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This paper critically analyzes the Mexico-Canada
Program of Temporary Agricultural Workers based on
the results of almost two hundred interviews carried out
between August 2001 and February 2002 in northwest
Tlaxcala, Mexico. The Mexico-Canada Program is a
guest worker program through which Mexican peasants
and day laborers spend between six weeks and eight
months annually laboring on Canadian fruit, tobacco,
and vegetable farms and in greenhouses and nurseries,
mostly in southern Ontario and Quebec. Unlike the U.S.
H2A program of temporary agricultural workers, ad-
ministered through private labor recruiters on both sides
of the border, Mexican government authorities select
guest workers and ensure their qualifications, and
Mexican consuls in Ontario, Quebec and elsewhere are
charged with protecting the rights of the temporary
migrants and resolving conflicts between them and
Canadian employers.1 "Hands-on" government involve-
ment has contributed to a relatively high level of satis-
faction on both sides. Canadian farmers generally ex-
press satisfaction with their Mexican workers and each
year request back by name about 70 percent of the pre-
vious season's recruits; and poor rural Mexicans eagerly
heed the call of the Canadian dollars that have made it
possible for them to improve their housing stock and to
better clothe, feed, and educate their households.

Guarantees and bureaucratic oversights built into
the Program make it superior to the earlier Bracero Pro-
gram (1942-1964) or the current H2A Program, but play-
ing the rating game with guest worker programs should
not blind us to their shared features, or lead us to
overlook the high social and psychological costs and

limited long term benefits that accompany international
migration (see Binford 2002). All three programs involve
(or involved) the creation and perpetuation of flexible
labor forces whose participants are deprived of collec-
tive bargaining rights and subjected to long hours of
hard labor at wages that are unattractive to most domes-
tic workers. In the case of the Canada Program I will
also argue that to an increasing degree, the temporary
agricultural migrant work force is being segmented
along racial/ethnic lines, as Canadian farmers replace
English-speaking migrants from Caribbean Common-
weath nations such as Jamaica and Barbados with
Spanish-speaking migrants from Mexico. I will suggest
that this segmentation of the labor market is being driven
by employers who have learned how to exploit a Mex-
ican labor force made particularly vulnerable as a func-
tion of cultural and linguistic differences from Canadian
farmers.

Fieldwork and almost 200 interviews with current
and former program participants in northwest Tlaxcala
document improvements in migrant lifestyles and some
potentially important changes in world view, but they
also evidence the severe limits to technology transfer or
long-term economic development, which the involved
governments claim among the program's major selling
points. Indeed, the Canadian government even goes so
far as to count worker remittances as part of its foreign
aid package! This "developmentalist" optimism must be
measured against the high costs borne by migrants and
their families as a consequence of frequent and often pro-
longed separations, which are not mentioned in govern-
ment publicity and have been slighted in most research
reports.

Historical Background

Satzewich (1991) documents Canadian government
involvement in the recruitment of agricultural labor in
Ontario and elsewhere during the period following the
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Second World War. Postwar rural labor shortages re-
sulting from declining rural household size and urban-
borne migration of rural youth were addressed through
a lengthy series of stop-gap measures, including rural
agricultural employment of children, housewives, for-
eign students, Polish war veterans, former Dutch farm-
ers, and others. Farm lobby efforts to establish a contract
labor program with Caribbean countries were stifled for
many years by an immigration policy that openly dis-
criminated against people of color. Liberalized immigra-
tion laws passed by a Labor government in the mid-
1960s paved the way for a contract labor agreement
between Canada and Jamaica in 1966. Other Caribbean
countries quickly followed suit, and the Mexican gov-
ernment signed a separate agreement with Canada in
1971.

The Mexico-Canada Program of Temporary Agri-
cultural Workers (henceforth to be referred to as the
Program) began with 203 male Mexican workers in 1974
and remained small until 1990, when it topped 5,000
participants for the first time. Between 1996 and 2001 the
Program more than doubled, increasing from 5,211 mi-
grants to 10,275 (Mellado 2000:34; Vanegas 2001:4). The
potential exists for an additional 50 to 100 percent
increase between 2002 and 2006 (Vanegas 2001:15). The
first 37 women recruits entered in 1989; their numbers
topped one hundred for the first time in 1998 and ex-
panded rapidly over the next three years, reaching 420
or 4 percent of the total in 2001. The majority of women
are employed in packing plants and canneries, although
in 2000 Mexican females worked for the first time in the
beekeeping industry. This article deals exclusively with
male participants.2

The Program remains small compared to the U.S.
H2A Program, with 35,000 annual participants, and is a
fraction of the size of the defunct Bracero Program
(1942-1964), through which more than five million
Mexicans worked temporarily in the United States over
the course of 22 years. Yet the Mexico-Canada Program
differs in the large number of worker guarantees and
direct government involvement in administration and
oversight that reduces abuses. The terms of employment
are fixed by agreement between the two governments
and include a number of clauses that make work in
Canada an attractive alternative to illegal migration to
the United States for those able to pass the stringent
admissions requirements. Employers are obligated to
provide participants with free housing of a minimum

standard and subsidize their plane fare; workers have
the right to a weekly average of 40 hours employment at
a wage rate at or slightly above the legal minimum. The
contract stipulates that they receive at least one rest day
weekly as well as paid holidays.3

Eighty-five percent of Mexican participants origin-
ate from six states (Guanajuato, Mexico, Tlaxcala,
Hidalgo, Puebla and Morelos), most of which are a short
distance from the federal offices in Mexico City where
intake interviews and most other application procedures
take place (Mellado 2000:36). For this project, I carried
out field work in the state of Tlaxcala, which, albeit small
in population (968,000 inhabitants in 2000) sent 1,515 tem-
porary agricultural workers to Canada in 1998 and 1,727
in 1999, more than any other Mexican state in each year
(Mellado 2000:36).4

Migration in Tlaxcala

Long distance migration in the state goes back to the
first decades of the Spanish Conquest, when Iberian con-
querors sent Tlaxcalans to man frontier garrisons in
northern Chihuahua and elsewhere. More recent move-
ments followed the post revolution collapse of the state's
commercial agriculture and the decline of its once
vibrant textile industry. After the Second World War the
combination of extreme land fragmentation and a pau-
city of industry sent Tlaxcalans to seek work in Puebla
and the economically vibrant Federal District (Scott
1977; Caloca-Rivas 1999:51-52). Some Tlaxcalans aban-
doned the state permanently (Ramos 1998:23), but prox-
imity to the nation's major labor market made it possible
for others to engage in circular forms of migration,
which involved a workweek in Puebla or Mexico City
followed by return home during weekends and va-
cations (Varela n.d.).5 As state and federal highway
systems improved, food vendors from Santa Ana
Nopalucan and elsewhere bussed two or three mornings
each week to Mexico City markets, making their way
back to their community the same evening (Gutierrez
2001).

In the mid-1970s, the federal government responded
to land invasions with a program of state-led industrial
development. Following the de la Madrid-sponsored
neoliberal opening of the mid-1980s, most para-state
industries were privatized and over the next fifteen
years dozens of low wage maquiladoras (assembly plants)
set up shop in eight industrial parks created to attract
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foreign investment (Ramos 1998; Ramirez 1992; Arzate
2001). Alongside the maquiladoras—and at times subcon-
tracting work from them—exist hundreds of home-
based, sewing workshops that produce cheap clothing
tor sale to regional workers and peasants through a
complex, statewide network of weekly markets
{tianguis). Wages in most of these jobs are barely ade-
quate to sustain a single individual, much less a family.

Although several thousand Tlaxcalans participated
in the Bracero Program (1942-1964), few opted for un-
documented migration once the United States termin-
ated the agreement (Ramos 1998:25; Scott 1977). How-
ever, Tlaxcalan peasant-workers, probably employed in
road and building construction in the Federal District,
did enroll in the Canada Program soon after its 1974
inception. As the Program expanded, particularly in the
1990s, so did the number of participants. The economic
crisis also brought a reactivation of previously dormant
social networks that linked local communities to former
Braceros who had settled out in the United States (Varela
n.d.)—a process also documented for Puebla and
Veracruz (Vargas 2001; Perez 2001), and this enabled the
rapid growth of undocumented U.S. migration (Binford
n.d.). As the economic crisis has intensified and become
prolonged, the gradual exhaustion of the "resources of
poverty" has given way to a "poverty of resources" for
many rural and urban households (Gonzalez de la
Rocha 2001). Increasing numbers of Tlaxcalans respond
by looking north to Canada or the United States for their
economic livelihoods.

