labor-intensive garment industry (see appendix V, table 1). Perhaps the most
notable investment in this sector during this period was the one made by Trinity Industries,
which established a new plant for the production of railroad carts in Sabinas, giving the
Carbonífera a much-needed economic impulse.

. Cyclical economic shocks and increased international competition

Since NAFTA, the economies of Mexico, the United States and Canada had become
increasingly integrated. In fact, the strong inflow of foreign direct investment in Mexico in the
second half of the 1990s can be largely explained by the prolonged boom of the U.S. economy,
in combination with Mexico’s low wage levels due to the impact of the peso crisis of 1994-1995.
However, by the end of the year 2000, consumer demand in the United States began to slow
down. By historic standards, this recession was rather mild, and was commonly interpreted as a
cyclical economic movement. The general expectation was that U.S. consumer confidence
would recover rapidly once the presidential electoral dispute was settled. The U.S. Federal
Reserve repeatedly lowered interest rates to give an extra impulse for economic recovery.

The effects of the slowdown of consumer demand in the United States were felt directly
among its partners, and perhaps most strongly in Mexico, as expressed in its popular saying:
‘…when the United States gets the flue, Mexico has pneumonia’. Many export-oriented
manufacturing operations immediately responded to the economic downturn by temporarily
reducing production and laying off workers. However, instead of the rapid recovery that was
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Figure 7.4 - Total number of new investments, total volume of new investments,
and employment generated by new investments in the garment industry,
per sub-region of Coahuila (2000-2001) (%)
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Figure 7.5 - Total number of new investments, total volume of new investments,
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widely expected, the economic downturn in the United States turned into an economic
recession after the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington in September 2001.
Following the subsequent ‘wars on terrorism’ in Afghanistan and Iraq, this recession even
took on global dimensions.

During that same period, Mexico’s preferential treatment with respect to U.S.
investments and trade became increasingly challenged by other, more structural threats to its
long-term development. Firstly, other countries within the western hemisphere were now
also exploring the possibilities of forming free trade agreements, such as the Free Trade Area
of the Americas (FTAA), and the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA).
Secondly, after China’s ascension to full membership of the WTO in December 2001, it
rapidly developed into a major contender for Mexico, both in terms of foreign direct
investments and manufactured exports. Since 2001, Mexico’s trade with NAFTA partners
has slowed down. By 2003, China had overtaken Mexico to become the number-two
exporter to the United States, after Canada (Smith and Lindblad, 2003: 41-42).

The combination of a stagnating U.S. economy and increased competition from newly
emerging market economies elsewhere in Latin America and Asia particularly affected the
lower value-added and labor-intensive segments of Mexico’s export sector. According to
some observers, about 30% of the jobs that were created in maquiladoras during the 1990s
have since disappeared. Several among them have decided to shift production from Mexico
to Central America or Asia (Audley et al., 2003: 12). In addition, the competitive position of
Mexico’s export-manufacturing sector suffered under the high exchange rates between the
peso and the dollar, and the increasing energy costs, in particular of natural gas and
electricity. As a result, a considerable number of companies closed down.

7.3.1 The effects of the crisis and new competition for Coahuila’s export-industries
A strong export sector had been responsible for Coahuila’s relatively quick economic recovery
from the 1994-1995 crisis. However, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, Coahuila’s
export sector itself came under increasing economic pressure. Most of its output was directed
towards the United States, and by the end of the year 2000, even the motor of Coahuila’s
economy –the automobile industry– began to feel the negative effects of the slowdown in
U.S. consumer demand. Both local lead firms, General Motors and Chrysler, announced
temporary cutbacks of production and lay-offs of personnel in their respective assembly
plants in Ramos Arizpe and Saltillo, which had a domino effect on other companies in the
automobile branch throughout Coahuila.

Initially, the slowdown of production did not seem to worry Coahuila’s largest
companies, as it was considered part of standard cyclical economic movement. In fact, after
the spectacular growth of the Mexican automobile industry in the previous years, it was
considered an effective way to reduce stocks and slim down inventories.4 Several private
sector representatives even expressed the hope that this would finally solve the problems with
the high turnover of personnel that had existed in principal urban-industrial areas like
Saltillo, Torreón and Ciudad Acuña. As the international economic recession continued and
deepened throughout 2001, however, an increasing number of companies began to restructure
their organization and production, usually at the cost of labor cutbacks.

Although the Martínez administration repeatedly claimed that Coahuila had been less
affected by the U.S. recession than other border states (cf. Martínez, 2001; 2002), ample
evidence shows that the years 2001 and 2002 were economically bad years for almost every
production sector in Coahuila (cf. González, 2002; Rodríguez and Martínez, 2003; Godínez,
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2005). New investments were postponed or cancelled, massive cutbacks of personnel were the
order of the day, and several plants were shut definitively. According to the estimates of a
local newspaper, Coahuila lost almost 35,000 jobs in the year 2001 alone, proportionally
divided over all its sub-regions, undoing much of the positive effects on local employment
generated by new investments in the years before (table 7.1).

The significant decrease of open unemployment in the principal urban areas of Coahuila
that had characterized the late 1990s was reversed in the course of 2001. All its major urban
areas registered increasing open unemployment levels, mostly far above the national average
(figure 7.6). The local impact of restructuring and/or closure of several important plants in a
short period of time cannot be overestimated.

For instance, the closure of Axa Yazaki’s automotive parts plants in Saltillo in 2002,
shortly afterwards followed by the shutdown of the garment assembly plants of Fruit of the
Loom, already involved 7,000 workers. Likewise, the worldwide restructuring of the
automotive parts company Alcoa Fujikora at the beginning of 2003, with subsidiary plants in
Acuña, Piedras Negras and Torreón, involved the layoff of another 4,500 workers,
representing half of its total personnel employed throughout Coahuila. Under these difficult
economic conditions it was difficult –if not impossible– to provide alternative employment at
short notice for such large numbers of workers.

In a few cases, the restructuring of a company’s organizational structure actually worked
out favorably for specific sub-regions. The most notable example in this respect was
DaimlerChrysler. At the beginning of 2001, the management of the financially troubled
company announced a reorganization involving the elimination of 26,000 jobs worldwide
over the following three years. This restructuring, however, also provided for the partial move
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Table 7. 1 - Decrease of employment in Coahuila’s sub-regions (January-November 2001) 
(absolute numbers)

Border region Carbonífera Center region Laguna Southeast region

7,561 1,313 6,979 7, 735 12,652

Source: Palabra, 16 November 2001
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of Chrysler’s operations in Mexico City and Toluca towards its complexes in Ramos Arizpe
and Saltillo, which were considered the company’s most modern operations in Mexico with a
high quality productivity (Covarrubias, 2001).

In general, the effects of the changed international economic conjuncture were felt
strongest in labor-intensive maquiladoras, which often operated with narrow profit margins.
After years of almost continuous growth, the number of maquiladoras in Coahuila decreased
since the second half of 2001 (figure 7.7). The absolute number of maquiladoras in Coahuila
fell from 287 plants at its maximum in May 2001, to 208 plants at the end of 2003 (INEGI,
2005). In particular those situated in the interior of Coahuila –Torreón and ‘others’–
predominantly labor-intensive garment industries, showed a strong decline in a short period
of time. In the Laguna, a considerable number of companies closed their operations almost
overnight. In the Border region of Coahuila, the decline in the number of maquiladoras
accelerated after 2003. Some of the companies that closed down in Piedras Negras and
Acuña had a local presence for more than twenty years, but the weight of its local collective
contracts had increased production costs to such a degree that production simply ceased to
be competitive under the new global economic circumstances.

With the exception of Ciudad Acuña, where maquila employment has remained
remarkably strong during the crisis, total employment in Coahuila’s maquiladoras declined
throughout 2001 (figure 7.8), in particular in the interior of Coahuila. Within a year, more
than 15,000 jobs were lost in this sector. After 2002, the number of jobs in the maquila
industry has recovered slightly. The net loss of employment in Coahuila’s maquila industry
since its maximum in October 2000, however, still involves around 10,000 workers (INEGI,
2005).

In addition, the quality of the remaining maquila employment has also deteriorated as a
direct result of the crisis. Wages have been frozen, benefits have been reduced and workers
operate under the constant threat of being laid off. These developments gave rise to a
renewed activity of independent unions and civic movements, such as the Comité Fronterizo
de Obreros (CFO) in the Border region and the Servicio, Desarrollo y Paz (SEDEPAC) in the
Center region. Local authorities and leaders of the CTM generally urged the workers to
accept more modest working conditions in order to preserve employment. There are several
cases of companies that actually left after labor conflicts (e.g. Dimmit and Macoelmex in
Piedras Negras, Williamson Dickies in Parras). Most workers, however, considered that it
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was better to have work than to have nothing, and accepted the worsened labor conditions
without much protest.

. ‘Lessons’ from NAFTA

Under conditions of economic recession and increased international competition, the
celebrations of NAFTA’s tenth anniversary ( January 2004) were far more muted than the
people involved in its creation had probably hoped. Since the signing of NAFTA, economic
developments in Mexico have been followed closely by the international financial
community, since the treaty was considered a test-case for other developing economies that
aimed at raising general standards of living by means of free trade and increased economic
integration. The numerous assessments that were made on the occasion of NAFTA’s
anniversary, including the ‘lessons’ that can be learned from the Mexican case, varied from
generally positive to predominantly negative.

These differences in outcomes depend strongly on the specific point of view taken and
the emphasis made with regard to the trade balance, employment, wage levels, and general
distribution of benefits and costs. In addition, it is particularly difficult to isolate the effects
of NAFTA on Mexico from the impact of other significant economic events that have
occurred over the past decade, such as the peso-crisis of 1994-1995, the economic boom of the
U.S. economy during the late 1990s, Mexico’s additional trade with non-NAFTA countries,5

and the most recent global economic recession.
Within Mexico, the prevailing sentiment was that the country had been ‘shortchanged’,

and that the costs by now exceeded the benefits (Smith and Lindblad, 2003). The World
Bank and the IMF insist that Mexico has made much progress in many areas over the last
ten years. At the same time, they also acknowledge that the positive effects could have been
more numerous (cf. Lederman et al., 2003; Kose et al., 2004). If anything, Mexico’s NAFTA
experience made clear that a free trade agreement was certainly not a win-win situation for
everybody (Audley et al., 2003), and that it was neither an easy nor an assured road to
prosperity (Stiglitz, 2004).

In line with the increasing international consensus on the importance of endogenous
variables in promoting growth, most evaluations agree that Mexico’s complementary policies
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and domestic institutions were not sufficiently in place in relation to its far-reaching
economic reforms (Kose et al., 2004; Audley et al., 2003; Lederman et al., 2003). In many
ways, Mexico’s NAFTA experience has ‘fine-tuned’ the message of free trade. The
development of robust internal structures was increasingly considered to be a prerequisite for
positive and beneficial engagement in free trade (Dicken, 2003: 575). According to the
evaluations of multilateral agencies, the Mexican government had not been able to provide
the necessary human resource base and infrastructure as incentives for generating growth.
Important domestic reforms, most importantly in the sphere of taxes and energy, have
remained pending, while investments in education, innovation, infrastructure and ‘good
governance’ have also lagged behind (cf. Lederman et al., 2003).

As one of the principal architects of NAFTA, Salinas agreed with these observations by
commenting that: ‘… NAFTA wasn’t an end unto itself but a means to something, and that
something was precisely the need to go further in reform’ (as cited in Smith and Lindblad,
2003: 40).6 Several authors have indicated, however, that Mexico’s serious domestic
shortcomings were in fact the result of the policies of the Salinas administration, which had
dismantled a large number of organizations and institutions with the idea that the market
would regulate itself (cf. Cypher, 2001; Conroy and Glasmeier, 1992). By subsequently
pushing for the ‘fast track’ approval of NAFTA, a striking imbalance was created between
the far-reaching opening of the market for trade and industry and a domestic economy that
was not sufficiently prepared to face international competition. In particular Mexico’s small
and medium-sized firms had voiced their concern about the timing and speed of NAFTA
negotiations, in the absence of access to credits or other adequate support of the government
to meet increasing international competition (cf. Thacker, 1999; Alba, 1996).

7.4.1 The ‘embeddedness’ of Coahuila’s export industry
With Coahuila’s export sector under increasing economic pressure and numerous companies
closing their operations, it became painfully clear that Coahuila’s export-oriented growth
relied predominantly on foreign capital, and failed to create sufficient backward linkages.
The attraction of cluster and global value chain approaches to policymakers –as promoted
throughout Coahuila in the 1990s– lies in the creation of an environment that stimulates and
supports local learning, innovation and upgrading (cf. Malmberg, 2003). At the heart of these
approaches are complex processes of increased interdependence between firms within global
networks. It generally focuses on the degree to which foreign capital has integrated into the
local economy and builds upon existing local industrial traditions, based on trust, reciprocity
and loyalty –the economic geographer’s interpretation of ‘embeddedness’ (cf. Grabher, 1993;
Dicken et al., 1995).

One of Coahuila’s most dynamic sectors in terms of exports and jobs creation during the
1990s has been the maquila industry. As discussed in chapter 6, this development strategy can
generate employment and export growth, but offers little backward linkages to the local
economy. Its most important value added generally consists of wages, and are therefore often
referred to as a ‘low road’ to development (cf. Bair and Gereffi, 2001; Korzeniewicz and
Smith, 2000). There is ample evidence that it is very difficult to compete on labor costs
alone. Low wages are only a relative condition, and, as the crisis of the export sector has
demonstrated, subject to strong conjunctural fluctuations (cf. Dicken, 2003: 331; Gereffi, 1996:
55). For instance, real wages for most Mexicans were lower in 2004 than a decade before, but
they are still not considered competitive in relation to minimum wages levels in Central
America and Asia (Audley et al., 2003: 6).
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One of the most valuable contributions of the global value chains-approach is its governance
structure. Gary Gereffi (1996) distinguishes two dominant types that have evolved. The so-
called ‘buyer-driven commodity chains’ usually involve corporations engaged in the
production of consumer goods that are vulnerable to fashion (e.g. garments, footwear, toys),
and only have very narrow profit margins per unit. Most operations are of a labor-intensive
nature, and predominantly compete on wages. Evidence from the rural areas of the Laguna,
the Carbonífera, the Center region and the Border region shows that these companies were
among the first to close down when market conditions became adverse in 2001.

The so-called ‘producer-driven commodity chains’ involve industries operating within
more capital and technology-intensive industries (e.g. automobiles, computers, machinery)
that have much higher profit margins per unit. Although it does not necessarily represent a
‘high road’ to development, these industries are generally thought to offer more perspectives
for local companies to become integrated into the production process (Gereffi, 1996).
Although the number of local companies in Coahuila that have managed to become
integrated into the value chain of the global automobile industry is limited because of its
high entry barriers, their backward linkages to the local economy are usually stronger, not
just in terms of capital, but also for example in labor training.

The general picture of Coahuila’s industrial production structure has become more
pronounced after the export crisis and with new competitive challenges ahead. Apart from a
relatively limited number of large export-oriented companies with strong links to foreign
capital, large numbers of small or medium-sized entrepreneurs, predominantly operating on
the domestic market, have shown few signs of technological upgrading. Instead, most of
them are engaged in a struggle for survival against the increased competition by cheap
imports. The selective working of the export crisis, eliminating mostly labor-intensive
assembly activities, has further increased the economic dominance of the automobile
industry. Although this may be interpreted as more promising in terms of innovation and
upgrading, it also entails a serious risk of path dependency.

. Challenges ahead

Despite the domestic shortcomings noticed above, the tenth anniversary of NAFTA further
accelerated the liberalization of Mexico’s economy, as it was accompanied by the elimination
of tariffs of numerous products, among which the restrictions on the automobile industry.
Former President Salinas commented ‘…it’s like Alice in Wonderland, you have to run faster
and faster to stay in the same place. Globalization won’t wait for you’ (as cited in Smith and
Lindblad, 2003: 40). In the face of these new international economic challenges, increasing
‘competitiveness’ became an even stronger concern for many governments (Lall, 2001).

In 2002, the Martínez administration published a study on the impact of China’s
ascension to the WTO for Coahuila (Ochoa et al., 2002). That same year, his government
presented another strategic study that formed part of a federal program to improve regional
competitiveness, Coahuila Competitivo 2020. Focusing on a number of systemic variables, the
main objective of this study was: ‘…to integrate the most important economic sectors with the
productive capacity of the small and medium-sized companies […] in order to convert a threat into
an opportunity’ (SE, 2002: 9). In an attempt to diversify Coahuila’s local economies, the study
signaled –in addition to Coahuila’s existing sub-regional economic specialization– the
economic potential of an electronics cluster in the Border region, a construction cluster in the
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Southeast region and a furniture cluster in the Laguna. Although presented as a new approach
for a new era, the general idea behind this study –stimulating local clusters to develop more
structural backward linkages within global value chains– much resembles the study Coahuila
ante el reto del futuro, issued by the Montemayor administration in 1994 (ITESM, 1994).

One needs to be careful about making long-term predictions about immediate events,
but the prospects for Coahuila’s different sub-regions, industries and social groups do not
suggest dramatic changes in their respective development pathways. In essence, the shift
towards the sustainable human development approach that can be distinguished at several
geographical scale levels in the late 1990s intended to conserve and reinforce the key
elements of the dominant market-oriented development paradigm (Gore, 2000: 795). Both
‘clusters’ and ‘competitiveness’ continue to increase in significance in many policy discourses,
although their validity in terms of accomplishing economic growth with equity is contested
(on clusters: cf. Malmberg, 2003: 150-151; on competitiveness: cf. Krugman, 1996: 22).7 The
following paragraphs address the measures that were taken by local companies operating
within Coahuila’s dominant economic sectors, both in reaction to the slowdown of the U.S.
economy and the need to meet new major economic challenges.

7.5.1 The automobile industry
The crisis of 2001 hit Coahuila’s automobile industry hard. At the same time, however, it
strengthened its dominance within the economy of Coahuila, as a considerable number of
companies of other industries lost out. Most companies as well as policy-makers remained
rather optimistic regarding the future prospects of the local automobile industry.
Nevertheless, important new challenges were presented by NAFTA. After a gradual phase-
out, restrictions on the automobile industry’s trade balance between the United States,
Canada and Mexico were eliminated in 2004. This also ended the preferential treatment for
the five companies that already operated in Mexico before the start of NAFTA (GM, Ford
Chrysler, Volkswagen and Nissan). Competition of imports from companies originating
from other countries will most likely increase as a result.

The most important local company in Coahuila’s automobile industry continues to be
GIS.8 This export-oriented company is a principal provider of North America’s ‘Big Three’
automobile producers. The slowdown in U.S. demand hampered the production of engine
blocks at GIS’ automobile division (CIFUNSA). In 2001, sales fell dramatically while
production costs rose, primarily as a result of the high prices of natural gas. The board of
directors of GIS did not hesitate to take drastic measures to rationalize production. The
eldest of the four CIFUNSA plants in Saltillo was closed and new investments were
announced that same year, outside the state of Coahuila. The move of parts of the
production lines of CIFUNSA and Vitromex, GIS’ most important company in the
construction division, to San Juan de Iturbide (Guanajuato), San Luis Potosí and
Chihuahua, was generally considered a major break with its tradition as a strongly regional
company. In addition, command of GIS was handed over to the third generation of the
López family, the eldest sons of both Isidro and Javier López del Bosque.

An assessment of regional and sub-regional developments shows that the development of
backward linkages to the local economy have not appreciably improved, except for the
limited number of local companies that were already integrated as preferred supplier in the
automobile industry (e.g. CIFUNSA, Inmagusa, San Luis Rassini). For others, the entry
barriers continue to be out of reach. In addition, the risk of an economic ‘lock in’ has further
increased as a result of this ongoing economic specialization.
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7.5.2 The garment industry
The future prospects for Coahuila’s garment industry are not as promising as the automobile
industry. Of all its economic sectors, Coahuila’s garment industry was perhaps the one that
had been most visibly affected by the export crisis of 2001. Many companies, in particular
most labor-intensive companies, have reduced personnel or have closed since the crisis, while
new investors have stayed away. Under NAFTA, tariffs on garments and textiles are not
eliminated before 2008. However, another –perhaps even bigger– threat for the local garment
industry was presented by the elimination of the global Multi-Fiber Agreement (MFA) in
2005, which had been established by the WTO more than thirty years ago to regulate the
global garment industry. It was widely expected that this would result in a significant
‘reshuffling’ in the global garment value chain, which, under the present conditions would
above all favor China (Sargent and Matthews, 2003: 62).

It is not unlikely that this prospect influenced the decision to close garment assembly
industries in sub-regions like the Carbonífera, Center region, and Border region. The
situation in Coahuila’s only garment cluster, the Laguna, was a little more complex. Several
of the large, labor-intensive operations that involved predominantly foreign capital, and were
located in the rural areas of the Laguna, have ceased operations. The more capital-intensive
operations, (e.g. textiles and cloth) located in the urban areas of the Laguna, are expected to
recuperate. In addition, a number of local entrepreneurs who have successfully operated on
international markets and have proven to be sufficiently solid may survive the recession.9

However, the existence of mutual distrust among the local private sector (cf. Dooren, 2003;
Bair and Gereffi, 2001), does prevent the well functioning of the cluster as a whole. This
suggests that the limits of upgrading have been reached, and may even become counter-
productive at some point.

7.5.3 Other economic sectors
The years 2000 and 2001, have also been bad years for the steel industry, as prices fell more
than 30% after dumping practices concerning sheet steel from Asia and Eastern Europe.
Several steel industries throughout the United States and Canada were shut as a result. For
AHMSA, closure was not an issue because the company continued to be in ‘suspension of
payments’ since 1999.

Although the local economy of the Center region appears to have become slightly less
dependent on AHMSA over the recent years as a result of new investments, the Center
region can be best qualified as an ‘introvert’ or ‘insular’ cluster (cf. Malmberg, 2003: 154). The
local private sector has not been able to meet the required standards of production or
establish a significant economic relationship with international companies. Instead, they
continued to be focused on the former state-owned company (cf. Corrales, 2004; Martínez
Granados, 2001). Despite the suspension of payments, most large local companies simply
continued operating according to the established practices and provided AHMSA with
products and services.

Their financial situation, however, did not allow such a long breath as AHMSA. The
largest local entrepreneurs have strongly diversified their operations, and are usually
simultaneously engaged in several economic sectors such as construction, commerce, and
transport. Even then, however, each separate economic activity is hardly profitable because of
the strong mutual competition.10 In the meantime, the continuing insecurity about the fate
of AHMSA has increased distrust among the local private sector, which has paralyzed most
new initiatives (Corrales, 2004: 133-134). Over the years, there have been several rumors that
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AHMSA would ‘suspend’ the suspension of payments –most recently after prices of hot
rolled steel on the American continent had more than doubled in 2004– but until that
moment, the local economy continues to be held ‘hostage’ by the situation of AHMSA.11

The future of coal mining in the Carbonífera looks bleak. When the maquiladoras that
had provided an important share of alternative employment closed, many workers were left
with little alternatives other than returning to (marginal) coal mining: ‘… there is nothing else
[…] he who doesn’t lower himself down the pocitos does not eat’ (Vargas, 2002). This sector,
however, was also subject to new NAFTA regulations. Coal was among the minerals that
should be put out to an international tender from 2003 onwards. Although the quality of the
coal of the Carbonífera was good, its production costs were hardly competitive
internationally.12 As a result of this, the main customer of coal from the Carbonífera, the
CFE, stopped buying its coal, a decision affecting the livelihood of 30,000 people. After four
months of negotiating, the government of Coahuila finally created a commission, the
Promotora de Desarrollo Minero (PRODEMI), that was legally allowed to buy coal from
almost 60 small and medium-sized producers from the Carbonífera and sell 3,3 millions of
tons of coal annually to the CFE, but against very narrow profit margins.13 The only more
structural solution for the regional development of the Carbonífera will have to come from
new, alternative uses of coal.

Conclusion

This chapter addressed numerous economic, political and ideological changes that have
taken place since the turn of the century, and that have challenged the dominant
development strategy of the 1990s in several ways. As its principal shortcomings
–polarization between sub-regions, industries and social groups, and an ongoing degradation
of basic public services, education, healthcare and the environment– became increasingly
visible, alternative approaches were discussed. It is too soon yet to give a well-balanced
judgement on the effects these new strategies will have on regional development, in
particular under the ongoing impact of processes of economic liberalization. Nevertheless,
although Coahuila may seem economically relatively well off in comparison to other
Mexican states, the evidence presented from developments in the early twenty-first century
does not justify too much optimism.

Many of the ‘problems’ identified by the Martínez administration have not (yet) been
resolved adequately, and in several cases conditions have further deteriorated. The
development pattern shows an ongoing concentration of economic activities in a limited
number of urban-industrial areas. After the economic recession, the rural areas of Coahuila
were left with high unemployment and few economic alternatives, resulting in an ongoing
exodus of people to the urban centers. Although these are economically diversified and hence
likely to recover more easily from the economic recession, the continuously increasing
pressure on urban services, infrastructure and environment may well endanger future
economic growth.

In addition, regional disparities have only further increased in recent years, adding even
more economic weight to the Southeast region. Attempts at economic diversification did
thus far not produce the required results. In fact, after the closure of many labor-intensive
assembly industries, the economy of Coahuila now more than ever depends on one single
economic sector, the automobile industry. Coahuila’s labor-intensive maquila industry has
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suffered under the economic recession and the increased international competition, but still
has a strong economic importance, in particular in Ciudad Acuña. Nevertheless, the limited
backward linkages of its foreign-owned industries continue to be one of the central problems
of the economy of Coahuila.

Notes
1 Both illegal migration as well as drug trafficking to the United States via the border of Coahuila

has increased considerably over the last few years. Most importantly because it is believed to be
one of the least controlled parts of the U.S. border. A particularly high percentage of illegal
migrants who attempt to cross near Piedras Negras or Acuña originate from Central America.
Saltillo has become a major hub for illegal Central Americans as a result of its strategic railroad
connection (Najar, 2003).

2 ‘PEMEX-gate’ involved illegal transactions with company funds that supposedly benefited the
presidential campaign of the PRI candidate in 2000. Despite a three-year investigation, it could
not be determined what the eventual destination of the funds had been, but Montemayor was
fined for irregularities and suspended from occupying public positions for 20 years (Balboa, 2005).

3 The Human Resource managers of Takata (Frontera, 4 December 2001) and Technotrim
(Monclova, 5 December 2001), indicated that these companies were primarily attracted by the
qualified local labor-force.

4 Interview with Human Resource manager of General Motors Saltillo-Ramos-Arizpe. Ramos
Arizpe, 14 February 2001.

5 NAFTA provided that its trade partners were allowed to make (bilateral) free trade arrangements
with other countries outside NAFTA. Mexican policymakers signed additional trade agreements
involving almost 30 other countries, of which the agreement with the European Union, signed in
1997, is the most important.

6 Several attempts to reform taxes, employment regulation and energy –both by the administrations
of Zedillo (1994-2000) as well as Fox (2000-)– were opposed by the PRI, which continues to hold
a majority in Congress.

7 On repeated occasions, the economist Paul Krugman qualified the ‘obsession’ of governments
with competitiveness as both wrong and dangerous, because ‘countries’ do not operate like
‘companies’ (cf. Krugman, 1996).

8 GIS was widely recognized for its enviable financial position and was listed among Mexico’s 35
most-traded stocks. In 2002, GIS was even qualified as the ‘most profitable company of Mexico’
(Yanovich, 2002).

9 Interview with Salomón Juan Marcos Issa, Deputy (2002-2005) and prominent local entrepreneur
in the export-oriented garment industry. Saltillo, 24 June 2003.

10 Interview with Arturo Zabaleta Margaín, prominent local entrepreneur in diverse economic
activities. Monclova 23 May 2003.

11 The situation got to a point that the Mexican authorities issued out an arrest warrant for the
owners in 2004, for evading taxes, doubtful tenders with the CFE, and a stratospheric debt with
the federal government, foreign banks and more than 3,000 domestic and foreign private
creditors. Like several others closely associated with the Salinas regime, Alonso Ancira and
Xavier Autrey fled the country and are officially still fugitives. In the meantime, however, they
still manage to control the virtually bankrupt steel foundry by means of authorizations from a
situation of ‘exile’ abroad (Proceso, 2004).
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12 Interview with José Luis Guadiana Tijerina, prominent local entrepreneur medium-sized mining
company. Nueva Rosita, 21 May 2003.

13 Interview with Ramiro Flores Morales, Deputy (2002-2005) and representative miners
Carbonífera, Saltillo, 26 May 2003.
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 Conclusions

Introduction

Since the 1990s, ‘globalization’ has become the catchword for describing the increasing
interconnectedness of the world in an economic, political, social and cultural way. Important
technological innovations in transport and communications over the past three decades have
facilitated the flow of people, goods, information, capital, services, and knowledge across
national borders. These processes of transformation have become of central concern to all
social sciences. Unfortunately, this has not resulted in an increase in conceptual clarity.
Different disciplines emphasize different concerns, apply different levels of analysis and
often use different terminologies.

The roots of globalization are situated in important changes in the international political
economy in the 1970s. The worldwide shift from state-led development strategies towards
one that stressed the unhindered workings of market forces prepared the terrain. At the same
time –under increasing pressure of international competition and declining productivity
rates– lead firms in advanced economies started a vertical disintegration of production
processes and geographically relocated the labor-intensive parts of the process to low-wage,
low-skill production facilities in developing economies. Both processes are closely
interrelated and mutually reinforcing. These processes have posed new challenges to
development theory and practice.

Following the successful examples of East Asian economies, export-oriented
manufacturing became widely viewed as the surest recipe for realizing high levels of
economic growth while reducing income inequality. Under the influence of neoclassically
trained politicians, and assisted by multilateral agencies such as the World Bank and the
IMF, most Latin American countries implemented structural adjustment programs in the
1980s. These prescribed liberalization, deregulation and privatization, as part of a radical
reduction of the role of the state in the economy in order to increase international
competitiveness. The role of foreign direct investment became increasingly important in
development strategies worldwide, as a generator of employment, while contributing to the
growth of manufactured exports, and offering opportunities to local companies to innovate
and upgrade worker skills.

The main objective of this study has been to arrive at an intricate understanding of the
impact of processes of globalization –manifested in the role of foreign direct investments and
neoliberal reform– on regional development. Network-based approaches, in particular cluster
studies and global value chains analysis, have received much academic attention in recent
years, and have offered valuable new perspectives of those processes that link the global and
the local. Nevertheless, both approaches tend to focus predominantly on the relationships
among firms, or between firms and institutions. In addition, many scholars and policymakers
–who have also been greatly attracted by these approaches as a strategy for (regional)
development– predominantly tend to focus on ideal-types.
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Imitating a successful development model, however, offers by no means a guarantee for
success, since the outcomes of processes of globalization are always mediated by specific local
conditions and practices that involve a considerable number of actors (e.g. regional/local
governments, local private sector, organized labor, and other stakeholders). In order to
explain why these processes of international economic restructuring have such a differential
local impact, this study went beyond the exclusive focus on the behavior of firms within
networks, and situated developments within a wider historical social and political context to
establish the role of specific local conditions and actors in these outcomes. It included
analyses of those sub-regions, localities, economic sectors, and social groups that were less
–or not– successful to link up with the world economy.