The economic panorama of this small, central
Mexican state is exceedingly complex, and the Mexico-
Canada Program forms only part of it, albeit an impor-
tant part for several dozen communities heavily depen-
dent on Canada-earned incomes. To various degrees
rural Tlaxcalan communities and domestic units com-
bine rain-fed agriculture, waged work in maquiladoras
and textile workshops, trade and petty commerce, cir-
cular and pendular forms of migration to surrounding
states and the Federal District, and Canada and U.S.
migration.6

Methodology

Initially project personnel coded and statistically
analyzed 1026 application forms for 2000 (628 forms)
and 2001 (398 forms) acquired from the Tlaxcala State

Employment Office, the first stop for applicants. We
used this information to construct demographic and
socio-economic profiles of recent program applicants
and to identify the main sending communities (presum-
ing a relationship between the number of new appli-
cants and that of current and former participants). We
then carried out 197 interviews in three communities lo-
cated in northwest Tlaxcala, a region that provides more
than 60 percent of statewide temporary migrant workers
to Canada (see Figure 1). Trained interviewers com-
pleted 60 interviews between August and September of
2001 and an additional 137 interviews in January and
February of 2002. Given that most active migrant were
in Canada during the August-September months, the
initial interviews tapped mostly persons who had re-
tired from or dropped out of the Program, some after
ten to fifteen years experience. On the other hand, most
persons interviewed during January-February 2002 had
worked in Canada in 2001 and returned home shortly
before we contacted them.7 Of 197 total interviews with
persons who had sought entrance to the Program on a
least one occasion, 187 had made a minimum of one and
a maximum of fifteen work trips to Canada/

Since our research focused on the Mexico-Canada
Program of Temporary Agricultural Workers, we made
no effort to randomly interview adult residents of the
target communities but worked to ensure broad cov-
erage of migrants living in different neighborhoods
(barrios). A potential interviewee was any person who
had applied at least once to the Program, regardless of
whether he was accepted into it or made the trip. In each
community interviewees were selected from a master
list compiled by combining data from 2000 and 2001
program applicants with names provided by key infor-
mants and interviewees. The Tlaxcala State Employment
Office, located in the capital, began to process applica-
tions in 1999, but state officials have no way of knowing
the outcome of the application process (acceptance,
rejection) in particular cases, since the Mexico City
officials who make the final decisions do not inform
them of the results. Interviewers obtained information
from 56 persons in Atotonilco, 68 in Nanacamilpa, and
73 in Sanctorum. The legal character of Canada mi-
gration, interviewers' insistence that the project was not
linked to either participating government, and promises
of anonymity contributed to a refusal rate of less than 4
percent.
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Figure 1
Distribution of Municipalities According to the Number of Applicants to the Canada Program

Puebla

Puebla

Number of applicants

D 20̂ 29
• v,.V)
H 40̂ 49
• 50 or more

Key- Municipality:

001. Amaxac de Gro.
002. Apetatitlan de A.C.
003. Atlangatepec
004. Altzayanca
005. Apizaco
006. Calpulalpan
007. Carmen Tequex.
008. Cuapiaxtla
009. Cuaxomulco
010. Chiautempan
011. Munozde D.A.
012. Espanita
013. Huamantla
014. Hueyothpan
015. Ixtacuixtla

016. Ixienco
017. Jose Ma. Mor.
018. Contlade J.C.
019. Tepetitla de L.
020. Sactorum de L.C.
021 Nanacam Ipa de M.A.
022. A.de Miguel Hgo
023. Nativitas
024. Panotla
025. San Pablo del M.
026. Sta. Cruz Tlaxcala
027. Tenancingo
028. Teolocholco
029. Tepeyanco
030. Terrenate

031. Tetla de la Solid.
032. Tetlatlahuca
033. Tlaxcala
034. Tlaxco
035. Tocatlan
036. Totolac
037. Zitlaltepec de T.S.S.
038. Tzompantepec
039. Xaloztoc
040. Xaltocan
041. Papalotla de X.
042. Xicotzingo
043. Yauhquemehcan
044. Zacatelco
045. Benito Juarez

046. Emiliano Zapata
047. Lazaro Cardenas
048. Magdalena Tlaltelulco
049. San Damian Texoloc
050. San Fco. Tetlanohcan
051. San Jeronimo Zacualpan
052. San Jose Teacaico
053. San Juan Huactzinco
054. San Lnzo. Axocomanitla
055. San Lucas Tecopilco
056. Santa Ana Nopalucan
057. Santa Apolonia Teacaico
058. Santa Catanna Ayometla
059. Santa Cruz Quiletla
060. Santa sabel Xiloxoxtla

Source: Calculated on the basis of 1026 apphcatons (2000 and 2001) obtained from the TIaxaca State Empoyment Office.
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The sampled communities ranked first (Sanctorum),
second (Atotonilco), and eighth (Nanacamilpa) at the
statewide level in combined number of 2000 and 2001
applicants to the Program. Nanacamilpa and Santorum
are cabeceras or administrative centers of municipalities
that bear their names; Atotonilco is a rural junta auxiliar
under administrative control of the town of Ixtacuixtla
(see Figure 1). All three are congregate communities with
between 3,000 (Sanctorum) and 11,000 (Nanacamilpa)
inhabitants in 2000, and are located within a 15 km. ra-
dius of one another in northwest Tlaxcala in the Apam
Highlands, formed of a series of small plains interrupted
by a series of hills around 8000 feet above sea level.

Peasant agriculturalists in all three communities
grow some combination of corn, beans, wheat and bar-
ley on small, heavily-eroded hillside plots that average
a mere three hectares each. Until recent decades many
also tapped the juice of the maguey cactus, which they
sold or fabricated into pulque, a mildly alcoholic bev-
erage consumed in Mexico since the pre-colonial era
(Bloomberg 2000:17-47).9 Low and unpredictable crop
yields, growing land fragmentation, and a paucity of
dry season (November to April) employment made the
region a seasonal labor reserve at least from the mid-20th

century if not earlier. Various members of each com-
munity worked as braceros in the United States from the
1950s, but once the program ended, seasonal migration
shifted to Mexico City area, which grew rapidly in the
postwar period. Most migrants obtained employment in
petty commerce and services, construction, workshops
and factories. Apart from work in Canada, interviewees
reported 83 migration episodes between 1965 and 1984,
almost two-thirds of which were to Mexico City.

Destinations diversified away from the Mexico City
metropolitan area during the 1980s, probably in re-
sponse to the employment crisis there (Damian 2002:
chapter 5), and more people began to take an interest in
the Canada Program. As neoliberal economic policies
reduced government assistance to peasants and thrust
grain producers into competition with larger, highly
efficient and heavily subsidized farmers in the United
States and elsewhere (Appendini 2002), the Program
gained in popularity in northwest Tlaxcala. Ninety-one,
or almost half the 187 participants, entered the Program
between 1998 and 2001.10

Seasonal migration to Canada has been heavily in-
fluenced by the crisis in urban employment, which for
decades underwrote off-season household economic

reproduction and helped finance household agricultural
enterprises. But in recent years urban jobs have grown
increasingly scarce, rural work is available only sea-
sonally and pays poorly ($40 to $60 pesos daily), and
nonagricultural labor in the immediate area is non-
existent for those without a skilled trade, a secure foot-
hold in commerce or a petty household industry." Fi-
nally, much employment in all three communities de-
pends on the local circulation of remittance monies from
Canada and to a lesser extent the United States. For in-
stance, when contract workers build or renovate houses,
they hire resident bricklayers and other semi-skilled and
skilled workers who learned their trades working in
Mexico City and elsewhere.

Agriculture remains important for a majority of
households, but as a mere complement to off farm in-
come, a situation that is becoming the norm in rural
Mexico and other areas of Latin America (Wiggins ct al.
1999). Only 30 percent of the households sampled in the
three communities possess secure tenure rights to land
(private property or ejido), and though twice that per-
centage sowed some crop in 2001 (frequently by share-
cropping, rental or by working family land), 60 percent
of the plantings (median of 2 hectares per agricultural
household) consisted of corn or beans, consumed by
household members and/or used to fatten domestic live-
stock (turkeys, pigs and chickens). Nineteen percent of
the households planted barley and another 11 percent
planted wheat, commercial crops that earn low rates of
return from local and regional intermediaries.12

If an alternative to Canadian contract labor exists, it
is to be found not in Mexico but in the United States,
which northwest Tlaxcalans enter either as undocu-
mented workers or legally through the H2A Program. I
will discuss these alternatives in more detail in the con-
clusions. Suffice it to note that during the 1994-2001
period, almost as many interviewees reported having
worked in the United States as in the Mexico City metro-
politan area and other areas of Mexico combined, addi-
tional evidence of the shift from national to international
migration.