. Summary of the main research findings

This study has focused on contemporary developments in economy and society in the state
of Coahuila, on the northeast border of Mexico with the United States. This state has
undergone a drastic socioeconomic transformation over the past three decades. Since the
mid-1970s, the development strategy of Coahuila’s administrative elites has centered on
creating favorable conditions for foreign direct investment. This strategy was considered the
surest way to capitalize on Mexico’s growing integration into the world economy. In
particular under NAFTA, Coahuila has become a major receptor of foreign direct
investments, making it one of Mexico’s most important export manufacturing states, backed
–above all– by sizeable investments in the automobile and garment industries. The effects of
these developments, however, have been divided unevenly. Certain sub-regions, branches of
economic activity and parts of civil society in Coahuila have undergone these effects more
intensely than others.

This section will retake the main research findings in order to establish the social and
political key variables that can explain these different outcomes. It is structured according to
the three stages that characterize Mexico’s transition from a strategy of import substituting
industrialization towards a strategy of export-oriented manufacturing.

8.1.1 Experiments with Export Processing Zones: Coahuila in the 1970s
Imitating the successful East Asian example, experiments with Export Processing Zones
were conducted along the Mexico-U.S. border in the late 1960s and early 1970s, in an
attempt to alleviate unemployment and encourage regional development. The federal Border
Industrialization Program allowed foreign and Mexican investors to temporarily import into
Mexico, on a duty free basis, all items needed for the assembly or manufacturing of finished
goods, under the condition that these goods would be subsequently exported. The program
–which was particularly attractive to U.S. firms– proved generally successful. Legislation was
expanded on several occasions throughout the 1970s, no longer exclusively restricting this
type of assembly activity (maquiladoras) to the 20-kilometer wide strip directly along the
border.

The impact of the Border Industrialization Program on Coahuila’s principal border
cities, Piedras Negras and Ciudad Acuña, was initially limited. In comparison to border cities
in other states, the Border region of Coahuila was generally considered too remote from the
important economic centers in Mexico and the United States. With federal support,
members of prominent local entrepreneurial families in Piedras Negras and Acuña attempted
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to follow the example of influential entrepreneurs in border cities such as Ciudad Juárez, who
had capitalized on the experience with the maquila industry by developing industrial parks
and encourage new investments. The cases of Piedras Negras and Acuña have demonstrated,
however, that this strategy did not guarantee success. To explain this requires looking at
specific local circumstances and histories.

Piedras Negras has a long tradition of heavy industry. All the workers of local steel
foundries, large-scale coal mining operations and the carbon electric plants were organized in
powerful, industry-wide national unions, that struggled with autonomous unions for
obtaining the control of collective contracts of the new maquiladoras. This resulted in
relatively high wage levels in Piedras Negras, which, in combination with a history of
conflictive unionism and labor unrest, made the city less attractive to possible investors.
Moreover, the local government and the private sector put little extra effort in the promotion
of maquiladoras and continued to rely on the traditionally dominant economic sectors
instead.

The much smaller Ciudad Acuña lacked mineral resources and had no industrial
tradition before the first maquiladoras established there in the late 1960s. In spite of –or
perhaps because of– these conditions, Acuña would become a much more attractive location
for the establishment of maquila industries than Piedras Negras. There was no strong
tradition of organized unionism in Acuña. Companies were thus in a position to bring
unions under their control. The local maquiladora association has been very influential from
the start, firmly controlling local wage levels. Moreover, influential members of the local
private sector have been much more proactive in stimulating the establishment of
maquiladoras. In the 1980s, Acuña became Coahuila’s principal maquiladora city.

8.1.2 Opening Mexico’s economy: Coahuila in the 1980s
The early 1980s saw the breakdown of Mexico’s strategy of import substituting
industrialization. During the late 1970s, Mexico’s economy had increasingly come to depend
on income generated by oil exports. In addition, large foreign loans were embraced at
relatively low interest rates. However, a few years later interest rates on foreign short-term
loans increased sharply, while at the same time the value of petroleum exports suffered a
decline. The Mexican government suddenly found itself in a position where it had to
announce a moratorium on the payment of its foreign debt, and in fact had to declare
bankruptcy in 1982. With the need for economic restructuring having become acute, Mexico’s
new, neoclassically trained administration (1982-1988) was the first of many throughout the
developing world to turn to the World Bank and IMF for help.

The impact of the prescribed stabilization and structural adjustment programs
–emphasizing sound financial management and government deregulation– was twofold. For
most economic sectors that had traditionally relied on government support and protection,
economic restructuring resembled a shock therapy. Export-oriented manufacturing, on the
other hand –most significantly represented by the maquiladoras and other foreign direct
investments– was assigned an increasingly prominent role in Mexico’s economy. Gradually, it
became the main catalyst for domestic industrial development.

The increasing polarization within Mexico’s economy –between domestic sectors in crisis
and booming export sectors– that became apparent during the 1980s, in particular after
Mexico’s entry into the GATT in 1986, was also strongly felt in the state of Coahuila. Since
the 1940s, the local economies of Coahuila’s Center region and the Carbonífera –Mexico’s
largest coal mining area– had strongly relied on the integrated steel foundry AHMSA.
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Situated in the provincial town Monclova, in the Center region, this state-owned company
had been one of the main pillars of Mexico’s strategy of import substituting industrialization.
Production had expanded almost continuously to meet domestic demand. In the course of
the 1970s, however, AHMSA’s profitability and productivity were increasingly affected by
labor conflicts, inefficiency, and corruption.

The restructuring of AHMSA gained momentum in the second half of the 1980s. The
company was nominated for privatization, and in order to make it more attractive for
potential buyers, AHMSA’s maximum production capacity was reduced, subsidiaries with no
direct link to steel production –including the mining operations in the Carbonífera– were
discontinued or sold, and the total number of workers was radically downsized. The power of
the influential labor unions disintegrated with most workers now fearing for their jobs.
Unemployment was high and the local economies offered little economic alternatives.

New economic impulses in the form of maquiladoras or other foreign direct investment
failed to materialize, mainly because of Monclova’s reputation of labor unrest. Traditionally,
the local private sector in the Center region and in the Carbonífera had strongly relied on
economic initiatives taken by the federal government. When this disappeared as result of
deregulation measures, the private sector seemed unable to take on a proactive role, and
instead continued to look to AHMSA for economic initiatives, even after the company came
under control of two influential entrepreneurs from Mexico City in 1991.

The effects of the economic restructuring on the local economy of the Laguna have been
mixed. The traditionally dominant activities in the sub-region, in particular the cultivation of
cotton and its related small-scale manufacturing of textiles, were heavily affected. Since the
1950s, the cultivation of cotton had declined due to overexploitation of the land and a
resulting loss of fertility, but –with persistent federal government support in the form of
subsidies and credits– small farmers had continued to produce cotton. After the opening of
Mexico’s economy in the 1980s, however, local cotton production strongly declined when the
international prices of cotton dropped and artificial fibers started to flood the Mexican
market. The modest local textile industry was almost wiped out.

Nevertheless, in the second part of the 1980s, several proactive members of the local
private sector managed to capitalize on the expansion of Mexico’s maquiladora program.
Building on the modest local tradition of textile industries, these entrepreneurs started
subcontracting firms to U.S. companies operating in the garment industry, assembling jeans
for exports. These maquiladoras required only limited capital investment, relatively simple
technologies and low-wage, low-skilled labor, which was abundantly present in the rural
areas of the Laguna after it had been hit by the cotton crisis. In the following years, this
appeared to be a profitable accumulation strategy. The number of maquila operations rapidly
increased, and within a few years the Laguna had become the country’s most important
exporter of denim.

The contrast was great between the difficult economic situation in the Carbonífera, the
Center region and (the rural areas of ) the Laguna, and the economic growth registered in
Coahuila’s Border region and the Southeast region in the 1980s. The basis for export growth
in the Southeast region was laid by major investments near the capital Saltillo in the late
1970s, by two of North America’s largest automobile producers, General Motors and
Chrysler. The size of the investments alone changed local society almost overnight, but their
significance would further increase through spin-off effects. Both plants were considered
‘lead firms’ of the automobile industry, creating a boom in additional investments of –also
mostly foreign– producers and suppliers of automotive parts.
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Before the establishment of General Motors and Chrysler, the most important private
employer in the Southeast region had been the Grupo Industrial Saltillo (GIS), a classic
example of a family enterprise that had managed to build a local industrial empire
–expanding and diversifying production– under the supportive environment of import
substitution. After the conglomerate had experienced an episode of labor unrest in the mid-
1970s, important organizational changes were implemented, shifting production of its main
product lines to export markets.

Although GIS had lost its dominant position in the local labor market with the arrival of
the foreign automobile producers, the relationship between these companies was one of
mutual respect and cooperation. On the one hand, its industrial tradition and the
reestablished peace on the labor front positively contributed to the decision of General
Motors and Chrysler to establish operations in Saltillo. On the other hand, GIS has become
one of the few local companies that succeeded to become a preferred supplier to these and
other internationally renowned manufacturers of automobiles.

8.1.3 Free trade with the United States and Canada: Coahuila in the 1990s
The start of the negotiations about a free trade agreement between Mexico, the United
States and Canada in the early 1990s represented a new phase in global trade policy. The
final agreement eliminated most tariffs and other trade barriers between the three partners
within a period of 10 to 15 years. NAFTA can be considered one of the most radical trade
experiments in history, not only because of its size and comprehensiveness, but most of all
because of the huge disparities between the economic partners. From the Mexican
perspective, the main objectives were to increase the amount of foreign direct investment,
while at the same time securing preferential access for its exports to North American
markets. The Mexican government put great effort into assuring that NAFTA would benefit
the standard of living of all its citizens.

With the prospect of NAFTA, Coahuila’s new administration (1993-1999) carefully
designed a development program that turned export-oriented manufacturing into Coahuila’s
most important pillar for economic growth. Industrial infrastructure was improved,
deregulation measures were accelerated and the economic promotion of Coahuila among
potential investors in Mexico and abroad was made more efficient and aggressive than
before, with the help of private sector organizations. In line with cluster theory, each sub-
region of Coahuila was thought to specialize in a specific economic activity for which it
already had a competitive advantage, generally structured around one or two lead firms. This
was believed to open the best opportunities for small and medium-sized firms to become
part of global value chains. For those sub-regions that had been most affected by the
restructuring process of the 1980s, the main focus was to generate employment by means of
labor-intensive maquiladoras.

In terms of foreign direct investments, export growth, and employment, the Southeast
region has been Coahuila’s major beneficiary under NAFTA. In large part this was the result
of the sub-region’s dominant economic specialization that had been built up in the 1980s.
Under NAFTA, the automobile industry has become Mexico’s fastest growing industrial
sector, and the Southeast region has experienced a boom, as many of the established
automobile producers strongly expanded their local supplier networks. In the second half of
the 1990s, the Southeast region of Coahuila has become one of Mexico’s most important
automobile exporting regions.

The automobile cluster that developed in the Southeast region, however, has been
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dominated by foreign, internationally renowned companies that are used to dealing with
national and international regulations of trade. Although the influence of local or regional
governments on their decision-making processes has been limited, the mutual relationship
has been respectful. For the local private sector it has remained difficult to become part of
the production networks these lead firms represent. The entry barriers, in terms of capital
and quality standards, are high. Only the largest, export-oriented companies such as GIS
have succeeded in becoming preferred supplier within the automobile industry. For many
small and medium-sized companies, the production of simple items such as packaging
material and moulds have offered the best opportunities to become part of these production
networks. Such activities, however, offer few opportunities to upgrade.

Within Coahuila, the Laguna presents another example of a spectacular increase in
export-oriented manufacturing since NAFTA, based on one specific industry. The boom had
its roots in the local export-oriented assembly activities of garments that had developed in
the 1980s. NAFTA created favorable conditions for the Mexican garment industry. A
combination of domestic capital and foreign direct investment turned the Laguna into a
fully-fledged garment cluster in the late 1990s –including the more capital-intensive parts of
the production process that previously had been reserved for industries in the United States–
and one of Mexico’s most important garment exporting regions.

Unlike the automobile cluster in the Southeast region, the development of the garment
cluster in the Laguna has been the result of a joint effort by local government, a group of
proactive local entrepreneurs and foreign direct investors. The local government has
encouraged the establishment of lead firms producing textile as input for more labor-
intensive garment assembly industries. The latter have been strongly promoted in the rural
communities with high levels of unemployment. Most new investments under NAFTA have
been joint ventures between local and U.S. capital, but typically, all full-package producers
have been established and managed by local capital.

The Border region was another sub-region of Coahuila that received a considerable
economic impulse as a result of NAFTA. In particular Ciudad Acuña attracted a
considerable number of new, export-oriented investments, in different branches of activity. In
general, the economic distinction between Coahuila’s two border cities that had become
apparent since the late 1970s has been reinforced. Labor-intensive, foreign-owned maquila
operations continued to be economically dominant in Ciudad Acuña, whereas new
investments in Piedras Negras were modest, but generally involved more capital-intensive
industries and a stronger participation of local capital.

The ‘success stories’ –in terms of exports and foreign direct investments– of the Southeast
region, the Laguna and the Border region sharply contrasted with the developments in the
Center region and Carbonífera. Despite several government incentives, these sub-regions have
received substantially less foreign direct investments under NAFTA than Coahuila’s other
sub-regions. Not only was the volume of employment generated not sufficient to solve local
problems of unemployment, the type of work –predominantly labor-intensive assembly
operations– did not connect with the background of the available labor force. Both sub-
regions continue to depend largely on their traditional economic specialization.

Although AHMSA –after privatization– managed to become internationally
competitive, its recovery proved to be only temporary. In the late 1990s, a fall in international
prices of steel brought the company in deep financial trouble, creating widespread
uncertainty within the local economy of the Center region. After the restructuring of
Mexico’s steel sector in the 1980s and early 1990s, the domestic demand for coal from the
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Carbonífera has also dropped drastically. In addition, the quality of the coal and the
efficiency of its production was not sufficiently competitive to be exported.

. Interpreting the differential impact of globalization on regional development

The main research findings have demonstrated that Coahuila’s dominant development
strategy since the 1970s has become increasingly successful in its own terms. However, this
study also indicated that the spread of these investments throughout Coahuila’s sub-regions
has been highly uneven, both in a quantitative and qualitative sense. The findings have also
shown that these differential outcomes strongly depend on the role of specific local
conditions and local actors, which cannot be captured by an exclusive focus on the role of
firms and institutions, an approach commonly used in network-based studies linking global
and local processes of transformation. The research findings have identified several
important social and political key variables that have shaped the specific regional
development outcomes, and which hold general value for further study of the global-local
nexus: the role of local private initiatives; the role of local industrial traditions; the role of
local labor relations and the role of the local political environment.

One of the most important variables that can explain the different outcomes of processes
of globalization in Coahuila’s sub-regions over the past three decades is the role of the
private sector. In the Laguna, the Southeast region and the Border region, the local private
sector has strongly influenced local developments, although each in their own particular way.
These sub-regions all dispose of a strong entrepreneurial tradition that can be traced back as
far as the Porfiriato in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, when local capital was
prominently engaged in multiple economic activities (e.g. agriculture, manufacturing,
commerce, banking). Others managed to obtain increasing local economic –and often also
political– influence during the period of import substitution (1940-1970), capitalizing on the
incentives offered by the government to expand and diversify their economic activities. In the
Center region and the Carbonífera on the other hand, local capital never played a prominent
role in local economic developments. Instead, the dominant economic activities in both sub-
regions were always controlled by powerful actors operating on higher geographical scale
levels of analysis. Until the 1940s, coal mining in the Carbonífera was largely controlled by
foreign capital, and afterwards predominantly by subsidiaries of the state-owned steel
industry in the Center region that were strongly linked to the federal government.

Another important variable that is relevant for the different sub-regional outcomes is the
role of local industrial traditions. For several reasons, local industrial traditions can be a
strong positive incentive for local development. First of all because sub-regions such as the
Laguna and the Southeast region dispose of a good and efficient local infrastructure (e.g.
roads, railroads, airports, electricity), institutions of higher education, influential business
organizations, banks, etceteras. In addition, the research findings have demonstrated that the
economic activities of many of the foreign companies that have invested in these sub-regions
since the 1980s strongly relate to the specific industrial specialization of that sub-region (e.g.
textiles-garments; foundry-automobiles). However, the absence of industrial traditions does
not necessarily have to be an impediment for attracting investments, as was demonstrated by
Ciudad Acuña.

This apparent paradox is best explained by another important key variable that is of great
importance in explaining the differential outcomes of processes of globalization in Coahuila:
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the role of local labor relations. All of its sub-regions with strong industrial traditions
possessed a relatively broad supply of skilled labor. Nevertheless, the local labor market in the
Southeast region was largely controlled by one single private company, whereas the labor
market in Monclova and Piedras Negras was dominated by influential national labor unions.
Relatively high wage levels and a history of labor unrest discouraged many potential foreign
investors. This background of labor unrest continued to influence investment behavior, even
after deregulation measures had drastically limited the influence of organized labor. The
reverse is also true. The strong attraction Ciudad Acuña and the rural areas of the Laguna
exercised on foreign investment can be largely explained by the absence of significant
industrial traditions, and above all, of organized unionism. Therefore, labor could be more
easily controlled and wages kept low.

A final variable that has proved to be of significant importance in explaining the different
outcomes in development in Coahuila’s sub-regions is the local political environment. The
way in which power relations are constructed within sub-regions and with actors on different
geographical scale levels are also of great importance. The developments in the local
economies of the Center region and the Carbonífera have been strongly influenced by the
active intervention of the federal government, with a specific political agenda. The most
important differences with the Laguna and the Border region –which have also experienced
strong federal presence at specific moments in time, in the form of land reform in the 1930s
and the CFE for instance– was that this influence was mediated by other influential local
actors. The political climate in the Southeast region, with the capital Saltillo, has
traditionally had a more inward-looking focus, and developed relatively autonomous from
the federal government. The political environment in the Southeast region, Laguna and
Border region was essentially in favor of private capital, whereas politics in the Center region
and the Carbonífera were pro-labor.

Final reflections

The dominant neoliberal development paradigm supposes economic growth with equity. The
increasing polarization that accompanied the structural adjustment programs in the late
1980s and early 1990s were interpreted in terms of a ‘longer than expected adjustment lag’.
Eventually, it was assumed, economic prosperity would trickle down to the lower strata.
Those who had been most negatively affected by the process of economic restructuring were
said to be only ‘temporary losers’.

After several financial crises since the mid-1990s in countries that had adopted this
development strategy, however, even the World Bank voiced its concern, as the high social
costs constituted major obstacles to further economic growth. A renewed concern for human
development, institution building and ‘good governance’ emerged, but with the idea to
conserve and reinforce the basic elements of the economic orthodoxy. Therefore, the central
question that continues to occupy many scholars is: Can globalization contribute to
sustained, long-term growth with equity? (cf. Wade, 2004; Sánchez, 2003; Milanovic, 2003;
Ramírez; 2003; Korzeniewicz and Smith, 2000).

The research findings from Coahuila confirm the patterns found in other studies.
Successful integration into the world economy can result in economic growth in terms of
exports and GDP –depending on several important local key variables– but the gains are
often concentrated in the hands of a relatively small group. A common feature of this select
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group of ‘winners’ is that they often already enjoyed substantial local influence, economically
or politically or both, which created a more favorable starting position for them when
adapting to the new economic situation.

With respect to the sustainability of this dominant development strategy, the key issue
appears to be not whether, but how regions and localities become linked to the world
economy. The more capital-intensive and value-added foreign direct investments –which are
generally considered to offer the best prospects for local development– usually prefer urban
regions that already possess a strong industrial tradition, institutes of higher (technical)
education, skilled labor, etceteras. Most labor-intensive assembly industries –which generally
tend to counter competitive pressures by cutting costs rather than by innovation and
upgrading– are attracted to localities with an abundance of cheap, unskilled labor, which are
found mostly in localities with little economic alternatives.

Almost a decade after the signing of NAFTA, Mexico’s recent economic recession
(2001/2002) –resulting from decreasing consumer demand in the United States, in
combination with the prospect of heightened international competition from Central
America and China– has made clear that the strong increase in foreign direct investment, as
evidenced in Coahuila, had resulted above all from the strong growth of the U.S. economy in
the 1990s and the low Mexican wage levels in the aftermath of the 1994-1995 peso crisis,
rather than on endogenous economic growth.

Since the turn of the century, many foreign-owned export-oriented companies in
Mexico, in particular labor-intensive assembly industries, moved their operations to lower
wage-regions. The urban centers of Coahuila, where dominant industries tend not to be as
‘footloose’, will probably manage to overcome the recent economic downturn, although their
ongoing economic specialization in one particular industry may –at some point– also result
in path dependency. The prospects for the rural areas, on the other hand, are more
worrisome. After the recent closures of many maquiladoras, the rural population is left with
little economic alternatives but to migrate. Since the development strategy of the 1990s –at
best– only provided short-term economic success, it seems more appropriate to qualify these
sub-regions of Coahuila as ‘temporary winners’.
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Appendix I
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Table 1 - Governors of Coahuila and their backgrounds since the Mexican Revolution (1917-1999)

Governor Term Political Professional / Origin

party academic background (sub-region)

G. Espinoza Mireles 1917-1920 Law Degree Southeast

L. Gutiérrez Ortiz 1920-1921 Military Southeast

A. González Medina 1921-1923 Military Carbonífera

C. Garza Castro 1923-1925   (interim) n.d. n.d.

M. Pérez Treviño 1925-1929 Military (General) Border

N. Ortiz Garza 1929-1933 PNR Entrepreneur Southeast

J. Valdés Sánchez 1933-1937 PNR Medical Practitioner Southeast

P. Rodríguez Triana 1937-1941 PRM Military (General) Laguna

G. Cervera Riza 1941            (interim) PRM Military Border

B. López Padilla 1941-1945 PRM Military Border

I. Cepeda Dávila 1945-1947 PRI Politician Southeast

R. Ainslie Rivera 1947-1948   (interim) PRI Entrepreneur Border

P. Faz Riza 1948            (interim) PRI Military Border

R. López Sánchez 1948-1951   (interim) PRI Politician; Law Degree (UNAM) Laguna

R. Cepeda Flores 1951-1957 PRI Entrepreneur Laguna

R. Madero González 1957-1963 PRI Military (General) Laguna

B. Fernández Aguirre 1963-1969 PRI Politician Laguna

E. Gutiérrez Treviño 1969-1975 PRI Entrepreneur Southeast

O. Flores Tapia 1975-1981 PRI Politician; Autodidact Southeast

F. Madero González 1981            (interim) PRI Politician Laguna

J. de las Fuentes Rodríguez 1981-1987 PRI Politician; Law Degree (UNAM) Southeast

E. Mendoza Berrueto 1987-1993 PRI Politician; Southeast

Economic Degree (UNAM)

R. Montemayor Seguy 1993-1999 PRI Politician-Entrepreneur; Carbonífera

Ph.D. Economics (Pennsylvania, 

U.S.)

E. Martínez y Martínez 1999-2005 PRI Politician-Entrepreneur; Southeast

Economic Degree (ITESM)

Sources: Berrueto (1999); Morales and Martínez (2000).

n.d.: No data available.
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Table 2 - Presidents of Mexico and their backgrounds since the Mexican Revolution (1917-2000)

President Term Political Professional/ Origin

party academic background (state)

V. Carranza 1917-1920 Military (General) Coahuila

A. Obregón 1920-1924 Military (General) Sonora

P. Elías Calles 1924-1928 Military (General) Sonora

E. Portes Gil 1928-1930 PNR Law Degree Tamaulipas

P. Ortiz Rubio 1930-1932 PNR Engineer Michoacán

A. Rodríguez 1930-1934 PNR Military (General) Sonora

L. Cárdenas 1934-1940 PRM Military (General) Michoacán

A. Camacho 1940-1946 PRM Military (General) Puebla

M. Alemán 1946-1952 PRI Law Degree (UNAM) Veracruz

A. Ruiz Cortines 1952-1958 PRI Autodidact Veracruz

A. López Mateos 1958-1964 PRI Law Degree Mexico

G. Díaz Ordaz 1964-1970 PRI Law Degree Puebla

L. Echeverría 1970-1976 PRI Law Degree (UNAM) Federal District

J. López Portillo 1976-1982 PRI Law Degree (UNAM) Federal District

M. de la Madrid 1982-1988 PRI M.A. Public Administration (Harvard, U.S.) Colima

C. Salinas 1988-1994 PRI Ph.D. Political Economy (Harvard, U.S.) Federal District

E. Zedillo 1994-2000 PRI Ph.D. Economics (Yale, U.S.) Federal District

V. Fox 2000- PAN Degree in Business Administration Guanajuato

Sources: Aguayo (2000); Babb (2001); Krauze (1997)
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Appendix II

Table 1 - Population Coahuila per sub-region (1930-2000)

1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000

Border region

Cd. Acuña 7,098 8,275 13,540 22,317 32,500 41,948 56,336 110,487

Allende 6,580 8,183 9,370 11,743 12,707 15,864 18,486 20,943

Guerrero 3,326 3,449 3,237 3,391 2,650 2,316 2,374 2,050

Hidalgo 586 749 693 1,040 619 751 1,220 1,441

Jiménez 6,453 7,767 8,111 7,113 8,445 8,636 8,253 9,724

Morelos 2,691 3,221 3,689 3,773 4,974 6,004 6,647 7,263

Nava 3,310 3,645 3,690 4,385 5,682 8,684 16,915 23,019

Piedras Negras 19,069 18,667 31,665 48,408 46,698 80,290 98,185 128,130

Villa Unión 4,078 4,853 4,680 5,162 5,716 5,378 5,866 6,159

Zaragoza 6,937 7,254 7,537 7,649 8,963 10,065 11,184 12,664

sub-total 60,128 66,063 86,212 114,981 128,954 179,936 225,466 321,880

Carbonífera

Juárez 1,725 2,673 2,285 2,240 1,578 1,897 1,668 1,610

Múzquiz 15,718 21,817 23,054 33,563 45,850 53,906 65,863 62,773

Progreso 5,355 4,725 3,969 3,678 3,867 4,674 4,041 3,608

Sabinas 14,297 17,327 20,588 25,675 29,194 39,515 47,030 52,379

S. Juan de Sabinas 12,442 29,576 33,442 37,305 37,874 37,127 40,231 40,138

sub-total 49,537 76,118 83,338 102,461 118,363 137,119 158,833 160,508

Center region

Abasolo 1,937 2,433 1,963 1,726 1,523 1,195 1,409 1,126

Candela 2,717 3,364 3,141 2,656 2,209 2,093 1,888 1,677

Castaños 5,311 6,304 8,527 9,340 13,641 15,690 21,356 22,530

Escobedo 1,666 3,151 3,050 3,139 2,988 2,533 2,966 2,784

Frontera 6,448 7,453 11,087 16,286 27,979 35,179 61,450 66,579

Lamadrid 1,292 1,909 1,907 1,529 1,629 1,605 2,006 1,781

Monclova 8,748 9,411 21,527 45,257 81,878 119,609 178,606 193,744

Nadadores 3,095 4,566 3,744 3,452 3,915 4,719 5,515 5,946

Sacramento 1,249 1,899 1,438 1,135 1,345 1,373 1,990 2,006

San Buenaventura 4,942 7,788 8,461 9,772 12,019 15,193 20,216 20,046

sub-total 37,405 48,278 64,845 94,292 149,126 199,189 297,402 318,219

Desert region

Cuatrociénegas 7,064 6,149 8,516 8,106 9,443 10,850 12,302 12,154

Ocampo 4,043 4,744 6,866 8,260 9,934 9,000 7,857 12,053

Sierra Mojada 5,105 4,084 4,337 3,646 5,415 7,058 9,793 6,023

sub-total 16,212 14,977 19,719 20,012 24,792 26,908 29,952 30,230
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1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000

Laguna 

F. I. Madero - 20,094 28,810 35,466 37,343 47,511 50,981 46,452

Matamoros 20,278 28,514 37,624 46,631 44,441 71,771 86,398 92,029

San Pedro 44,158 46,319 61,960 70,391 72,834 93,410 99,165 88,343

Torreón 74,906 87,765 147,233 203,153 250,524 363,886 464,825 529,512

Viesca 9,340 12,499 12,567 14,528 16,146 21,095 21,238 18,969

sub-total 148,682 195,191 288,194 370,169 421,288 597,673 722,607 775,305

Southeast region

Arteaga 9,836 13,621 13,845 13,205 15,763 18,345 17,414 19,374

General Cepeda 12,056 13,181 14,478 14,192 13,202 13,568 11,966 11,316

Parras 20,019 26,406 31,658 33,438 33,208 39,677 39,534 43,339

Ramos Arizpe 15,941 21,161 19,727 17,212 19,266 23,092 28,246 39,853

Saltillo 66,609 75,721 98,603 127,772 190,994 321,758 440,920 578,046

sub-total 124,461 150,090 178,311 205,819 272,433 416,440 538,080 691,928

TOTAL 436,425 550,717 720,619 907,734 1,114,956 1,557,265 1,972,340 2,298,070

Source: SE (1952), VII Censo general de población; SIC (1963), VIII Censo general de población; SIC (1971),

IX Censo general de población; SPP (1980), X Censo general de población; INEGI (1990), XI Censo

general de población y vivienda; INEGI (2000) XII Censo general de población y vivienda.
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Appendix III

Table 1 - Influential local entrepreneurs Border region, Coahuila

Entrepreneur Location Principal economic Principal representative functions

activities 

H. Amezcua de los Santos Acuña Cattle breeding Ex-president of regional sector organization

G. Garza Gómez Acuña Cattle breeding Municipal President Acuña (PRI) (1945-48)

Municipal President Acuña (PRI) (1987-90)

R. González Lozano (†, 1998) Acuña Regional radio and Ex-president labor union CTM

television network Alderman Acuña (1945-1949)

(RCG) Ex-president local CANACO

Municipal President Acuña (PRI) (1987) (Interim)

Ex-board member of several non-profit organizations 

for the benefit of the local community

J. M. Ramón Valdés Acuña/ Saltillo Industrial real estate Municipal President Acuña (PRI) (1981-84) 

(Amistad) Federal Deputy PRI (1991-94)

Pre-candidate PRI for Governor of Coahuila (1999)

Federal Deputy PRI (2003-06)

Ex-president local CANACO 

Promotor and advisor of several regional and 

federal commissions for the economic development 

of the Border region

Board member of several profit and non-profit 

organizations for the benefit of the local community

H. Acosta Orozco Piedras Negras/ Construction (Acoros) Municipal President Piedras Negras (PRI) 

Saltillo (1978-81)

Treasurer of Coahuila (1981-1987)

C. Bres Garza Piedras Negras Local radio and Municipal President Piedras Negras (PRI) (1996-99)

television network Ex-president local CANACO

Secretary of Social Communication (Coahuila) 

(1993-96)

Ex-president of regional sector organizations 

Board member of several profit and non-profit 

organizations for the benefit of the local community

C. Juaristi Septién Piedras Negras Regional newspaper Municipal President Piedras Negras (PRI) (1984-87)

(Zócalo) Federal Deputy (PRI) (1988-91) 

Secretary of State (Coahuila) (1993-99)

F. Juaristi Septién Piedras Negras Regional newspaper Board member of non-profit organization for the

(Zócalo); benefit of the local community

Local radio and television 

network; Hotels
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B. Martínez Guajardo Piedras Negras Commerce; Services Local Deputy (PRI) (1993-96)

(custom agent) Ex-president regional COPARMEX

Promotor and advisor of several regional 

commissions for the economic development of the 

Border region

Board member of national and regional sector 

organizations

Board member of several non-profit organizations 

for the benefit of the local community

R. de los Santos Aguirre Piedras Negras Commerce; Promotor and advisor of regional commissions for 

Cattle breeding; the economic development of the Border region

(deer) hunting Board member of several non-profit organizations 

for the benefit of the local community

U. Santos Benavides Piedras Negras Commerce Municipal President Piedras Negras (PRI) (1999-02)

Promotor and advisor of regional commission for the 

economic development of the Border region

E. Sergio Treviño Piedras Negras Hotels; Construction Municipal President Piedras Negras (PRI) (1972-75) 

Municipal President Piedras Negras (PRI) (1990-93)

Promotor and advisor of regional commissions for 

the economic development of the Border region

E. Vela del Campo Piedras Negras Commerce; Services Municipal President Piedras Negras (PRI) (1993-96)

(custom agent) Treasurer of Piedras Negras (1966-69)

President of Industrial Park Piedras Negras

Promotor and advisor of regional commissions for 

the economic development of the Border region

Source: Interviews 2000-2003.