The Application Process

I mention the application process briefly because of
a widespread perception that there exist no financial
barriers to entering the Program, which targets the rural,
landless poor. Entry costs are immensely lower than the
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approximately US$2000 that smugglers command in
order to deliver undocumented migrants to the United
States, but aspirants do incur both monetary expendi-
tures and forego work opportunities. From the Pro-
gram's inception in 1974 until 1999, all steps in the pro-
cess took place in Mexico City, favoring people residing
in states surrounding the capital.11 Catherine Colby, who
worked in rural Oaxaca in the mid-1990s, stated, "it is
not unusual for a potential worker to make five or six
inefficient trips to Mexico City, averaging thirty dollars
each in travel expenses, before leaving for Canada"
(1997:14). The Program's partial decentralization in 1999
to state employment offices facilitated initial application,
but the concentration of interviews, health examinations,
and passport acquisition in the capital requires repeated
trips there. Informants reported medians of five trips to
the Federal District and eight lost workdays during their
initial application or most recent renewal of their pa-
pers.1"1 Those who worked in Canada within the last
three years, whom I define as "active migrants," re-
ported having incurred a median of $1,200 pesos in
expenses (transportation, food, hotel, document acquisi-
tion).15 While 33 percent of the informants claimed that
they financed application costs from work or savings, 45
percent had recourse to loans either from family mem-
bers or local moneylenders (prestamistas). Following
their last trip 56 percent of Mexican migrants to Canada
spent part of their Canada earned income on debt
repayment.

Applicants who negotiate successfully the many
hurdles (initial application and intake interview, Mexico
City interview, document examination, health examina-
tion) and are summoned to Benito Juarez International
Airport for the flight to Canada may find that they are
among the replacement workers who will board the
plane only if people with secure spots fail to show up
(Caloca-Rivas 1999:93; Murioz 1999:100). "Reserve" work-
ers who cannot be accommodated return home to await
another call.16 Twenty percent of the informants who
worked in Canada reported having been placed in re-
serve at least once prior to their last trip. Ultimately 189
of the 197 interviewees reported that they were ap-
proved for work in Canada. One failed to make the trip
because his documents had been stolen in the Federal
District and another remained in Mexico because of a
family illness. The following analysis is based on the re-
maining 187 cases of persons who had worked in Canada
once (36 cases) or more than once (149 cases).17

Experience in Canada

The temporary agricultural workers interviewed in
this study worked in four basic sectors of Canadian agri-
culture during their most recent trip to Canada: fruits
(11.3 percent), field vegetables (32.3 percent), tobacco
(22.7 percent), and greenhouse production of hothouse
vegetables and flowers (21.1 percent). Smaller percent-
ages grew field flowers or ginseng, or they were cm-
ployed in nurseries, canneries, or packing plants.** I
divided farms into three groups according to infor-
mants' estimates of the number of temporary employ-
ees: "small farms" with 20 or fewer temporary workers;
"medium farms" with 21-50 workers; and "large farms"
with 51-200 workers. Fruit, tobacco, and flower farms
tend to be small, while greenhouses and farms devoted
to field vegetables are distributed over all size cate-
gories. Overall 50 percent of the informants claimed to
have worked on small farms during their latest trip, 24
percent on medium farms and 26 percent on large
farms. Farm size is inversely related to the degree of
employer-employee contact. For instance only 34 of 94
(36.2 percent) owners of small farms were reported as
"never" working alongside their temporary employees,
compared to 19 of 43 (44.2 percent) owners of mid-sized
farms, and 30 of 46 (65.2 percent) owners of large farms.
Owners of small or medium-sized farms were also more
likely than owners of large ones to speak Spanish at least
"a little" (un poco).

Interviewers asked migrants what most impressed
them and what least impressed them about Canada, and
what they most liked and least liked about that coun-
try.19 At the end of the interview, each informant was
also asked what he had learned from the migratory ex-
perience, what he had learned about himself, and in
what ways he had changed as a result. Informants pro-
vided a wide range of responses to these questions, but
there is no doubt that the experience made a strong
impact on most of them. Many informants expressed ad-
miration for the technological sophistication, high level
of organization, education, and cleanliness of Canada
and Canadians; on the negative side, a number criticized
the racism, culture, general way of life, high cost of liv-
ing and the type and quality of the food. Though some
mentioned how impressed they had been with the coun-
try's natural beauty—such as Niagara Falls (which sev-
eral visited) or the lakes, rivers and forests—a significant
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minority (around 25 percent) found the high rainfall and
the extremes of temperature to be disagreeable.

Basok (2000b:228, 231-232), Colby (1997:18-19) and
Cecil and Ebanks (1991:392-396) pointed out that tem-
porary agricultural workers live extremely isolated exis-
tences, and have little opportunity to experience the
variety of social and cultural life available in Canada.
Most work long hours, often reflected in the large remit-
tances they send to Mexico, and have little time to relax
on or away from the farm. The material here provides
added weight to those conclusions. When asked what
they did in Canada for entertainment, the most common
answers were "watch television" {mirar TV) (43.1 per-
cent), "play soccer" {jugar futbol) (32.9 percent) or "stroll
about" (pasear) (28.7 percent). A few cited playing cards,
fishing or drinking beer, and about one in five said that
they went to church, rested, washed clothes, or shopped
for food—activities that would hardly qualify as "enter-
tainment" in their home communities. A smaller per-
centage of people (6.0 percent) stated that they had no
time for entertainment because they were always work-
ing, understandable considering that the mean (as well
as median) reported work week was 63 hours. Indeed,
more than a third of the informants said that they re-
ceived no rest day, in clear violation of contract regula-
tions, although temporary workers can elect, if given the
opportunity, to toil through the weekend in order to
maximize earnings (see Baron 2000:352; Colby 1997:16;
Murioz 1999:100). Several people who had voluntarily
dropped out of the Canada Program and entered H2A
or migrated illegally to the United States cited boredom,
confinement and a lack of freedom of movement as key
factors in the decision.

Almost a quarter of the informants became ill (res-
piratory problems, fevers, hernias, insecticide poisoning)
or suffered an accident (cuts, broken bones) during their
last trip, not surprising given that agriculture remains a
dangerous occupation and migrant workers often spend
long hours carrying out repetitive motions and are fre-
quently in close contact with unfamiliar machinery and
toxic chemicals.20 Twenty-two (of 134 persons who an-
swered the question) said that they returned to Mexico
before the contract terminated, usually because the em-
ployer ran out of work. Employers guarantee an average
of forty hours of work weekly during the contract per-
iod, but they can shorten or terminate the contract once
employees have labored 240 hours If employers abro-
gate contracts—because of crop failure, weather, or bad

planning—they usually attempt to relocate migrants to
other farms; inability to do so means an early return to
Mexico sometimes after only a few weeks on the job and
with little or no savings. On the other hand, contract
workers who for whatever reason abandon the work site
and return to Mexico without having secured the prior
permission of the Mexican Consul charged with tracking
the Program imperil their chances of participating in the
future. A quarter of the informants stated that they had
had occasion to call the Consul from their farms because
of accident or illness, conflicts with the employer or with
other Mexican employees or a crisis in the home com-
munity. But most were reluctant to pronounce on the
quality of the service they received. Of the 34 who did
comment, 44.1 percent characterized the attention as
"bad" (35.3 percent) or nonexistent (8.8 percent).