Note: Many companies are family-businesses (usually father and sons, or among brothers). Unless specifically mentioned, only

the founders or directors of the company are included here.

Table 2 - Influential local entrepreneurs Carbonífera, Coahuila

Entrepreneur Location Principal economic Principal representative functions

activities 

H. Martínez Tijerina Múzquiz/ Mining (barite); Promotor and advisor of regional commissions for 

Monterrey Commerce; the economic development of the northern Coahuila

Local newspapers; Board member of several non-profit organizations

Regional radio network for the benefit of the regional community

W. Finan Múzquiz/ Cattle breeding

Piedras Negras

J. Santos Landois Múzquiz Cattle breeding Municipal President Múzquiz (PRI) (1963-66)

D. Boone Menchaca Nueva Rosita Local radio network

J.L. Guadiana Tijerina Nueva Rosita Mining (coal) (MINSA);

Construction;

Transport; Cattle breeding
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A. Gutiérrez Garza Nueva Rosita Commerce 

(Super Gutíerrez)

J. M. Montemayor Seguy Sabinas Mining (coal) Municipal President Sabinas (PRI) (1984-87)

Board member of several non-profit organizations 

for the benefit of the local community

Source: Interviews 2000-2003.

Table 3 - Influential local entrepreneurs Center region, Coahuila 

Entrepreneur Location Principal economic Principal representative functions

activities 

G. Galaz Castaños Industry (INMAGUSA)

A. Ancira Elizondo Monclova Industry; Mining (GAN)

X. Autrey Monclova/ DF Industry; Mining (GAN)

J. Arteaga Monclova/ Commerce (MERCO)

Monterrey

G. Benavides Pape Monclova Industry (GIMSA)

J. Kalionchiz Monclova Hotels

S. Kamar Apud Monclova Local newspaper 

(La Voz)

A. Karam Maccise Monclova Candidate PRI for Municipal President of 

Monclova (1993) 

Secretary of Public Works (Coahuila) 

(1993-99)

A. Paez Falcón Monclova Commerce Municipal President Monclova (PAN) 

(1978-81 and 1993-96) 

Founder of local COPARMEX

Ex-president local CANACO

J. Williamson Bosque Monclova Commerce Municipal President Monclova (PRI) 

(2002-05)

Promotor and advisor of regional 

commissions for the economic development 

of the Border region

A. Zabaleta Margain Monclova Commerce; 

Real estate; 

Construction; 

Local newspaper 

(El Tiempo)

Source: Interviews 2000-2003.
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Table 4 - Influential local entrepreneurs Laguna, Coahuila

Entrepreneur Location Principal economic Principal representative functions

activities 

L. Bello Garza Torreón Industry (garments) 

(Lajat)

Industrial real estate 

(Lajat)

Golfcourse (Montebello) 

R. Boehringer Torreón Mining

J. Dueñes Zurita Torreón Industry (machinery) Alderman Torreón (1975-78)

Ex-president regional CANACINTRA

Promotor and advisor of regional commissions

for the economic development of the Laguna

Board member of several non-profit 

organizations for the benefit of the local 

community

R. Iriarte Maisterrena Torreón Dairy production President of National Agrarian Advisory 

(LALA) Board 

A. Fahur Armador Torreón Industry (garments)

B. Fernández Aguirre Torreón Dairy production Municipal President Torreón (PRI)

(LALA) (1981-1984)

Local radio network Federal Deputy (PRI) 

(Grupo Radio 

Estereo Mayrán)

A. González Karg Torreón Local newspaper 

(El Siglo de Torreón)

J. A. Mansur Torreón Commerce

A. Juan Marcos Issa Torreón Industry (garments) Secretary of Finance (Coahuila) (1993-1999)

S. Juan Marcos Issa Torreón Industry (garments) Municipal President Torreón (PRI) (1999-2002)

Local Deputy PRI (2002-05)

R. Marcos Touché Torreón Industry (garments) 

(Libra)

R. Martín Bringas Torreón/ Commerce (Soriana)

Monterrey

E. Murra Marcos Torreón Commerce (CIMACO)

F. Pamanes Fernández Torreón Industry (garments) 

(Pafer Huichita) President Chamber of Garments Industry Laguna

R. Rodríguez Torreón Commerce President COPARMEX Laguna

E. Tricio Haro Torreón Dairy production 

(president LALA)

J. Villareal González Torreón Dairy production 

(ex-president LALA)

Source: Interviews 2000-2003.
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Table 5 - Influential local entrepreneurs Southeast region, Coahuila

Entrepreneur Location Principal economic Principal representative functions

activities 

E. Arizpe de la Maza Saltillo Industry (president Board member of numerous profit and non-profit 

Grupo ARMA); organizations for the benefit of the local community

Commerce; Banking; 

Hotels

J. Arizpe de la Maza Saltillo Industry (Vice-president Alderman Saltillo (1954-57)

Grupo ARMA); Ex-president local CANACO 

Commerce; Banking; Ex-president local CANACINTRA 

Hotels Ex-president local COPARMEX

Board member of several profit and non-profit 

organizations for the benefit of the local community

A. Castilla Sánchez (†, 2000) Saltillo Local newspaper Ex-president of national sector organization 

(Vanguardia); Ex-president of cultural center for the benefit of

Real estate; Hotels the local community 

R. González Treviño Saltillo/ Acuña Regional radio and Board member of several non-profit organizations

television network (RCG) for the benefit of the local community

I. López del Bosque Saltillo Industry (President Board member of the CMHN

Grupo Industrial Saltillo); Board member of the CCE

Commerce; Banking Board member of numerous profit and non-profit 

organizations for the benefit of the local community

J. López del Bosque Saltillo Industry (Vice-president Board member of the CCE

Grupo Industrial Saltillo); Ex-president local CANACINTRA 

Commerce; Banking Ex-president local COPARMEX

Board member of numerous profit and non-profit 

organizations for the benefit of the local community

L. H. Salinas Aguilera Saltillo Local newspaper Municipal President Saltillo (PRI) (1972-75) 

(El Diario de Coahuila); Ex-director of Agrarian Advisory Committees

Real estate (federal and regional)

Ex-president PRI-Coahuila 

Local Deputy (PRI) 

Federal Deputy (PRI) 

Source: Interviews 2000-2003.
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Appendix IV

Table 1 - Total number, volume, and employment generated by new investments in Coahuila’s 
sub-regions, by economic sector (1994-1999) (absolute numbers)

Border region Carbonífera Center region Laguna Southeast region Total Coahuila

Automobile industry 16 3 6 9 52 86

Volume ($) 206,550,000 11,565,000 132,921,053 293,000,000 2,931,400,000 3,035,463,053

Employment 6,906 2,020 1,945 5,200 23,950 40,021

Garment industry 14 10 8 33 6 71

Volume ($) 23,010,000 11,500,000 16,650,000 425,000,000 16,300,000 492,460,000

Employment 5,408 4,220 3,617 22,262 3,696 39,203

Others 22 13 32 19 41 127

Volume ($) 157,690,000 240,016,000 690,935,658 235,958,571 511,500,000 1,836,100,229

Employment 7,096 3,118 6,924 3,517 11,036 31,691

Total sub-regions 52 26 46 61 99 284

Volume ($) 387,250,000 263,081,000 840,506,711 953,958,571 2,919,200,000 5,363,996,282

Employment 19,410 9,358 12,486 30,979 38,682 110,915

Sources: Based on Montemayor (1999), ‘Anexo’, pp.108-110; SEFOMEC (1999).

Note: The data makes no distinction between maquiladoras and non-maquiladoras, and includes a wide variety of economic

activities. The totals may be somewhat inflated since they also include the expansion of existing operations, while

investments that are realized in two or three phases may have been double-counted.
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Table 2 - Principal new manufacturing investments in the Border region, Coahuila (1994-1999)
(>250 employees)

Company Industry Origin of capital Municipality New/ expansion Employment 

(estimates)

Ada de Acuña Garments n.d. Ciudad Acuña Expansion 400

Alcoa Fujikora Automotive US-Japan Piedras Negras Expansion 300

Allende International Garments United States Allende New 450

(Sara Lee-Hanes)

Arneses y Accesorios Automotive Mexico-US Ciudad Acuña Expansion 400

Bendix Automotive United States Ciudad Acuña Expansion 250

Carrizo Manufacturing Garments United States Morelos New 500

Cutler’s Garments United States Ciudad Acuña New 400

Dimmit Garments United States Piedras Negras Expansion 1,300

Falcomex Automotive Mexico-US Ciudad Acuña Expansion 350

Findlay Industries Automotive United States Piedras Negras New 1,300

(2 plants)

Industrias Irving Automotive US-Japan Ciudad Acuña Expansion 250

Lancermex Others n.d. Piedras Negras New 1,150

(machinery)

Maquiladora de Automotive Mexico-US Piedras Negras New 900

Componentes y Ensambles 

Macoelmex Automotive Mexico-US Piedras Negras Expansion 1,150

Mextron Others United States Ciudad Acuña Expansion 250

(electronics)

Motores Fasco Others n.d. Piedras Negras Expansion 300

(machinery)

San Luis Rassini Automotive Mexico Piedras Negras Expansion 3,350

Williamson Dickies Garments United States Zaragoza New 1,200

Wrangler Garments United States Allende Expansion 250

Source: SEFOMEC (1999).

n.d.: No data available.
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Table 3 - Principal new manufacturing investments in the Carbonífera, Coahuila (1994-1999)
(>250 employees)

Company Industry Origin of capital Municipality New/ expansion Employment 

(estimates)

Avopress Others n.d. Sabinas New 800

(foodstuffs)

Basler Electric Others United States Sabinas Expansion 950

(electronics) 

Confecciones Nueva Garments United States Nueva Rosita Expansion 950

Rosita (Sara Lee-Hanes) (S.J. de Sabinas)

Costuras Garments United States Nueva Rosita New 500

(S.J. de Sabinas)

Ensambles de Coahuila Garments Mexico-US Nueva Rosita New 250

(S.J. de Sabinas)

Falcomex Automotive United States Sabinas New 800

Magna Interior Systems Automotive Canada-Spain Sabinas New 1,200

Maquiladora Amistad Garments United States Múzquiz Expansion 1,500

(Basset Walker) 

Maquilados Industriales Garments Mexico-US Múzquiz New 700

Sanmina de México Others United States Sabinas New 350

(Tele-communications)

Source: SEFOMEC (1999).

n.d.: No data available. 

Table 4 - Principal new manufacturing investments in the Center region, Coahuila (1994-1999)
(>250 employees)

Company Industry Origin of capital Municipality New/ expansion Employment 

(estimates)

AHMSA Others (steel) Mexico Monclova Expansion 950

Ballesteros Manufacturing Others  n.d. Frontera New 350

(machinery)

Confecciones de Monclova Garments United States Monclova Expansion 1,000

(Sara Lee-Hanes)

Confecciones Alta Loma Garments United States Monclova New 1,000

(Dimmit)

Inmagusa Automotive Mexico Castaños Expansion 400

Macrosew Garments n.d. Monclova New 400

Manufactura Libra Garments Mexico Cuatrociénegas (D) New 350

Maquiladora Amistad Garments Mexico-US San Buenaventura New 300

(Cintas Uniforms)

Mefasa Garments Mexico-US Candela New 250
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Penn-Mex Garments Mexico-US San Buenaventura New 300

Perfiles y Tubos de Others  Mexico Monclova New 350

Coahuila (PYTCO) (machinery)

Ryerson de México Others Mexico-UK Monclova New 550

(machinery)

Takata Automotive Japan Frontera New 450

Teksid Automotive Mexico-Italy Frontera (2 plants) New 1,400

Torres Mexicanas Others (steel) Mexico Monclova Expansion 300

Trinity Industries Others United States Monclova Expansion 1,500

(machinery)

Source: SEFOMEC (1999).

n.d.: No data available.

(D): Desert region

Table 5 - Principal new manufacturing investments in the Laguna, Coahuila (1994-1999) 
(>250 employees)

Company Industry Origin of capital Municipality New/ expansion Employment 

(estimates)

Cableados del Norte  Automotive US-Japan Torreón (3 plants) New 2,400

(Axa Yazaki)

Aramark Garments Mexico-US San Pedro New 500

Caterpillar Others United States Torreón New 300

(machinery)

Delphi Automotive United States Torreón New 600

Derringer Garments Mexico Torreón New 300

Essex Others United States Torreón New 500

(electronics)

Fundilag Hierro Others (steel) n.d. Torreón New 500

Gerber Childswear Garments United States Matamoros New 800

Grupo Campex Garments n.d. Torreón New 500

Grupo Lajat Garments Mexico Torreón Expansion 1,000

(textile)

John Deere Automotive United States Torreón New 300

Johnson Controls Automotive United States Torreón New 400

Lala Others (dairy) Mexico Torreón Expansion 350

Liga Mayor Garments Mexico-US Fco. I. Madero New 400

Lincoln Electric Others Australia Torreón New 450

(machinery)

Madero International Garments United States Fco. I. Madero New 1,000

(Sara Lee-Hanes)

Manufactura Libra Garments Mexico Torreón (2 plants) New 2,500

Master Trim Automotive United States Torreón New 700

Maquiladora Garments Mexico Fco. I. Madero New 400

Fco. I. Madero
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Maquilas y Detallistas Garments Mexico Matamoros Expansion 1,200

Montupet Automotive France Torreón New 600

Original Mexican Garments Mexico-US Torreón New 300

Jeans Company

Pafer Huichita Garments Mexico Torreón (2 plants) New 600

Matamoros New 110

Fco. I. Madero New 1,500

Parras de la Laguna Others Mexico Torreón New 1,200

(Compañía Industrial (textiles)

de Parras)

RCA Thomson Consumer Others United States Torreón Expansion 500

(electronics)

Red Kap Garments United States Torreón (2 plants) New 1,000

Matamoros New 700

Sara Lee Garments United States San Pedro New 500

Siebe Automotive Germany Torreón New 500

Tramex Border Garments Garments Mexico-US Torreón (2 plants) New 1,400

V.F. Knitwear Garments United States Fco. I. Madero New 600

Woo Chang Garments S-Korea Torreón New 1,300

Wrangler Garments United States San Pedro New 600

Torreón New 600

Matamoros New 600

Source: SEFOMEC (1999).

n.d.: No data available.

Table 6 - Principal new manufacturing investments in the Southeast region, Coahuila (1994-1999)
(>250 employees)

Company Industry Origin of capital Municipality New/ expansion Employment 

(estimates)

Axa Yazaki Automotive Mexico-Japan Saltillo (3 plants) New 4,000

Benteler Automotive Germany Ramos Arizpe New 300

Brown Automotive United States Ramos Arizpe New 400

Castech Automotive Mexico-Germany Ramos Arizpe New 300

Caterpillar Others United States Ramos Arizpe New 450

(machinery)

Champion Filters Automotive United States Saltillo New 350

(Daimler)Chrysler Automotive US-Germany Saltillo Expansion 4,000

Ramos Arizpe

Delphi Automotive United States Ramos Arizpe New 400

DuroPlast Automotive Mexico-US Ramos Arizpe New 350

Eker Automotive n.d. Saltillo New 500

Federal Mogul Automotive United States Ramos Arizpe New 250

Fersinsa- Gist Brocades Others Mexico-Holland Ramos Arizpe Expansion 500

(pharmaceuticals)
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Forjados Industriales Others (furniture) Mexico Ramos Arizpe New 500

Formex-Presmex Automotive Canada Ramos Arizpe New 300

Fruit of the Loom Garments United States Saltillo (4 plants) New 3,000

General Electric Others United States Arteaga New 150

(electro-domestics) Ramos Arizpe New 850

General Motors Automotive United States Ramos Arizpe Expansion 2,500

CIFUNSA Automotive Mexico Saltillo (4 plants) Expansion 850

Hamilton Beach Others United States Saltillo New 2,200

(electro-domestics) 

ITT Automotive United States Saltillo New 300

John Deere Others United States Saltillo Expansion 250

(machinery)

Johnson Controls Automotive United States Ramos Arizpe New 650

(REMOMESA; Prince)

Kimberly Clark Others (paper) Mexico-US Ramos Arizpe Expansion 350

Lear Corporation Automotive Canada Ramos Arizpe Expansion 400

Linamar Automotive Canada Ramos Arizpe New 250

Mabe Others United States Saltillo Expansion 450

(electro-domestics)

Magna Interior Systems Automotive Canada-Spain Ramos Arizpe New 1,500

Mahle Pistons Automotive Germany Ramos Arizpe 

(2 plants) Expansion 650

Mannesman-Sachs Automotive Germany Ramos Arizpe New 450

Mascotech Automotive United States Ramos Arizpe New 350

Nacco Material Handling Automotive n.d. Saltillo New 400

Nimex Others n.d. Saltillo New 400

(latex gloves)

Oxford Automotive Automotive United States Ramos Arizpe New 300

Pace Industries Others United States Saltillo New 300

(electronics)

Packard Electric-Centec Automotive US-Mexico Saltillo New 1,600

Parras Cone (Compañía Others (textiles) Mexico Parras New 2,450

Industrial de Parras)

Palliser Others (furniture) n.d. Saltillo New 500

Pilot Industries Automotive United States Saltillo Expansion 300

Productos Industrializados Others (sweets) Mexico Saltillo New 400

de Saltillo

Plastic Omnium Automotive France Ramos Arizpe New 350

Shiloh Industries Automotive United States Ramos Arizpe New 250

Stabilus Automotive Germany Ramos Arizpe New 300

Technotrim Automotive United States Saltillo New 800

Ramos Arizpe 800

Textron Automotive United States Saltillo New 350

Williamson Dickies Garments United States Parras New 1,000

Source: SEFOMEC (1999).

n.d.: No data available.
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Appendix V

Table 1 - Total number of new investments, volume of new investments, and employment generated
by new investments in Coahuila, per sub-region per economic sector (2000-2001)
(absolute numbers) 

Border region Carbonífera Center region Laguna Southeast region Total Coahuila

Automotive 3 7 4 34 48

Volume ($) 3,500,000 52,821,053 127,000,000 2,277,534,829 2,460,855,882

Employment 1,403 3,300 1,635 12,549 18,887

Garments 2 2 5 1 10

Volume ($) 750,000 6,500,000 71,470,959 3,000,000 81,720,959

Employment 274 1,350 2,260 30 3,914

Others 2 6 12 8 15 43

Volume ($) 550,000 61,200,000 312,085,000 280,450,000 363,250,000 1,017,535,000

Employment 260 1,642 4,536 3,325 3,149 12,912

Total sub-regions 5 8 21 17 50 101

Volume ($) 4,050,000 61,950,000 371,406,053 478,920,959 2,643,784,829 3,560,111,841

Employment 1,663 1,916 9,186 7,220 15,728 35,713

Source: Based on SEPLADE (2001).

Note: The data makes no distinction between maquiladoras and non-maquiladoras, and includes a wide variety of economic

activities. The totals may be somewhat inflated since they also include announced investments/ not yet in operation,

while investments that are realized in two or three phases may have been double-counted. A considerable part of the

investments that started operating after 2000 had already been announced in 1998 or 1999.

Table 2 - Principal new manufacturing investments in the Border region, Coahuila (2000-2003)
(>250 employees)

Company Industry Origin of capital Municipality New/ expansion Employment 

(estimates)

Elektrocontact de México Automotive Germany Piedras Negras New 400

Jaropamex Automotive n.d. Ciudad Acuña New 2,000

Motores Jakel de México Automotive United States Piedras Negras New 1,100

Productos Electricos Others n.d. Ciudad Acuña New 1,000

(PAESA) (electronics)

Unit Parts Coahuila Automotive United States Piedras Negras New 1,400

Sources: Based on SEPLADE (2001; 2003).

n.d.: No data available.
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Table 3 - Principal new manufacturing investments in the Carbonífera, Coahuila (2000-2003)
(>250 employees)

Company Industry Origin of capital Municipality New/ expansion Employment 

(estimates)

Avomex Others n.d. Sabinas New 600

(foodprocessing)

Minerales Monclova  Others (mining) Mexico Progreso Expansion 550

(MIMOSA)

Trinity Industries Others  United States Sabinas New 550

(machinery)

Sources: Based on SEPLADE (2001; 2003).

n.d.: No data available.

Table 4 - Principal new manufacturing investments in the Center region, Coahuila (2000-2003)
(>250 employees)

Company Industry Origin of capital Municipality New/ expansion Employment 

(estimates)

Alphabet Automotive n.d. Monclova New 800

Aramark Garments n.d. Monclova New 1,100

Axa Yazaki Automotive Japan-Mexico Cuatrociénegas (D) New 600

Enertech Others Mexico Frontera New 700

(machinery) 

GAC Corporation Automotive Japan Frontera New 400

Gildan Active Wear Garments Canada Castaños New 1,200

San Buenaventura New 1,200

Maquinados Industriales Others  n.d. Frontera New 700

(Maquinsa) (machinery)

MINSA (COMMSA) Others Mexico Frontera Expansion 700

(machinery)

Postes de México Others Mexico Frontera New 600

(machinery)

Takata Automotive Japan Frontera Expansion 500

Technotrim Automotive United States Monclova New 1,700

Teksid Automotive Italy-Mexico Frontera Expansion 800

Sources: Based on SEPLADE (2001; 2003).

n.d.: No data available.

(D): Desert region
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Table 5 - Principal new manufacturing investments in the Laguna, Coahuila (2000-2003) (>250
employees)

Company Industry Origin of capital Municipality New/ expansion Employment 

(estimates)

Caterpillar Others United States Torreón Expansion 3,000

(machinery)

Elite Apparel Garments United States Torreón New 450

Grupo Lajat Garments Mexico Torreón Expansion 550

(textile)

John Deere Automotive United States Torreón Expansion 300

(engines)

Maquilas y Detallistas  Garments Mexico Matamoros Expansion 500

(Madesa)

Proveedora Nacional Garments Mexico Viesca New 3,800

Textilera

Sumitomo Automotive Japan Torreón New 600

San Pedro New 1,000

Wrangler de México Garments United States San Pedro Expansion 600

Sources: Based on SEPLADE (2001; 2003).

Table 6 - Principal new manufacturing investments in the Southeast region, Coahuila 
(2000-2003) (>250 employees)

Company Industry Origin of capital Municipality New/ expansion Employment 

(estimates)

Aluminios de Precision Automotive United States Ramos Arizpe New 550

Castech Automotive Germany- Mexico Ramos Arizpe Expansion 850

Condumex Others n.d. Saltillo New 400

(machinery)

DaimlerChrysler Automotive Germany-US Ramos Arizpe Expansion 1,300

DeAcero Others (foundry) Mexico Ramos Arizpe Expansion 1,100

DuroPlast Automotive Mexico-US Ramos Arizpe Expansion 450

Grupo Bocar Automotive Mexico Saltillo New 800

Johnson Controls Automotive United States Ramos Arizpe Expansion 400

Magna-Formex-Presmex Automotive Canada-Spain Ramos Arizpe Expansion 600

Steyr de México Automotive Austria Ramos Arizpe New 250

Sources: Based on SEPLADE (2001; 2003).

n.d.: No data available.
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Samenvatting
Globalisering, regionale ontwikkeling en lokale respons. De invloed van economische hervormingen
in Coahuila, Mexico

Inleiding

De term ‘globalisering’ is in de jaren negentig in de mode geraakt om de toenemende
economische, politieke, sociale en culturele verbondenheid in de wereld aan te duiden.
Belangrijke technologische ontwikkelingen in transport en communicatie in de afgelopen
drie decennia hebben grensoverschrijdende verplaatsingen van mensen, goederen, informatie,
kapitaal, diensten, en kennis vereenvoudigd. Het belang van deze veranderingsprocessen is
onderkend door alle sociale wetenschappen, maar helaas heeft dit niet geleid tot een
conceptuele verduidelijking van het begrip globalisering. In tegendeel, globalisering is
verworden tot een containerbegrip, te pas en te onpas gebruikt, waarbinnen
wetenschappelijke disciplines vaak uiteenlopende aspecten benadrukken en daarbij
verschillende analytische methoden gebruiken. Deze grote diversiteit toont bovenal de
complexiteit en de veelzijdigheid van deze veranderingen aan.

In deze studie staat de relatie tussen globalisering en regionale ontwikkeling centraal, en
richt zich daarom met name op de economische dimensie van globalisering. De oorsprong
hiervan ligt in belangrijke veranderingen in de internationale politieke economie in de jaren
zeventig. De wereldwijde verschuiving van overheidsgestuurde naar marktgeleide
ontwikkelingsstrategieën heeft hierbij een belangrijke rol gespeeld. Daarbij begonnen veel
toonaangevende grote bedrijven in het Westen rond die tijd, onder druk van internationale
concurrentie en teruglopende productiviteit, hun productieproces te desintegreren. De
arbeidsintensieve delen verplaatsten zij naar lage lonenlanden. Beide processen zijn nauw
met elkaar verweven en hebben elkaar onderling versterkt.

De gevolgen van deze processen voor het denken over ontwikkeling zijn ingrijpend
geweest. Klassieke concepten uit ontwikkelingsstudies, zoals de tegenstelling tussen de ‘Eerste
Wereld’ en de ‘Derde Wereld’ en de nadruk op de natiestaat als belangrijkste referentiekader,
verloren veel van hun waarde als gevolg van de toenemende wereldwijde integratie. Onder
invloed van politici die zijn opgeleid in de neoklassieke economische traditie en van
multilaterale organisaties zoals de Wereldbank en het Internationaal Monetair Fonds (IMF) is
de rol van de overheid in de economie in veel ontwikkelingslanden drastisch teruggebracht met
als doel de internationale concurrentiepositie te verbeteren. Ontwikkeling werd, in navolging
van de vier Zuid Oost Aziatische ‘tijgers’ (Hongkong, Taiwan, Zuid Korea en Singapore), in
toenemende mate geassocieerd met integratie in de wereldeconomie. Exportgeoriënteerde
industrialisatie werd algemeen beschouwd als de manier voor ontwikkelingslanden om
economische groei te bewerkstelligen en tevens inkomensongelijkheid te verminderen. Het
aantrekken van directe buitenlandse investeringen vormt daarbij een belangrijk instrument
omdat dergelijke investeringen werkgelegenheid creëren, de export industrie stimuleren, en
innovatie en verbreden van de kennis van lokale bedrijven mogelijk maken.

Het imiteren van een succesvol ontwikkelingsmodel in een andere regio biedt echter geen
garantie dat het ook daar succesvol zal zijn. Niet alle landen, regio’s en sociale groepen slagen
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er in dezelfde mate in om te profiteren van de groeiende economische integratie, getuige de
toenemende ongelijkheid tussen en binnen veel landen waar dit ontwikkelingsmodel is
ingevoerd. In tegenstelling tot wat veel beleidsmakers en ondernemers verkondigen, vinden
globaliseringsprocessen niet plaats volgens een van tevoren vaststaand traject met een bekend
eindpunt. De uitkomsten van globaliseringsprocessen worden altijd beïnvloed door specifieke
lokale omstandigheden en gewoonten, waarbij een aanzienlijk aantal actoren betrokken zijn,
zoals lokale overheden, lokale ondernemers, vakbonden en overige belangengroepen.
Gedetailleerde regionale studies kunnen beter inzicht geven waarom deze processen zulke
ongelijke gevolgen hebben. De dialectiek tussen actoren en processen op het ‘mondiale’ en
het ‘lokale’ schaalniveau wordt ook wel aangeduid als ‘glokalisering’, of de global-local nexus.

Zogenaamde ‘mondiale netwerkstudies’, die zich richten op de relaties tussen bedrijven
op verschillende organisatorische en geografische schaalniveaus, hebben in de afgelopen jaren
in toenemende belangstelling gestaan van zowel academici als beleidsmakers, met name de
meest succesvolle casestudies. Zowel cluster studies als global value chains analyses hebben
waardevolle inzichten gegeven in de processen die het ‘mondiale’ met het ‘lokale’ verbinden.
Deze studie gaat echter een stap verder dan de exclusieve focus op de rol van bedrijven en
situeert de ontwikkelingen in een breder historisch, sociaal en politiek perspectief, om zo aan
de hand van de rol van specifieke lokale omstandigheden en actoren te kunnen verklaren
waarom deze processen zulke van plaats tot plaats verschillende uitkomsten hebben. Hierbij
wordt ook gekeken naar regio’s en sociale groepen die er in mindere mate of niet in slaagden
om te integreren in de wereldeconomie. Het belangrijkste doel van deze studie is te komen
tot een meer genuanceerd begrip van de gevolgen van globalisering, in de vorm van directe
buitenlandse investeringen en neoliberale hervormingen, voor regionale ontwikkeling.

Onderzoekscontext

Het onderzoek richt zich in het bijzonder op de ontwikkelingsdynamiek in Coahuila, een
deelstaat in het noordoosten van Mexico, direct grenzend aan de Verenigde Staten. Om
verscheidene redenen is Coahuila een interessant gebied voor de bestudering van
glokaliseringsprocessen. Mexico geldt in vele opzichten als een schoolvoorbeeld van de
transitie van importsubstitutie naar een vrije markteconomie. De grensregio tussen Mexico
en de Verenigde Staten vormt daarbij een uitzonderlijk gebied, waar twee fundamenteel
verschillend georganiseerde economieën direct aan elkaar grenzen. Sinds de jaren zeventig
zijn deze economieën in toenemende mate met elkaar geïntegreerd.

Sinds het midden van de jaren zestig, nog tijdens Mexico’s economische strategie van
importsubstitutie, werd er in de grensregio al geëxperimenteerd met exportindustrialisatie.
Buitenlandse en Mexicaanse investeerders mochten, in een daarvoor aangewezen zone,
belastingvrij alle middelen importeren om eindproducten te assembleren of te produceren, op
voorwaarde dat deze eindproducten daarna weer geëxporteerd zouden worden. De wetgeving
ten aanzien van deze bedrijven, zogenaamde maquiladoras, is meerdere malen verruimd,
waardoor deze assemblage activiteiten niet langer beperkt werden tot de grenszone.
Maquiladoras en overige export gerichte industrieën, grotendeels in handen van buitenlandse
investeerders, kregen sinds het ineenstorten van de Mexicaanse economie in 1982 een steeds
belangrijker en katalyserende rol in de nationale economie. In de tweede helft van de jaren
tachtig voerde de (neoliberale) Mexicaanse regering structurele hervormingsprogramma’s
door, gericht op liberalisering, deregulering en privatisering. De jaren negentig stonden in
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het teken van de onderhandelingen en het inwerking treden van het Noord Amerikaanse
Vrijhandelsverdrag (NAFTA) tussen Mexico, de Verenigde Staten en Canada, een van de
meest radicale handelsexperimenten.