Given the frenetic work existence, workers' overall
job satisfaction depends a great deal on the conditions of
thehousing and employment, relations with other mem-
bers of the crew, and especially their perception of the
treatment meted out by the employer both on and off
the job, points frequently made in the literature (Basok
2000b:230-231). For instance, living on farms in areas
without public transport systems means that usually
workers depend on their employer (or the employer's
spouse or representative) to take them food shopping,
assist them in wiring money to Mexico, and make long
distance telephone calls in cases in which they lack ac-
cess to an on-farm telephones. Only about a quarter of
the interviewees reported that employers drove them to
restaurants or invited them on excursions (usually just
before leaving Canada for their return to Mexico). Over
80 percent of temporary workers had access to grocery
stores, telephones and money transfer services. It is no-
table that one of every six employers took his employees
"out drinking" (para chupar), probably on their day off,
and indeed, some even joined them for a round or two.
Forty-four percent of the employers were said to "social-
ize with" (avwivir) the workers while the remaining 56
percent "kept apart" (sc mantuvo apartc). As might be ex-
pected, employers were much less likely to rub elbows
with workers on large farms (more than 50 temporary
employees) and more likely to do so on small and
medium-sized ones (3 to 50 temporary employees).
Mexican contract workers interpreted convivir rather
loosely though, and it seemed enough for the employer
to work alongside them, converse (or attempt to), share
a lunch or dinner, or occasionally treat them to a soft
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drink or restaurant meal for him to receive approval. In
an intense work environment with few opportunities for
relaxation, small favors and personal attentions count
for a great deal.

When asked about whether they would be willing
to work in the future for their last employer, three-
quarters of the migrants interviewed answered positively,
citing either the good treatment they received, or satis-
faction with the work and/or their earnings from it. The
response confirms Basok's contention that social iso-
lation of program participants puts a premium on
employee-employer relations, and that on the whole
these tend to be perceived as positive by employees:
"For most [migrants], the employer {patron) becomes a
friend, someone they can run to in times of trouble, es-
pecially because few if any other local residents take an
interest in foreign workers. In return, Mexican workers
remain loyal to their patrones" (2000b:231; also see Cecil
and Ebanks 1991:391). Conversely, the quarter who an-
swered negatively tended to cite maltreatment on the
part of the employer, although individual informants
provided a range of other reasons: the harsh climate,
lack of medical attention, lack of work, etc. (cf. Caloca-
Rivas 1999:136-140)21 I attempted to take the effects of
memory into account by comparing the responses of
"inactive" migrants, who had not worked in Canada
during the last three years, with those of "active" ones,
who had at least one migratory experience after 1998,
but found no statistically significant difference.

At the end of the contract the farmer gives each
worker a sealed report on his conduct and job perform-
ance, which must be turned in to the Ministry of Labor
in Mexico City within a week of arrival if the individual
wishes to work in Canada the following year. A good
report and a farmer's request that a particular worker
return the next year virtually assures another contract;
a negative report for those workers whom farmers view
as troublesome, lazy or in some way as inadequate can
lead to exclusion. Employers request by name about 70
percent of their employees (Vanegas 2001:9).22

While Mexican workers are subject to yearly evalua-
tion by their Canadian employers, there exists no safe
(reprisal free) institutionalized mechanism by means of
which workers might protest against contract violation
or poor treatment meted out by an abusive farmer.
Workers can report grievances to Mexican authorities in
Canada or on their return, but most hesitate to volunteer
complaints because of their limited options and fear that

"making trouble" could cause problems (Colby 1997:16;
Sandoval and Venagas 2001:145; Neath 2001). Hence a
number of workers interviewed stated that they put up
with crowded, substandard housing, verbally abusive
treatment, and/or excessive work demands for a lack of
options.

The only documented case offered by participants
in which a Canadian employer had been removed from
the Program involved repeated arbitrary withholding of
wages following efforts on the parts of both the local
Mexican Consul and a Canadian official to secure em-
ployer compliance. Eventually the three Mexican work-
ers were transferred to another farm, yet neither govern-
ment undertook legal action to recuperate the stolen
income. Contract violations and abuses of authority are
by no means the norm, but they do occur in a significant
minority of cases if workers' reports can be trusted.
However, most abusive employers remain in the Pro-
gram, mistreating workers newly assigned to them or
return workers required to complete the terms of an un-
written, but strictly enforced, three-year rule (see below).
The Mexican Consuls resolve many minor disputes be-
tween workers and employers and among Mexican
employees (see Caloca-Rivas 1999:135), but most Mexican
workers believe—and they are probably correct—that
they avoid taking a more proactive stance because of a
well-founded fear that to do so could jeopardize their
jobs, which depend on delivery of a steady stream of
pliable, hard-working Mexican temporary workers to
Canadian farmers.

Workers have limited recourse to change employers.
During the first three contract years they are obligated
to return to an employer who requests them by name;
only after that "trial period" will a request for a change
be attended to, and even then request for assignment to
an employer with a reputation for fairness and humane
treatment will be acceded to only if the employer also
requests the worker—which implies some prior contact
with the farmer or a recommendation on his behalf by a
member of the worker's social network residing on the
targeted farm. This informal but hard and fast rule,
which is not to be found in any public document associ-
ated with the Program, ensures that farms characterized
by substandard and/or crowded housing, taxing work
conditions, limited employment, abusive treatment, or
some combination of these will not lack for a relatively
stable and experienced work force.23 The relative low
rate of worker transfer, estimated by Verduzco (2000:
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340) at between 4 to 7 percent between 1991 and 1993,
would surely be higher without the three-year rule.
Mexican workers dissatisfied with their initial experi-
ence have two options: (1) resign from the Program and
seek work elsewhere in Mexico or in the United States or
(2) complete the three year minimum and request reas-
signment. Vanegas (2001:8) summarized the institution-
alized power "imbalance" between worker and em-
ployer: "Though the Mexican worker has the possibility
of expressing his/her reasons for not returning to his/
her employer, these have to be clearly and convincingly
justified before the Ministry of Labor.... On the other
hand, it is enough that the employer, without any expla-
nation, no longer wants to contract the day worker for
him/her to be substituted by another."

Finally, program participants responded to several
questions (noted above) regarding what they had
learned from living and working in Canada and else-
where (for those who had other migratory experiences),
what they had learned about themselves, and how they
had changed personally. The answers ranged widely.
Work and work organization figured in a significant
percentage of responses, as several informants stated
that they had acquired knowledge of new cultigens, ma-
chinery, and production strategies. Other mentioned
that going to Canada provided them with the oppor-
tunity "to get to know other cultures" (conocer otras
culturas). A smaller number interpreted the question in
more personal terms by focusing on the home com-
munity and social relations there: they learned to value
the family, about the equality of men and women, re-
spect for others and that it was important to "treat other
people well," or that small families—which most
Canadian ones are—are more likely to get ahead. On the
other hand about 20 percent stated that they had not
learned anything.

An equally broad range of responses resulted when
informants were asked it they had discovered anything
about themselves in the course of the experience. Again,
a significant minority said that they had not discovered
anything. Many of the remaining responses focused on
the family or on work and practical skills. Various mi-
grants offered that they had become more confident in
themselves and in their adaptive capacities, that they
were less timid, more responsible, more self-assured,
and in several cases that one "shouldn't be sexist
[machista]." Informants responded in similar ways to the
question about how they had changed as a consequence

of the experience. The most common response, men-
tioned in almost 30 percent of the cases, involved a
higher valuation of the family, wife and children. Others
stated that they had become more active and respon-
sible, more ordered in their work, and/or that they had
learned how to save or had acquired new economic
strategies.

To hear most informants tell it, their time spent in
Canada provoked them to reflect both inwardly with
respect to the family, and outwardly in terms of their fu-
tures. Loneliness and isolation led many to reassess rela-
tionships that previously they had taken for granted.
Their exposure to highly mechanized farms competing
in national and international markets offered alternative
visions of the future. Yet conditions in northwest
Tlaxcala (and in Tlaxcala generally) are such that it is
unlikely that contract workers will be able to apply any
new knowledge or technologies learned or acquired
from their sojourns in the North Country. Eighty-four
people said that they had learned something new about
work in Canada, but only nine claimed that they had
been able to apply that knowledge in Mexico because
conditions there (dry land grain farming on eroded hill-
sides) were so different from those in Canada (mechan-
ized farming on flat, well-watered soils and extensive
investment in fertilizers and insecticides).2"1 Even if it
was unlikely that they would be able to duplicate the
Canadian experience in rural Tlaxcala, some migrants at
least came to believe that change is possible and that
they are capable of playing an active part in it.27 This
newly found confidence and sense of greater responsi-
bility toward the family are among the more enduring
non economic consequences of the contract labor experi-
ence; their consequences should be taken up in future
investigations.

Flexible Labor Power in Canadian Agriculture

Changes in consciousness to the contrary, the over-
all discussion leaves little doubt that the principal bene-
ficiaries of the Program are the Canadian farmers who
access a highly skilled but low paid migrant work force
that can be flexibly adapted—in both quantitative and
qualitative terms—to current needs. Canadian farmers
solicit Mexican workers six weeks prior to their arrival,
and guarantee them a minimum of 240 hours of work.
I noted above that where inclement weather or poor har-
vests dictate a reduction in the size of the labor force,
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farmers can either request that unneeded workers be
transferred to other farms or remand them to Mexico
prior to termination of the contract. Wages hover around
the provincial minimum for unskilled labor and there
exists no premium for longevity built into the agree-
ment, despite the fact that many workers return to the
same farm for five, ten, fifteen years or more and em-
ployers request by "name" about 70 percent of the work-
ers each year. The combination of naming and the
"three-year rule" ensures Canadian farmers secure ac-
cess to a large core of trained but low cost workers. In-
deed, according to Verduzco (2000:342, 340), "[T]he fact
that a certain percentage of the workers solicited 'by
name' do not arrive, has been one of the principal com-
plaints made both by Canadian employers and func-
tionaries of the Ontario Department of Human Re-
sources.... [Naming] provides a general benefit [to em-
ployers] because it saves time training or in adapting to
the environment and in this sense makes for more effi-
cient work." Naming also puts the lie to employers' ar-
guments that wages are low because farm work is un-
skilled. If the work involved so little skill, then annual
rotation of employees would hardly be the issue it is and
the involved governments—particularly the Mexican
government—would not go to such extreme lengths in
order to ensure year-to-year labor force stability. The
current structure and enforcement mechanisms go far to
suggest that selecting and harvesting tomatoes and cu-
cumbers, pruning flowers, picking tobacco and many
other "simple" tasks entail a great more skill than Cana-
dian employers are willing to admit.26

Another aspect of flexibility concerns the gradual
but unremitting replacement of Caribbean migrant
workers by Mexican migrant workers. The Jamaican
government began to send temporary agricultural work-
ers to Canada in 1966, eight years before the first official
Mexican temporary worker sweated over a vegetable or
fruit harvest on a luxuriant southern Ontario farm. The
following year other Caribbean Commonwealth coun-
tries (Barbados and Trinidad and Tobago) followed
suit.27 Through the 1970s and during much of the 1980s,
the number of Caribbean workers dwarfed the number
of Mexicans. However, between 1987 and 1994 Mexicans
increased their participation among temporary migrant
workers from 26.1 percent to 38.4 percent (Cecil and
Ebanks 1992:19; Colby 1997:6); the shift continued over
the next five years such that by 1999 Mexican workers
outnumbered those from the Commonwealth Caribbean

(Weston 2000:2). Indeed, between 1990-1999 the total
number of migrant workers from the Caribbean actually
declined by 4 percent while the number of Mexican mi-
grant workers in Canada increased by 70 percent (2000:2).

What is occurring seems undeniable; why it is oc-
curring is more difficult to explain, particularly in the
absence of fieldwork in southern Ontario and Quebec
farms or interviews with employers and their represen-
tatives. However, a number of Tlaxcalan informants
working for Canadian farmers who previously em-
ployed Caribbean Commonwealth workers stated that
their patrones openly praised the strong work ethic and
obedient attitude displayed by Mexicans and criticized
the Jamaiquinos (Mexican migrant parlance for all Carib-
bean contract workers) for demanding time off, working
slowly and refusing to work long hours of overtime or
during rest days when a ripening crop (or high market
prices) dictated that all hands be in the fields.

It would be easy to write off as equivocal and racist
these employer attitudes—often seconded by Mexican
migrants who have worked on farms staffed by mi-
grants of different national and ethnic groups. An alter-
native interpretation, which I believe merits serious con-
sideration, involves taking employer claims seriously
and to proceeding to investigate the cultural, historical
and linguistic factors that might be behind behavioral
differences. A number of current and former Mexican
migrants who felt that they had been abused and taken
advantage of by particularly demanding Canadian em-
ployers expressed frustration at their inability to com-
municate their concerns directly in the dominant pro-
vincial language (French for Quebec and English for
Ontario, Manitoba and Alberta). Even in those cases in
which the employer did speak some Spanish, migrants
often avoided confrontations for fear of being repri-
manded, dismissed and returned to Mexico or receiving
a negative work evaluation. Residents of Common-
wealth Caribbean nations speak English and have a long
history of pre- and post-slavery relations with White
Europeans, which may translate into different expecta-
tions regarding treatment and different styles of hand-
ling labor demands and authority relations.

Alternatively, Verduzco (2000:340) suggests a ten-
dency toward ethnic specialization in which Caribbean
area migrants predominate in apples and tobacco and
Mexican migrant workers in field vegetables, green-
houses and nurseries. One government official sug-
gested to him that many greenhouse owners are of
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Italian descent and may feel a certain "Latin empathy"
with their employees. But matching racial/ethnic group
to crop regime, which would represent another form of
labor market segmentation, cannot account for the large
increase in Mexican temporary workers and the numeri-
cal decline in Caribbean ones—unless of course the
tobacco and fruit industries were experiencing serious
economic problems just as the vegetable, greenhouse
and nursery industries were undergoing rapid growth.
In fact from 1999 to 2000, Mexican guest workers in-
creased their numbers substantially in every sector, in-
cluding tobacco, with the exception of the apple indus-
try, where the number employed remained about the
same (226 workers in 1999 and 227 in 2000) (see Vanegas
2001:8).

While I cannot resolve the issue here it seems unde-
niable that the temporary agricultural labor market is
undergoing a process of ethnic segmentation, which, if
prolonged, could result in the total replacement of
Caribbean area workers in favor of more tractable and
supposedly harder working Mexican ones. Growing eth-
nic segmentation offers poor rural Mexicans several
thousand seasonal jobs filled by Caribbean Common-
wealth workers, but at the expense of continued docility
and exceptionally high work output. Since there is no
"standard hour" or agreed upon amount of farm work to
be accomplished within a certain amount of time, it
would seem that Canadian farmers are shopping around
for super exploitable seasonal labor forces which can
accomplish more work in less time—and therefore at
less cost—than other groups. Canadian officials claim
that the wage guarantees and administrative charges
paid by participating employers drive the cost of the
Mexico-Canada Program of Temporary Agricultural
Workers between 16 and 25 percent above the cost of
contracting domestic workers, who receive neither free
housing nor transport subsidies (Verduzco 2000:341). It
seems probable, however, that accelerated work rhy-
thms of guest workers more than compensate for the
difference, and that what appears concretely as part of
a benefit package is paid for in other ways.

Despite the generally favorable evaluations that mi-
grants from Atotonilco, Nanacamilpa and Santorum
give the Program, rumblings of discontent exist and may
be growing. Hourly wages have hardly increased the
last few years, and this, combined with a weak Canadian
dollar, overvalued Mexican peso and average 10 to 12
percent inflation in Mexico, translates to a steady

erosion of domestic purchasing power of remittances
from Canada.28 Between 1994 and 2000 prevailing Cana-
dian contract wages increased 5.9 percent, an average of
only 1.0 percent annually, about half the domestic infla-
tion rate. Ontario contract labor wages increased an ad-
ditional 1.4 percent between 2000 and 2001, when the
Canadian Consumer Price Index rose 2.6 percent (Cana-
dian Economic Observer 2002). The Mexican peso has
been relatively stable for the last three years even as
domestic inflation has risen an average of 10 percent
annually, far faster than in the United States or Canada.
Finally, the Canadian dollar lost 17.6 percent of its value
against its U.S. counterpart between 1990 and 1995, and
an additional 8.2 percent between 1995 and 2000. Col-
lectively these factors reduce the attractiveness of legal
migration to Canada compared to the U.S. H2A Program
or, for those with contacts and capital, undocumented
U.S. migration. Taking into account prevailing wages
and exchange rates I estimate that 2001 Mexican tem-
porary agricultural workers in Canada earned a before
tax equivalent of $42 pesos per hour, considerably lower
than the $63.7 peso equivalent paid to agricultural con-
tract workers in the U.S. H2A Program. The aforemen-
tioned points help to explain why nine informants
(about 5 percent of the sample) had shifted their migra-
tion destinations to the United States following one or
more trips to Canada.