Sinds het midden van de jaren zeventig is de ontwikkelingsstrategie van Coahuila’s
politieke elite erop gericht om gunstige voorwaarden te scheppen voor het aantrekken van
buitenlandse investeringen. Hoewel de ontwikkeling van de maquiladora industrie in de
grensregio van Coahuila aanvankelijk achterbleef bij die van andere grensstaten, heeft
Coahuila zich in de loop van de jaren tachtig, en in het bijzonder sinds NAFTA (1994)
ontwikkeld tot een van de meest succesvolle deelstaten van Mexico voor wat betreft
exportindustrie. Een groot aantal nationale en buitenlandse bedrijven heeft in de afgelopen
tien jaar omvangrijke investeringen gedaan in Coahuila, in het bijzonder in de auto- en
kledingindustrie. Dit heeft sterk bijgedragen aan de groei van de exportindustrie en
Coahuila’s aandeel in het Bruto Nationaal Product (BNP).

Economische groei van een regio als geheel betekent echter niet dat alle gebieden binnen
die regio er in gelijke mate van profiteren. Aan de hand van een aantal duidelijke sociaal-
economische kenmerken kunnen er vijf gebieden of sub-regio’s onderscheiden worden
binnen de deelstaat Coahuila, ieder met een specifiek historische ontwikkeling: de
Grensregio, de Carbonífera, de Centrumregio, de Zuidoostelijke regio en de Laguna.
Sommige sub-regio’ en maatschappelijke groepen hebben deze effecten intensiever
ondergaan dan anderen. De centrale vraagstelling van dit onderzoek was: Wat is de invloed
van globaliseringsprocessen geweest op de regionale ontwikkeling van de sub-regio’s in Coahuila, en
in hoeverre kunnen de verschillen in uitkomst verklaard worden door specifieke lokale
omstandigheden en de rol van lokale actoren? De onderzoeksresultaten, historisch ingebed en
onderbouwd met divers statistisch materiaal, zijn in hoofdzaak gebaseerd op een honderdtal
open, niet-gestructureerde interviews met hooggeplaatste beleidsmakers, (ex-) politici,
invloedrijke lokale ondernemers en vakbondsleiders, gehouden tijdens drie veldwerkperioden
in de jaren 2000-2001, 2001-2002 en 2003 in de vijf sub-regio’s van Coahuila.

Belangrijkste bevindingen

Voor wat betreft de doelstelling om (buitenlandse) investeringen aan te trekken tonen de
onderzoeksresultaten aan dat de dominante ontwikkelingsstrategie sinds het einde van de
jaren zeventig in toenemende mate succesvol geweest is in Coahuila. De resultaten laten
echter ook zien dat de spreiding van deze investeringen over de sub-regio’s binnen Coahuila
zeer ongelijk is, zowel kwantitatief als kwalitatief. Deze verschillen moeten worden verklaard
vanuit een breed sociaal-politiek en historisch kader. Er kunnen meerdere variabelen
onderscheiden worden die bepalend geweest zijn voor de onderlinge verschillen tussen de
sub-regio’s, en die inzicht geven in de relatie tussen het ‘mondiale’ en het ‘lokale’.

Allereerst de rol van lokale ondernemers. In de Laguna, de Grensregio en de
Zuidoostelijke regio van Coahuila hebben actieve lokale ondernemers, ieder op hun eigen
wijze, in belangrijke mate bijgedragen in het succes van de lokale exportindustrie. Deze drie
sub-regio’s hebben alle een sterke ondernemerstraditie die in de Laguna zelfs teruggaat tot
de late negentiende eeuw, toen lokaal kapitaal prominent vertegenwoordigd was in
uiteenlopende economische activiteiten (bijvoorbeeld katoenteelt, (textiel) industrie, handel,
bankwezen). De economische en politieke invloed van belangrijke lokale ondernemers in de
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Zuidoostelijke regio (met name actief in ijzersmelterijen), en in mindere mate de Grensregio
(hoofdzakelijk actief in handel), is grotendeels terug te voeren tot de jaren veertig. Zij
slaagden er in om ten tijde van Mexico’s strategie van importsubstitutie (1940-1970) hun
economische activiteiten sterk uit te breiden. In de Centrumregio en de Carbonífera
daarentegen hebben lokale ondernemers nooit een rol van betekenis gespeeld. De
belangrijkste economische activiteiten in deze sub-regio’s, respectievelijk de staalindustrie en
mijnbouw (steenkool), zijn altijd sterk afhankelijk geweest van invloedrijke nationale of
internationale actoren. De belangrijkste mijnbouwactiviteiten in de Carbonifera waren tot de
jaren veertig grotendeels in handen van buitenlands kapitaal. Daarna vormden deze een
onderdeel van Mexico’s grootste en belangrijkste staalindustrie, Altos Hornos de México
(AHMSA), een staatsbedrijf gesitueerd in de Centrumregio van Coahuila.

De tweede belangrijke variabele is de rol van lokale industriële tradities. Een krachtige
lokale industriële traditie kan een sterke stimulans zijn voor regionale ontwikkeling. De
Laguna en de Zuidoostelijke regio van Coahuila beschikken over een goede en efficiënte
infrastructuur, zoals wegen, spoorwegen, vliegvelden, elektriciteitsvoorzieningen, instituten
voor hoger onderwijs, invloedrijke ondernemersorganisaties, banken etcetera. Veel van de
nieuwe (buitenlandse) investeringen blijken sinds de jaren tachtig nauw gelieerd te zijn aan
de specifieke industriële specialisatie van een bepaalde sub-regio. Zo bouwde de
autoindustrie in de Zuidoostelijke regio in belangrijke mate op de lokale traditie van
ijzersmelterijen, terwijl de kledingindustrie in de Laguna nauw aansloot bij de lange lokale
traditie in de textielindustrie. De afwezigheid van een lokale industriële traditie hoeft echter
niet noodzakelijkerwijs een beletsel te betekenen voor het aantrekken van buitenlandse
investeerders, zoals bewezen door Ciudad Acuña. Dit relatief kleine stadje in de Grensregio
zonder industriële traditie ontpopte zich vanaf de jaren tachtig tot Coahuila’s belangrijkste
stad voor wat betreft de maquiladora industrie.

Deze ogenschijnlijke tegenstrijdigheid valt te verklaren door een derde belangrijke
variabele: de rol van lokale arbeidsverhoudingen. Vanzelfsprekend beschikten de sub-regio’s
met een sterke industriële traditie over een relatief breed aanbod van goed geschoolde
arbeiders. Desalniettemin was de lokale arbeidsmarkt in de Zuidoostelijke regio van
Coahuila grotendeels gecontroleerd door de eigenaars van één groot bedrijf, de Grupo
Industrial Saltillo. De lokale arbeidsmarkt in de Centrumregio en de Carbonífera
daarentegen werd gecontroleerd door grote en invloedrijke nationale vakbonden. De relatief
hoge loonniveaus die deze vakbonden hadden bewerkstelligd, ontmoedigden veel
buitenlandse investeerders. Daarbij werkte de reputatie van een onrustige arbeidsmarkt die
deze sub-regio’s aan het einde van de jaren zeventig kenmerkte nog steeds door, ook nadat
dereguleringsmaatregelen de invloed van de vakbonden in de jaren tachtig reduceerden. De
sterke aantrekkingskracht van Ciudad Acuña en de rurale gebieden in de Laguna
daarentegen valt juist te verklaren door de afwezigheid van industriële traditie en daarmee
van georganiseerde vakbonden. De arbeidsmarkt was hierdoor makkelijker te controleren
door nieuwe bedrijven die zich hier vestigden. Zij konden het loonniveau relatief laag
houden.

Een vierde belangrijke variabele, tot slot, is de rol van de lokale politieke verhoudingen.
De wijze waarop lokale machtsverhoudingen en de verhoudingen met actoren op andere
schaalniveaus zijn vormgegeven, is ook van belang voor regionale uitkomsten. De lokale
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economieën van de Centrumregio en de Carbonífera zijn aanzienlijk beïnvloed door directe
interventie van de federale overheid. In tegenstelling tot de Grensregio en de Laguna, die
beide ook een sterke aanwezigheid van de federale overheid in de lokale economie gekend
hebben, bestond er in de Centrumregio en de Carbonífera weinig tegenwicht van (andere)
lokale actoren. De Zuidoostelijke regio van Coahuila, waar de hoofdstad Saltillo gesitueerd
is, was meer in zichzelf gekeerd, en nam hierdoor een onafhankelijker positie in ten aanzien
van de federale overheid. Als gevolg hiervan was het politieke klimaat in de Centrumregio en
de Carbonífera traditiegetrouw pro-arbeiders, terwijl deze in de Laguna, de Grensregio en de
Zuidoostelijke regio in essentie pro-werkgevers was.

Tot besluit

De groeiende ongelijkheid die vergezeld ging met de structurele nationale
hervormingsprogramma’s in de jaren tachtig, werd aanvankelijk gerechtvaardigd als een
langer-dan-verwachte aanpassing. Aangenomen werd dat de welvaart op termijn ook naar de
minder bevoorrechte sociale groepen zou ‘druppelen’. Diegenen die het zwaarst getroffen
waren door de economische hervormingen werden gekwalificeerd als ‘tijdelijke verliezers’.
Nadat meerdere landen die deze ontwikkelingsstrategie geïmplementeerd hadden sinds het
midden van de jaren negentig getroffen werden door financiële crises (bijvoorbeeld Mexico,
de Aziatische landen en Argentinië), sprak zelfs de Wereldbank haar bezorgdheid uit over de
hoge sociale kosten van dit ontwikkelingsmodel. Een hernieuwde belangstelling voor het
versterken van instituties op het vlak van onderwijs, gezondheidszorg, goed bestuur en
dergelijke ontstond, echter binnen de grenzen en gericht op behoud van, de bestaande
economische orthodoxie. De centrale vraag die veel academici daarom nog steeds bezighoudt
is of globalisering kan bijdragen tot aanhoudende economische groei en gelijkheid.

De bevindingen van Coahuila bevestigen de bevindingen die ook uit veel andere studies
naar voren komen. Succesvolle integratie in de wereldeconomie kan, afhankelijk van een
aantal belangrijke lokale variabelen, leiden tot economische groei in de vorm van een
stijgende export en BNP. Meestal komt deze groei echter ten goede aan een relatief kleine
groep die in veel gevallen reeds een bevoorrechte positie innamen –in economisch en/of
politiek opzicht–en hierdoor een gunstiger startpositie hadden om te profiteren van de
nieuwe economische situatie.

Voor wat betreft de duurzaamheid van dit ontwikkelingsmodel zou de centrale vraag niet
moeten zijn of, maar hoe landen en regio’s geïntegreerd zijn in de wereldeconomie.
Kapitaalintensieve (buitenlandse) investeringen zoals de autoindustrie bieden over het
algemeen betere lange termijn vooruitzichten voor lokale economische ontwikkeling. Dit
type investeerders verkiest meestal urbane gebieden die beschikken over een sterke
industriële traditie, instituties van hoger onderwijs, geschoolde arbeid etcetera.
Arbeidsintensieve investeringen, zoals die van de kledingindustrie, bieden daarentegen
minder vooruitzichten op aanhoudende lokale ontwikkeling omdat deze voornamelijk
concurreren op arbeidskosten en nauwelijks mogelijkheden scheppen tot innovatie en
opwaarderen. Deze investeerders verkiezen over het algemeen gebieden met weinig
economische alternatieven en veel ongeschoolde arbeidskrachten.

Na een decennium van sterke economische groei sinds het inwerkingtreden van NAFTA
ondervindt Mexico sinds eind 2000 de gevolgen van een terugval in consumptie in de
Verenigde Staten, en een toegenomen internationale concurrentie van Midden Amerikaanse
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en Zuidoost Aziatische landen (vooral China) voor wat betreft buitenlandse investeringen.
Sindsdien hebben veel buitenlandse, exportgeoriënteerde bedrijven, met name in de
arbeidsintensieve industrieën hun productiefaciliteiten in Mexico gereduceerd of gesloten en
verplaatst naar landen of regio’s met (nog) lagere loonniveaus. In plaats van een endogene
groei moet de sterke economische groei van Mexico in de tweede helft van de jaren negentig
hoofdzakelijk verklaard worden vanuit de expansieve ontwikkeling van de Noord
Amerikaanse economie, in combinatie met het lage loonniveau in Mexico na de devaluatie
van de peso eind 1994/ begin 1995.

Voor wat betreft Coahuila zullen de urbane gebieden, waar de meeste exportgerichte
industrieën sterker geïntegreerd zijn in de lokale economie, de recente economische
tegenslag wel te boven komen, alhoewel de voortdurende regionale specialisatie op één
specifieke industrietak, zoals de autoindustrie in de Zuidoostelijke regio en de
kledingindustrie in de Laguna, op termijn kan leiden tot padafhankelijkheid. De
vooruitzichten voor de rurale gebieden zijn echter zorgwekkender. Na de recente sluiting van
een groot aantal maquiladoras zijn er weinig economische alternatieven. Dit leidt tot een
toenemende ruraal-urbane migratie. De economische groei van de jaren negentig was in deze
gebieden slechts kortstondig. Zij kunnen daarom wellicht beter gekwalificeerd worden als
‘tijdelijke winnaars’.
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Resumen
Globalización, desarrollo regional y respuesta local. El impacto de la reestructuración económica en
Coahuila, México.

Introducción

El concepto de ‘globalización’ se puso de moda en los años noventa para indicar la creciente
integración mundial, en lo económico, político, social y cultural. Importantes cambios
tecnológicos en el transporte y las comunicaciones en las últimas tres décadas han facilitado
movimientos y cruce de fronteras de personas, mercancías, información, capital, servicios y
conocimiento. La importancia de estos cambios es reconocida por todas las ciencias sociales,
pero desafortunadamente no se ha traducido en una precisión del concepto. En vez de ello, la
globalización se ha convertido en un concepto ‘contenedor’, que es usado tanto oportuna
como inoportunamente. Diversas disciplinas científicas lo utilizan acentuando distintos
enfoques y metodologías. Esta heterogeneidad solo indica la complejidad y el carácter
polifacético de los cambios en el mundo actual.

Nuestro estudio se enfoca a la relación entre procesos de globalización y desarrollo
regional, y específicamente se concentra en la dimensión económica de la globalización. Los
antecedentes se encuentran en los importantes cambios en la economía y política
internacional durante los años setenta, que dieron paso en los años ochenta al reemplazo de
las estrategias de desarrollo económico sostenidas en un alto grado de intervención del
estado, por un modelo que reeditó las viejas tesis liberales de libre mercado, que se fueron
imponiendo en gran parte del mundo. Durante esa época numerosas y prominentes empresas
desintegraron sus procesos de producción ante la creciente competencia internacional y una
productividad con tasas decrecientes. Una de las respuestas fue el traslado de partes del
proceso productivo con mayores costos laborales hacia países con salarios bajos. Los dos
procesos están estrechamente vinculados y se han fortalecido mutualmente.