Incentives to participate in the Program remain
positive because of high levels of domestic un- and
under-employment combined with stagnant wages in
Mexico resulting in part from the neoliberal policy of
wage and fiscal restraint pursued by the Fox govern-
ment, which privileges fighting inflation over job cre-
ation. And the low cost of entry into the Canada
Program—an average of $1,200 pesos (less than US$120)
and eight days of lost work—compared to the thousands
of dollars charged by coyotes, as well as the housing and
other guarantees that are part of it, continue to attract
new recruits in northwest Tlaxcala. Mexican workers
compensate for the stagnant hourly incomes by accept-
ing any and all offers to extend the workweek; in the
process they generate additional surplus labor, which is
appropriated by employers (Marx 1967:511). But most
workers are more concerned with what they are getting
than what they might be giving up. Thus many more
informants complained of employers who offered forty
or fewer work hours than of those who called them con-
stantly to the fields day after day. As noted earlier, on
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average—mean and median figures were the same—
workers toiled 63 hours weekly during their last trip.

The Hidden Costs of Migration

Most migrants express thanks for a Program that
has made it possible for them to provide their house-
holds a standard of living that few would have attained
working in Mexico. Many men also claim to have ma-
tured as a consequence of the experience, and to have
gained new insight into and respect for their children
and, especially, their wives—though few of them actu-
ally assume responsibility for female-gendered house-
hold tasks following their return. Even so, the sexual
division of labor, which assigns to women cooking,
housework, and childcare, as well as many economic-
ally productive tasks, begins to look somewhat different
to many contract laborers, whose work experience in
Canada includes a mandatory crash course in the double
day: for the first time in most of their lives they have to
cook, clean, and wash clothes for themselves and/or
others, depending upon how these tasks get organized.
Back home women find that they, too, inherit roles, such
as household disciplinarian, for which they are often ill
prepared. Half the migrants report that their absence
had negative effects on the children, many of whom be-
came uncontrollable (rebelde) during their absence, pined
away for their return (lloron), or became ill from sadness
(tristeza) (see Sandoval and Venagas 2001:145). Some
migrants reported negative impacts regardless of how
short the trip, though the problems mounted during
longer absences. For instance, the probability of the
Mexican resident portion of the domestic unit experienc-
ing a health or psychological crisis increased in propor-
tion to the length of the contract, and half the males
interviewees whose last trip to Canada lasted six months
or more stated that their wives opposed future episodes
of labor migration. Interestingly, many a female partner
who was present during the interview contradicted her
husband who, speaking for her, volunteered that she
approved of future migrations. Hence the female disap-
proval rate was almost certainly underreported. One
interviewee explained how each year his wife insisted
that he remain at home in the future during the months
immediately following his return, but that she con-
formed to necessity (se conformo) as the time passed and
Canadian-generated household savings dissipated.

Non-monetary costs are not as high as they are in
the case of undocumented U.S. migration, which some-
times results in the abandonment of spouse and children
in Mexico or the formation of a second, parallel family
in the United States (Marroni 2000; Fagetti 2000;
Castaneda 2000; Rivermar 2000). But that does not mean
that there are no social and psychological costs borne by
migrants and members of their households. The lone-
liness that migrants feel in Canada translates into fre-
quent phone calls home.29 In half a dozen cases inter-
viewees even claimed to spend as much or more weekly
on long distance telephone calls as they did on food.
Concern in Mexico for the health and well being of the
spouse/parent/child/sibling, etc. in Canada, and preoc-
cupation on the part of the worker for family members
and relatives in Mexico are never mentioned by pro-
moters as integral costs of the Program. Clark (2000)
summarizes the migrant situation as follows: "[U]nder
harsh working conditions, separated from their families,
isolated physically on farms and isolated by language
from local Canadian communities, there can be con-
siderable mental stress. Given [that] people benefit from
these programs and are eager to return for another sea-
son of work, there are ethical and practical difficulties in
documenting conditions."

The criticisms that I have offered of the Program
would matter less were contract workers able to use
their earnings to create viable enterprises, agricultural or
otherwise, in Mexico and eventually retire there (see
Binford 2002). But the small, mostly household-based
businesses that some current and former migrants estab-
lish tend to be complementary to rather than substitutes
for contract labor migration, as indicated by the fact that
two-thirds of the business owners in the sample contin-
ued to work in Canada in 2001. Agriculture has been
hard hit by open markets and government abandon-
ment of small producers; industry in northwest Tlaxcala
is of the household-based, artisan type (fireworks, car-
pentry, bread) and is marked by low levels of produc-
tivity and low profits; commercial activity is restricted—
especially in Atotonilco and Sanctorum—mostly to
small stores (tiendas), or the sale of food (fish, meat,
popsicles), clothing and other items, and is limited by
the low purchasing power of the resident populations.
Of course, a portion of remittances from migrants in
Canada (and elsewhere) do circulate in and around the
communities, creating local multiplier effects. But if
Jones' study of rural Zacatecas is relevant to northwest
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Tlaxcala—and conditions are similar in the two areas—
the vast proportion of international remittances flow
away from rural communities into regional and national
marketing channels Qones 1995; see Binford 2002 for
discussion and critique).

Most contract workers state in interviews that Cana-
dian earnings are adequate to start a business, but few
actually succeed in doing so. During the last three con-
tract years (1999-2001) Mexican workers sampled trans-
ferred to Mexico a median of Cdn$4901 annually (Cdn
$1,118 monthly) based on an average five month con-
tract, equivalent to $28,671 pesos (US$3186) at current
exchange rates. The figure is slightly higher than Basok's
estimate of Cdn$l,000 monthly, based on field work
carried out in Leamington, Canada and San Cristobal,
Guanajuato in 1997 (2000a:84), and lower than Colby's
estimate of Cdn$l,375 monthly, which I think quite
unrealistic.30 Hence in about five months the "average"
northwest Tlaxcalan migrant remits the yearly equivalent of
2.2 minimum Mexican salaries, and still has 7 months in
Tlaxcala to earn more money, albeit at much lower lev-
els of remuneration. Obviously, migrants who spend 6,
7, or 8 months in Canada do even better.31

This is a substantial amount of money in rural
Tlaxcala, but several factors limit its potential impact on
local production and employment. First, remittances
flow into the pockets of an extremely needy population.
Most contract labor migrants can be counted among
Mexico's poor and extreme poor and spend the years'
international incomes paying off debts, resolving press-
ing housing problems and contributing to education
costs of school-aged children (see Binford et al. 2002:
237-238). Over time many substantially improve their
standards of living and come to treat as necessities
goods and services that a few years earlier were pro-
bably thought of as middle class luxury items. One-fifth
of the informants with more than five trips to Canada
own cars or trucks, over 15 percent have a satellite dish
and a third have a telephone in the house.32 Yet only one
of the 47 household heads with more than five years of
Canadian migrant labor experience owned a personal
computer, suggesting strongly that the "electronic revo-
lution" has limited penetration in the Mexican country-
side. Once integrated into the normative inventory of
goods and services, telephones, cable television service,
and vehicles raise the cost of household reproduction to
levels that can only be covered through the compara-
tively higher salaries available on Canadian farms. Like

many other international migrants, northwt-st Tlaxcalans
have become dependent on international labor migra-
tion to sustain improved lifestyles (see Reichart 1981,
1982; Wiest 1984; Mines 1981 ).33

Basok (2001a) studied investment of program par-
ticipants through interviews carried out on site in
Leamington, Ontario (154 interviews) and in San Cristobal,
Guanajuato (100 interviews) in 1996-97. Similar to the
results here, only 60 of 255 (23.5 percent) of Mexican
temporary farm workers made productive investments
in land, livestock or small businesses. Most such invest-
ments were small scale and rarely sufficiently remunera-
tive so as to induce participants to curtail seasonal labor
migration. Basok concluded that participants "have re-
lied on their annual trips to Canada in order to maintain
the living standards to which their households have got-
ten accustomed. And it is for the same reason that many
will continue this cycle of migration...." (2000a:95).
Based on ethnographic work both in San Lucas Ticopilco
(Tlaxcala) and in Ontario, Canada, Caloca-Rivas (1999:
163) went even farther: "Without the annual income of
the migrant the family economy is precarious." Basok
attributed the low levels of investment to program re-
cruitment policies that favor landless day workers with
large families and thus many dependents, and noted,
"those among them who manage to invest productively
are often from urban and semi-urban areas and /or those
who have nonagricultural skills and some resources....
[I]f the Department of Labor used the established cri-
teria rigidly, these people would not participate in the
program" (2001 a:94).34

Conclusions: Canadian Migration, Intra-state
Migration, and U.S. Migration

Almost half (49 percent) the informants reported
having had another migratory experience: either within
Mexico (27.2 percent), to the United States (12.7 per-
cent), or both domestic and U.S. migration (9.1 percent).
With one exception, the first domestic or international
migration occurred before the informant participated in
the Canada Program. Indeed, many informants began
their migrant careers in the 1950s, 1960s, and early
1970s, prior to the 1971 intergovernmental agreement
that opened sectors of Canadian agriculture to Mexican
contract labor. On the other hand, more than a quarter
of those with non-Canadian migratory experience con-
tinued to migrate elsewhere following an elected or

Culture & Agriculture 13 Vol. 24, No. 2 Fall 2002



obligatory—based on age, for instance, or as a result of
dismissal—retirement from the Canada Program; nine
of them worked in the United States, either legally
through the H2A program of temporary agricultural
workers or illegally with the help of coyotes. The Canada
Program reduces temporarily other forms of migration,
especially migration within Mexico, but the absence of
viable agricultural, commercial, or petty industrial en-
terprises in the home communities leads some persons
to continue to look elsewhere once the Canada option
loses its appeal or becomes unavailable.

When interviewees with international work experi-
ence in both Canada and the United States were asked
about their preference, most chose the United States,
citing higher wages there, the higher value of the U.S.
dollar (compared to its Canadian counterpart), and free-
dom of movement (cf. Sandoval and Vanegas 2001:159).
Unlike undocumented workers in the United States,
who at least have the possibility of earning above mini-
mum wages (Binford n.d.), Canadian contract workers
are frozen at the bottom of an artificially depressed rural
wage scale. Rural workers, including temporary mi-
grants, received the right to bargain collectively with
management in Ontario when the New Democratic
Party government passed Bill 91 (An Act Respecting
Labour Relations in the Agriculture Industry) in 1994. But
the following year the Mike Harris Tory Government
introduced Bill 7 that eliminated the Agriculture Labour
Relations Act and decertified existing collective bargain-
ing arrangements (Neath 2001:3-4).35 As things currently
stand a migrant's hard work is rewarded by little more
than a kind word from the boss and an invitation to
come again the following year. For this reason, the Pro-
gram bleeds out a number of participants annually,
some of whom use their Canadian earnings to finance
entry into the more lucrative if more risky U.S. labor
market. Along with Canadian-bound seasonal migrants
Atotonilco, Nanacamilpa and Santorum also contain
small but growing contingents of U.S.-bound migrants
tied into the social networks that have proven critical to
reducing the financial, social, cultural and even psycho-
logical barriers to working in El Norte (Massey et al.
1987; Massey, Goldring, and Durand 1994).

Yet the Canada Program remains popular because
of low entry cost, legality, and a series of benefits that
include free housing, a relatively reliable contract,
known wage rates, on the job health insurance, transport
subsidies, and promises of Mexican consular support.

By contrast undocumented migration to the United
States is expensive (between US$1500-2000 or more in
smugglers' fees from central Mexican origin site to U.S.
destination), dangerous, and insecure. Most people are
aware of the multiple risks, among which we might
count the following: robbery, apprehension or even
death on the border (Eschbach et al. 1999); the high cost
of living in the United States; job insecurity; ever present
threat of deportation; and, since September 11, 2001 the
possibility, albeit remote, of becoming an accidental vic-
tim of terrorist acts aimed at the U.S. government and
U.S. citizens. The U.S. H2A Program offers many of the
same benefits as the Canada Program, but in North
Carolina at least it is administered by a private organi-
zation financed by tobacco growers and other employ-
ers, and has been the target of numerous accusations of
abuse and even lawsuits (Smith-Nonini 2000, 2001;
Yeoman 2001).

The appeal of the Mexico-Canada Program of Tem-
porary Agricultural Workers to poor agriculturalists and
day laborers has much to do with their extreme poverty
and lack of domestic alternatives. Canada-generated in-
come improves material lifestyles, but these can only be
sustained through repeated acts of labor migration,
which involve high social and psychological costs. Most
active Mexican contract workers are condemned to con-
tinue in the cycle until such time as their bodies wear
out and/or, in the best of cases, one (or more) of their
children assumes their place. Finally, Mexicans' socially
and economically weak position is leading to labor mar-
ket segmentation along racial/ethnic lines that may be
accompanied by growing racism as "tranquil, hard-
working Mexicans" are compared favorably to "aggres-
sive Afro-Caribbeans" by the residents of rural farming
communities (see Cecil and Ebanks 1991).

Notes

1. The project upon which this paper is based was financed by
SIZA-CONACyT, Grant #20000803018 and directed by Dr.
Guillermo Carrasco Rivas of the Centro de Investigaciones
Interdisciplinarias sobre Desarrollo Regional of the Autono-
mous University of Tlaxcala. I wish to thank Dr. Carrasco, and
especially Lie. Soledad Santillana and Mtra. Socorro Arana for
their assistance. Dr. Juan Manuel Sandoval and Lie. Rosa
Maria Vanegas of the Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e
Historia (Mexico) supplied additional materials that proved of
great assistance in the revision of this paper.

2. The 197 interviews included only one female. Lie. Soledad
Santillana undertook a separate project focused on females in-
terviewing some 30 statewide.
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3. Detailed discussions of the terms of the agreement can be
found in Vanegas (2000) and Murioz (1999).

4. By 2001 Tlaxcala with 2,061 participants had been passed by
the state of Mexico's 2,390 participants (Vanegas 2001:9).

5. According to Ramirez (1992:17), "At the height of the phase
of import substitution industrialization, Tlaxcala was con-
verted into an exporter of cheap labor power serving an in-
dustrial bourgeoisie that flourished in neighboring entities,
and this comparative advantage was exploited to the maximum"
[author's emphasis].

6. Much of the small amount of irrigated land (less than 5
percent of arable land in the state) has been rendered useless
for year round agriculture by pollutants released by upstream
factories, a product of the state's recent, rapid and uncon-
trolled industrialization (see Varela n.d.).

7. Twelve of 60 persons interviewed in the first phase worked
in Canada in 2001, compared to 109 of 137 interviewed in the
second phase. Overall 121 of 197 interviewees (61.4 percent)
worked in Canada in 2001.

8. A grand total of 200 interviews were actually completed,
but three persons were interviewed on two occasions, giving
197 different informants.

9. Pulque consumption declined throughout the twentieth
century as beer consumption grew. In the 1920s, Jose
Vascocelos associated pulque with drunkenness and barbar-
ism, and officially discouraged its consumption. In recent dec-
ades the maguey plant has grown scarce over wide areas as a
result of a burgeoning market for mixote wrappers, fabricated
from the top layer of the cactus leaves. Removal of this layers
leads to the plant's desiccation and eventual death. Mixote
refers to spiced meat (beef, lamb, chicken, etc.), wrapped and
steamed, and is a particularly popular meal for Sundays and
festive occasions. Fearing the disappearance of the maguey in
central Mexico (and perhaps conscious of its soil-retaining
role), the Mexican government has criminalized the produc-
tion or sa le of mixote wrappers from maguey leaves (Blomberg
2000). They have been replaced by paper wrappers though the
"real thing" can easily be obtained in hundreds of markets.

10. The number of first time participants declined beginning
in 1989, probably responding to the Salinas era "boom," but
sky rocketed again in 1997. From 1990 to 1996, between 0 and
9 people in the sample gained entrance annually to the Pro-
gram. Figures for the following years look like this: 15 new
entrants in 1998; 19 in 1999; 35 in 2000; and 22 in 2001. Obvi-
ously the growing supply of contract workers was affected by
the growing demand for them in Canada.

11. Many people in Sanctorum fabricate fireworks in their
homes as a complement to agriculture and seasonal work in
Canada. Nanacamilpa possesses dozens of small tallercs
(workshops) for the manufacture of furniture and clothing
and the repair of automobiles and bicycles.

12. The three communities manifest important economic
differences. A much larger percentage of households in
Atotonilco and Santorum access agricultural land in one form

or another, the former sowing principally corn, bi-.ins and
squash, and the latter corn and barley. Nanacamilpa is .in im-
portant regional commercial center that provides more oppor-
tunity for off-farm work. Research into the historical and
socio-economic specificities of the three communities is ongt i
ing. Since this paper focuses on the Program and people who
applied to and participated in it, I have not disaggre^.iU-d the
numbers by municipality in most cases.

13. Since its inception the Program has been closed to resi-
dents of the Federal District (Munoz 1999.99).

14. I use medians rather than means here and elsewhere
because often the latter have been skewed upward by a few
extreme values.

15. In his important work on Mexico-United States migration,
Durand (1994) defines "active migrants" in similar terms.
However, the term has a somewhat different implication here
Inactive migrants to the United States can always choose to
become active once again. But dropping out of the Program is
penalized by a permanent expulsion unless the migrant re-
ceived permission to sit out for a year or two.