Las consecuencias de estos procesos desde la teoría y de los resultados prácticos del
desarrollo han sido drásticas. Muchos conceptos clásicos de los estudios de desarrollo, por
ejemplo el contraste entre países del ‘Primer Mundo’ y el ‘Tercer Mundo’, y el énfasis en la
nación como el marco de referencia más importante, han perdido mucho valor a
consecuencia de la creciente integración mundial. Dada la influencia de políticos con una
formación económica neoclásica, y organizaciones multilaterales como el Banco Mundial y el
Fondo Monetario Internacional (FMI), el papel del estado en la economía ha disminuido
drásticamente en muchos países en vías de desarrollo; y siguiendo el ejemplo de los ‘tigres’
Asiáticos (Hong Kong, Taiwán, Corea del Sur y Singapur), la integración en la economía
mundial fue retomada como el mejor instrumento para el desarrollo. La industrialización
dirigida a la exportación fue considerada la mejor manera de incrementar el crecimiento
económico y simultáneamente disminuir la desigualdad. De igual manera, la inversión
extranjera directa (IED) representaba uno de los instrumentos más importantes por su
capacidad de crear empleo, así como estímulos para la industria de exportación y
oportunidades a las empresas locales de innovación y ampliación de conocimientos.

Sin embargo, imitar un modelo de desarrollo exitoso no garantiza que sea exitoso en
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cualquier otra parte. No todos los países, las regiones, y grupos sociales consiguen aprovechar
los beneficios de una creciente integración económica, tal como lo indica la creciente
desigualdad entre y dentro de países que han adoptado este modelo de desarrollo. A
diferencia de lo que supone la mayoría de la literatura de administración de empresas y
muchos altos funcionarios públicos, los procesos de globalización no ocurren según una
trayectoria determinada. El impacto de la globalización siempre es mediado por
circunstancias específicas y costumbres locales, que involucran un importante número de
actores, por ejemplo, gobiernos y empresarios locales, sindicatos, entre otros, generando, por
tanto, resultados diferenciados. Detallados estudios regionales muestran claros argumentos
detrás de impactos y consecuencias desiguales. Comúnmente se refiere a la dialéctica entre
actores y procesos que actúan al nivel global y local, como los nexos globales-locales o
‘glocalización’.

Estudios dedicados al análisis de ‘redes globales’, a las relaciones entre empresas a
diferentes niveles organizativos y geográficos –en particular los ejemplos más exitosos-
recibieron una creciente atención en los últimos años tanto por parte de académicos como de
políticos. Tanto los estudios de clusters como análisis de cadenas globales de valor han logrado
un entendimiento valioso de los procesos que enlazan lo local con lo global. Sin embargo,
nuestro estudio dio un paso más allá del enfoque exclusivo al papel económico de las
empresas, y situó el desarrollo en una perspectiva más amplia histórica y sociopolítica, para
intentar explicar por medio de circunstancias específicas y actores locales por qué los procesos
de globalización tienen consecuencias tan desiguales. Además, se incluyó con fines
comparativos regiones y grupos sociales que no tuvieron éxito para integrarse a la economía
mundial. El objetivo más importante de este estudio es llegar a una comprensión más
integrada del impacto de la globalización en el desarrollo regional especifico.

El contexto del estudio

El objeto de estudio fue la dinámica de desarrollo del estado de Coahuila, situado en el
noreste de México. Por varias razones, Coahuila es una estado muy interesante para el
estudio de las relaciones entre lo global y lo local. En muchos sentidos México es ejemplar
por la transición de una estrategia de sustitución de importaciones a una economía dirigida
por las fuerzas del libre mercado. La región fronteriza de México y los Estados Unidos donde
dos economías sumamente distintas colindan directamente, es única en el mundo. Desde los
años setenta estas dos economías se han ido integrando cada vez más, lo que causa una
dinámica local excepcional.

Desde la década de los sesenta, todavía bajo la estrategia de sustitución de importaciones,
México experimentó con industrias de exportación en la zona fronteriza. Bajo un programa
federal, el Programa de Industrialización Fronterizo (PIF), se permitió a inversionistas
extranjeros y nacionales importar todo lo necesario para ensamblar productos finales exento
de impuestos, bajo la condición de que esos productos fueran exportados. La legislación
acerca de estas empresas llamadas maquiladoras se amplió en varias ocasiones, permitiendo
también este tipo de ensamblaje al interior del país. Las maquiladoras y otras industrias de
exportación, en gran parte inversiones extranjeras, jugaron un papel cada vez más importante
como catalizador de la economía después del derrumbe económico en los primeros años de la
década de los ochenta. Estos años se caracterizan por los programas de reformas
estructurales, implementados por el nuevo gobierno de sello neoliberal, dirigidos a la
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liberalización, desregulación y privatización. Los años noventa se caracterizan por las
negociaciones y la implementación del Tratado de Libre Comercio (TLC) con los Estados
Unidos y Canadá, uno de los más radicales experimentos comerciales.

En Coahuila, desde la mitad de los años setenta, la estrategia de desarrollo de la elite
política local fue dirigida a la creación de condiciones favorables para atraer inversiones
extranjeras. Aunque al principio el desarrollo de la industria maquiladora en la zona
fronteriza de Coahuila estaba regazado en comparación con otros estados fronterizos,
Coahuila se transformó durante los años ochenta y en particular a partir del TLC (1994), en
uno de los estados más exitosos de México en cuanto a la actividad exportadora. Durante la
década pasada, un gran número de empresas extranjeras y nacionales hicieron inversiones
sustanciales en Coahuila, en particular la industria automotriz y la industria del vestido, lo
que contribuyó fuertemente al crecimiento de sus exportaciones y su participación en el
Producto Interno Bruto (PIB). Sin embargo, se necesita una evaluación más critica en cuanto
al reparto del crecimiento económico.

A partir de una caracterización socioeconómica, se pueden diferenciar cinco regiones
dentro del estado de Coahuila: la Norte o Frontera, la Carbonífera, la Centro-Desierto, la
Sureste y la región Laguna. Estas regiones, sus actividades económicas y grupos sociales han
experimentado con diferentes grados de intensidad entre sí los efectos de los procesos de
globalización. Por tanto, la pregunta central que guía esta investigación es: ¿Cuál ha sido el
impacto del proceso de globalización en el desarrollo regional de las diferentes regiones del estado de
Coahuila, y hasta qué grado se pueden explicar los resultados diferentes considerando las
circunstancias específicas locales y el papel de los actores locales? Los resultados del estudio –que
contiene un enfoque histórico- están cimentados en datos estadísticos y fundamentados
básicamente en entrevistas no estructuradas; realizadas durante tres estancias en las distintas
regiones de Coahuila, con funcionarios de alta nivel, (ex) políticos, empresarios influyentes y
(ex) líderes de sindicatos.

Resultados principales

Respecto del objetivo de atraer inversiones extranjeras, los resultados muestran que la
estrategia dominante del desarrollo en Coahuila desde fines de los años setenta ha sido
exitosa en forma creciente. No obstante, los resultados también mostraron que el reparto de
las inversiones en las distintas regiones de Coahuila ha sido muy desigual, tanto en lo
cuantitativo como en lo cualitativo. Hay que explicar esas diferencias desde un marco
histórico y sociopolítico. Se pueden distinguir distintas variables que han sido determinantes
en las diferencias entre las regiones y que ofrecen una comprensión más clara de los nexos
entre lo global y lo local.

Primero, el papel de los empresarios locales. En la Laguna, las regiones Norte y Sureste
de Coahuila empresarios pro-activos han contribuido, cada grupo a su manera, al éxito de la
industria de exportación local. Estas tres regiones tienen una fuerte tradición empresarial
que, en el caso de la Laguna empezó a fines del siglo diecinueve, cuando el capital local
estaba diversificado en actividades económicas como el cultivo del algodón, la industria de
textil, el comercio y actividades bancarios. La influencia económica, y a veces también
política, de importantes empresarios locales en la región Sureste de Coahuila, principalmente
activos en la fabricación de productos metálicos, y, en menor grado la región Norte, activos
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especialmente en el comercio, proviene de los años cuarenta, cuando lograron extender y
diversificar sus actividades bajo la protección del modelo de industrialización por sustitución
de importaciones. En cambio en la región Centro y la Carbonífera, los empresarios nunca
han tenido un papel determinante en el desarrollo local. Las actividades económicas más
importantes en estas regiones, la industria siderúrgica y la minería del carbón
respectivamente, siempre dependieron de influyentes actores nacionales o internacionales.
Hasta los años cuarenta, las actividades mineras en la Carbonífera estaban en manos del
capital extranjero, después pasaron a formar parte del más importante complejo siderúrgico
de México, la paraestatal situada en la región Centro de Coahuila.

Segundo, el papel de las tradiciones industriales locales. Una fuerte tradición industrial
local puede significar un estímulo fuerte para el desarrollo regional. Regiones como la
Laguna y la Sureste de Coahuila disponen de una buena y eficiente infraestructura, por
ejemplo carreteras, ferrocarriles, aeropuertos, y electricidad, institutos de enseñanza superior,
influyentes organismos empresariales, bancos, etcétera. Además, los resultados de la
investigación han mostrado que muchas de las inversiones extranjeras desde los años ochenta
están estrechamente ligadas a la especialización industrial local ya existente. El clúster de la
industria automotriz en la región Sureste por ejemplo, se construyó en gran parte en la
tradición local de la fabricación de productos metálicos, mientras que el clúster de la
industria del vestido se conecta con su larga tradición de la industria de textil. La ausencia de
una tradición industrial sin embargo, no necesariamente tiene que significar un obstáculo
para atraer inversionistas extranjeras, tal como muestra el caso de Ciudad Acuña, una
modesta ciudad en la región Norte de Coahuila, sin tradición industrial, que se ha convertido
en la ciudad más importante de Coahuila en cuanto al desarrollo de su industria
maquiladora.

Se puede explicar esta aparente contradicción mediante una importante tercera variable,
el papel de las relaciones laborales locales. Las regiones con una fuerte tradición industrial
evidentemente disponen de una oferta de trabajo calificada. No obstante, el mercado de
trabajo local en la región Sureste de Coahuila fue en gran parte controlado por una sola
compañía; mientras que los mercados de trabajo en la región Centro y la Carbonífera fueron
controlados por grandes e influyentes sindicatos nacionales. El relativamente alto nivel de
salarios que éstos lograron negociar desanimó a muchos inversionistas extranjeros. Además,
los conflictos laborales que fueron característicos a finales de los años setenta, y los primeros
años de los ochenta también influyeron negativamente en la toma de decisiones. Sin
embargo, la influencia de los sindicatos disminuyó con las medidas de desregulación de los
años ochenta. En sentido contrario, la fuerte atracción de Ciudad Acuña y las áreas rurales de
la Laguna se puede explicar por la ausencia de una tradición industrial y sindicatos fuertes.
En consecuencia, el mercado de trabajo fue más fácil de controlar por parte de las nuevas
empresas que instalaron sus operaciones en estas regiones, las que además generalmente
tenían un nivel más bajo de salarios.

La cuarta y última variable importante es el papel de las relaciones políticas locales. La
manera en que se conforman las relaciones de poder local y las relaciones con actores en otros
niveles geográficos y su influencia en los diferentes resultados regionales. La región Centro y
la Carbonífera han estado altamente influidas por la intervención directa del gobierno
federal. En contraste, la región Norte y la Laguna, que también experimentaron una fuerte
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presencia del gobierno federal en distintas momentos históricos, no hubo un contrapeso
importante de otros actores locales claves. La región Sureste, donde se sitúa Saltillo, la
capital, presenta un mayor desarrollo endógeno, y como consecuencia siguió un desarrollo
más independiente del gobierno federal. Un resultado de lo anterior fue un diferenciado
ambiente político regional: en la región Centro y la Carbonífera tradicionalmente fue a favor
de los trabajadores sindicalizados, mientras que en la Laguna, la región Sureste y Norte se
mantuvo un clima más favorable para el empresariado.

Reflexiones finales

Al principio, la creciente desigualdad social que acompañó a los programas de reformas
estructurales en los años ochenta fue justificada como un ajuste, pero que duró más de lo
esperado. Se suponía que, a mediano plazo, la prosperidad gotearía a los grupos menos
privilegiados. Se calificaban a aquellos que fueron más afectados por las reformas económicas
como ‘perdedores pasajeros’. Solamente después de que varios países que implementaron esa
estrategia de desarrollo fueron afectados por crisis financieras en la segunda mitad de los años
noventa (México, Asia y Argentina), hasta el Banco Mundial se mostró preocupado por los
altos costos sociales del modelo aplicado. Ante lo cual se produjo un renovado interés por el
fortalecimiento de las instituciones, principalmente las dirigidas al fortalecimiento del capital
humano, por ejemplo educación, atención sanitaria, así como una buena gestión. Sin
embargo, ese cambio de acento fue hecho dentro de los límites establecidos, y sin alterar la
ortodoxia económica. En consecuencia, la pregunta que continua preocupando a muchos
académicos es si la globalización puede contribuir a un crecimiento económico duradero con
equidad.

Los resultados de Coahuila confirman los resultados de muchos otros estudios. Una
integración exitosa en la economía mundial puede, dependiendo de significativas variables
locales, resultar en un mayor crecimiento económico en términos de exportaciones y del PIB.
En la mayoría de los casos, sin embargo, ese crecimiento beneficia a un grupo selecto, que en
muchos casos ya ocupaban una posición privilegiada, y consecuentemente estaban en una
posición más favorable para aprovecharse de la nueva situación económica.

En cuanto a la sustentabilidad del modelo dominante de desarrollo, la cuestión clave no
debe ser si países o regiones son integrados en la economía mundial o no, sino cómo son
integrados. Inversiones extranjeras que contienen mayor composición de capital
generalmente ofrecen mejores perspectivas para un desarrollo local duradero. Normalmente
estas industrias prefieren establecerse en zonas urbanas que disponen de una fuerte tradición
industrial, institutos de enseñanza superior, obreros capacitados, etcétera. En cambio,
inversiones extranjeras extensivas en uso de mano de obra que compiten en base a bajos
salarios, ofrecen menos posibilidades para un desarrollo duradero y crean pocas perspectivas a
empresas locales para innovar o revalorizarse. En general estas empresas, sobre todo
maquiladoras, prefieren establecerse en zonas semi rurales con pocas alternativas económicas
por la abundancia de mano de obra no-capacitada.

Después de una década de fuerte crecimiento económico desde que el TLC entró en
operación, México sintió las consecuencias de la desaceleración del consumo en los Estados
Unidos desde el fin del año 2000, acompañado por una competencia creciente por parte de
América Central y Asia, sobre todo China para atraer inversión extranjera. Desde entonces,
muchas empresas extranjeras y nacionales exportadoras, sobre todo las maquiladoras más
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intensivas en uso de mano de obra han cerrado sus operaciones trasladando sus líneas de
producción a países o regiones con niveles salariales (aun) más bajos. Lo anterior indica que
en lugar de un crecimiento endógeno, el fuerte crecimiento de la economía mexicana en la
segunda parte de los años noventa, fue en gran medida el resultado del crecimiento expansivo
de la economía de los Estados Unidos, combinado con el bajo nivel salarial de México
después de la devaluación del 1994/1995.

Las áreas urbanas de Coahuila, donde se ubican las industrias que en general están más
integradas a la economía local, probablemente logren superar los recientes eventos
económicos, aunque la permanente concentración regional en una sola rama industrial, por
ejemplo la industria automotriz en la región Sureste y la industria del vestido en la Laguna, a
largo plazo puede resultar en un desarrollo dependiente. Las circunstancias socioeconómicas
que en algún momento le daban ventaja pueden volverse en contra. Por su parte, la situación
en las zonas semi rurales de Coahuila es más precaria después de que un gran número de
maquiladoras ajustó su planta laboral o han cerrado sus puertas recientemente. Quedan pocas
alternativas económicas, lo que impacta en el crecimiento de la migración hacia las ciudades
metropolitanas del México o, a Estados Unidos. En consecuencia, se puede mejor calificar a
estas partes como ‘ganadores pasajeros’.
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