16. Approved applicants receive a "reserve number'' which
probably determines the likelihood that they will be boarded
on the flight. Repeat migrants invited back by their employers
have priority, since farm owners await their arrival in Toronto.

17. In two cases we lack information on the number of trips to
Canada.

18. Mellado's (2000:41) breakdown of all migrants using 1998-
1999 statistics provided by the Secretaria del Trabajo y
Prevision Social is quite similar: vegetables, 40.8 percent;
tobacco, 25.1 percent; fruit, 9.9 percent; greenhouses, 14.2 per-
cent; nurseries, 4.7 percent; apples, 3.0 percent; and ginseng,
2.3 percent. Figures for 1999-2000 provided by Vanegas (2001:
8) are similar to those of Mellado, the sole exception being the
recruitment of 45 Mexican migrant workers in the beekeeping
industry in 2000.

19. The first two questions regarding what most and least im-
pressed informants in Canada were asked only during the first
phase of interviews. Interviewees tended to collapse questions
about "impressions" and "likes " for which reason the 137
second-phase interviews included only the latter questions
("most liked about Canada," "least liked about Canada").

20. According to Neath (2001:3), the fatality rate in Canadian
agriculture "is the same as that of mining and greater than in
construction. There is also a high incidence of workplace acci-
dents, injuries, and illnesses. This is not surprising consider-
ing that agricultural workers are not protected by the same
health and safety regulations as workers in other industries."

21. In a fascinating document, Domingo Rodriguez (1993)
maintained a detailed record of his experiences during two
sponsored labor migrations to Canada. His diary entries later
became the basis of his social work bachelor's thesis at the
Autonomous University of Tlaxcala, titled "Expenencias de-
unmigrante: Relatosetnograficos." Rodriguez's account splits
neatly between his negative evaluation of his hard-working
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but harsh and mean-spirited first employer, on the one hand,
and his glowing appreciation for the confidence, understand-
ing, and trust exhibited by his second employer, on the other.
Although the second employer exercised little supervision
over his temporary workers, Rodriguez stated that the Mexi-
can crew labored hard nonetheless, fearing that taking advan-
tage of their employer's largess might lead to a future tighten-
ing up of discipline and loss of privileges (1993:74-75).

22. Based on interviews in Ontario, Caloca-Rivas (1999:107-
108) found that the Mexican government actually sent only 52
percent of the workers requested by name by employers due
to the need to cover urgent requests. A few interviewees did
complain that they were not sent to employers who requested
them, but we made no systematic investigation of this
phenomenon.

23. The "rule" was repeated in the same terms by numerous
interviewees who sought to change employers shortly after
they entered the Program because they disliked the work or
living conditions, felt themselves the targets of abuse by em-
ployer or employees, or wanted a longer or shorter contract.

24. The questions were added to the second phase interview
format. Some 119 of 137 interviewees responded to them.

25. A University of Tlaxacala biologist explained how small
scale agriculturalists working on the slopes of La Malinche, a
13,000 foot extinct volcano that dominates the state's geog-
raphy, took up the cultivation of broccoli following theirparti-
cipation in the Program. According to him they are currently
the principal sources for locally marketed broccoli in the state.
They are among a small number of farmers whose fields are
located in high, cool areas on the volcano's slopes and which
have access to irrigation. Working in rural Oaxaca, Colby
(1997:29) found that some former Program participants had
established small scale irrigation works and increased the pro-
duction of tomato, onion and other vegetables; others added
cabbage, cucumbers, strawberries and fruit trees to the local
repertory of field crops. Based on these examples, some trans-
fer of knowledge and technology undoubtedly exists, but it is
the exception rather than the rule.

26. In a fine book on flexible work organization in Mexican
agriculture, Sara Lara (1998:118) notes that when Mexican
tomato or flower growers create a position specifically for
women, they tacitly acknowledge that women have special
skills that men do not, but they then proceed to discredit
women's abilities on the basis of sexist criteria rooted in com-
mon sense.

27. Workers from the Eastern Caribbean countries (Antigua,
Dominica, Grenada, Monserrat, St. Christopher-Nevis-
Antigua, St. Lucia and St. Vincent) entered in 1976. These
small island nations contribute around 10 percent of Carib-
bean area migrants to Canada (Verduzco 2000:339-340)

28. According to the agreement signed between the two gov-
ernments, employers are obligated to pay Mexican Temporary
Workers the highest of: (1) the provincial minimum wage; (2)
the wage (which varies by category) established by Human
Resources Development Canada; or (3) the wage paid to
Canadian nationals carrying out the same work (Preibisch

2000:51; Weston 2000:5), though many migrants and some in-
vestigators believe that generally Canadians receive higher
salaries (c.f., Weston 2000:5, 9).

29. Receiving personal calls from Canada or the United States
is a major reason for installing a residential telephone in rural
Mexico.

30. Colby claimed that her informants had an average gross
income of US$1,457, equivalent to more than Cdn$2000
monthly. To earn Cdn$2,000 monthly at the average 1994-1995
wage of Cdn$6.73 per hour (Mellado 2000:196), would involve
an average workweek of 74.3 hours—highly unlikely. It is pos-
sible that inadvertently Colby substituted U.S. for Canadian
dollars in her calculations. A gross wage of Cdn$l,457
monthly (US $1,049) implies an average workweek of 53.5
hours. Monthly remittances of Cdn$l,000 (instead of US
$1,000, as she stated) also fit better with the median of Cdn
$1,125 calculated from the interviews carried out in Tlaxcala.
Taking into account all the figures, I would estimate monthly
remittances from Program participants average three to four
times those of undocumented Mexican migrants in the United
States.

31. It is important to note that half the Mexican workers in
Canada remit amounts below theCdn$4901 median as a result
of short work weeks, short contracts, crop disasters, inclement
weather, accidents, etc. that reduce their time in the fields or
greenhouses. Crop failures and/or inclement weather are at
least partly due to uncontrollable acts of nature; by contrast
the contract duration is under the human control of bureau-
crats, who assign new workers without taking into account
their level of need (number of economic dependents) in
Mexico. New and recent recruits tend to be given shorter con-
tracts than more experienced workers. During the most recent
migration people with three or fewer years of experience in
Canada received a median 4.4 month contract compared to 5.0
months for people with four to eight years experience and 6.0
months for those who had made nine or more trips. These
differences result partly from a policy of disproportionately
assigning less experienced migrants to work fruit and tobacco
harvests that involve, on average, shorter contracts than
greenhouse or nursery work. Short contracts generate dis-
gruntlement among many workers with large families, but
based on the informal rule discussed earlier, people who ex-
perience this situation as undesirable must complete three
consecutive years with the same employer before requesting
reassignment. Tobacco harvest workers compensate to a de-
gree for short contracts through higher, piece rate pay. They
receive a standard ten hours wages for the seven to eight
hours that they actually require to load a drying kiln with
tobacco. As a result tobacco workers remit about $Cdnl00
more per month than the overall mean (Cdn$1293 to Cdn
$1203).

32. The parabolic antennas were rendered useless when a
Mexico City-based company introduced cable service to
Nanacamilpa and Sanctorum.

33. The work of Reichart, Weist and Mines tended to be overly
deterministic, denying agency to migrants whom they treated
as products of socio-economic structures. This said, 1 find their
conclusions more appropriate than those of Durand, Massy,
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Parrado, Jones, and Conway, among others, who highlight
migrant decision making during a period in which the scope
for maneuver is even narrower than during the late 1970s and
early 1980s, when Reichart and company were researching
and writing on rural Mexican migration to the United States.
I offer a review and assessment of the "remittance-
development" debate (see Binford 2002).

34. Based on interviews with Caribbean workers participating
in the Program, Cecil and Ebanks (1992:22,23) estimated that
75 percent of the workers saved less than Cdn$2,000, which
they regarded as "insufficient to be considered major 'stakes'
for extensive entrepreneurial activities back home.... A much
larger proportion of savings was earmarked for home and
family than for investment, which would be used for the pur-
chase of land and/or work equipment rather than placed in
financial institutions."

35. According to Neath (2001:4), "The Harris Tory Govern-
ment also introduced Farm Fare as part of their mandatory
Work Fare Program for recipients of social assistance. In an
industry where protections and human rights are already
scarce, it is certain that these recipients of social assistance will
encounter even more hardship and abuses as a result of this
program."
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