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The Global Solidarity Program at the UCLA Labor Center believes that in a
global economy, unions and workers must come together across borders. We
build strategic international partnerships among labor leaders, advocates and
scholars and conduct key research and conversations to improve labor
standards and working conditions across the US-Mexico border and
throughout the world. Multinational corporations know no boundaries and can
dodge labor and environmental regulations. Factory workers, garment
workers, farm workers, migrant workers, and gig workers pay the price. Only
by joining together around our common interests and common actions can
we challenge a globalization from above to build a globalization from below.
Another world is possible!
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Organizing among maquiladora workers, especially in the factories on the border, has gone
in waves over the past four decades. In many cases, those efforts have led to the creation
of cross-border relationships between unions and activists on both sides of the Mexico/U.S.
border, and even to organizational structures that produced programs and actions beyond
supporting individual campaigns. Because of the demographics of the maquiladora
workforce, some of the most important organizers have been women.  

This interview forms part of a series of interviews with prominent Mexican labor leaders
conducted by photojournalist, author, political activist and union organizer David Bacon.
These interviews are a collaboration between the Institute for Research on Labor and
Employment (IRLE), the Labor Center and the Center for Mexican Studies at UCLA. 
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Members of the original independent union committee at the Mex Mode maquiladora.



Today another wave of organizing activity is growing, and with it debates about how new
independent unions should be organized, and the relationship they should have to
established unions in both countries. Julia Quiñones and Julieta Morales are veterans of
these efforts, and in these interviews offer their visions for a new era of labor activity and
solidarity.

Julia Quiñones is the director of the Comite Fronteriza de Obreras (the Border Committee of
Workers), one of the most important organizations in the long history of the efforts to
organize workers in the maquiladoras on the Mexico/U.S. border. CFO began officially in ’98,
but Quiñones was doing basic work long before. She offers the perspective of a veteran of
the border labor wars. When I interviewed her at a conference organized by the Solidarity
Center and the UCLA Labor Center, she began by saying that this cross-border effort was
happening “in a new era.”

Julia Quiñones: We need more than yesterday’s ideas. A lot of things have changed in
Mexico. There is a lot of movement now at the national level and changes are taking place.
In Mexico we had the 2019 labor reform, and in the United States recently there was the big
autoworkers strike. We’ve learned a great deal from both. Now many unions and
organizations in Mexico are looking for ways we can influence this movement more
effectively.   

This is also a cultural moment, where workers have to learn to work together because they
work for the same companies. In the past the possibility of having independent unions on
the border, in the maquilas, practically didn’t exist. That was the situation for decades. Now I
think that we are seeing the possibility of seeing real unions, if the charros don’t take it away
from us. I would like to be optimistic and say we still have the initiative, because the
conditions are still there. But we have to deal with the history of so many years of
oppression by corporate unions.

The change is not going to be easy, and the charros are defending themselves. On the other
hand, we have the initiatives of many independent workers who are seeking to build new
organizations, but they often lack a lot of confidence. Until recently there was a lot of
apathy, and workers would say, no se puede, that things could not be changed. We have to
develop new strategies and I believe that it can be done.

This is what we have been working on for 4 years. In 2019 CFO began a project to make
workers aware of the labor reform. This is something that the Ministry of Labor was also
doing, but at the CFO we believe that it is important to bring this information from person to
person, through small group meetings, so that workers truly understand the opportunities
they have now. The more they know, the more they spread the information through their
social connections with co-workers. 
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In the last three years we have supported four organizing campaigns. In one they were able
to create an independent union, and in another it barely exists yet. Workers were able to
create an independent union (using the sponsorship of the Liga Sindical Obrera Mexicana)
in a company called Delta Staff. This is a garment company that produces for brands like
The Gap and Levi’s. They make pants, belts and uniforms. Eighty-seven percent of the
workers voted for an independent union against the CTM. 

Things happen by systematically accompanying the workers, by training leaders, and by
promoting gender empowerment. But nothing is going to happen just because the
opportunity exists. You have to do a lot of organizational work. There has been a lot of talk
about the TMEC and the labor reform, but they only create opportunity. You need to organize
people.  

But the workers have to make the decisions, even if there is a lot of money and many
organizers. We need to help workers make a comprehensive plan, that is, by giving them
training in creating a strategy, and by looking for leaders. These are steps that have to be
followed before we can make changes.

Julia Quiñones with a strike leader from the Audi assembly plant.
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Union support for campaigns is also important, especially by unions on the other side of the
border, like the UAW. In the past it was much easier to organize if we could use an existing
registry of another union. CFO had a relationship with the miners and they had a relationship
with the United Steel Workers (USW). In the Delta Staff campaign, CFO had the support of
Workers United, which represents Levi’s workers in the U.S.

Today workers have more options. Now there are ways workers can create their own
independent union. This is something that will have to be explored. Solidarity and the work
of exchanges within the independent labor movement are very important. It is very
important that workers do not feel isolated, that those who want to organize have a network,
a support system. That is also why international union solidarity is very important.

Companies that are in Mexico have headquarters in the United States or in other countries,
so we need to make connections there with unions, with shareholders, with brands. That
helps to neutralize the company when they try to intervene to stop workers from organizing.

Organizations on the border have always lacked resources. Today we really want to have an
impact. In the past our organization has been very small, just 8 or 10 people. Now we have
to grow. We have 30 people today, but of course having them creates new challenges. How
do we guarantee the work of these teams will continue?

No fight is automatic, that is, it takes 2 or 3 years to have an impact. We have to create a
stable basis for this work, because things may change in the future. Ten years down the line,
who knows what the situation will be? That is why it is very important to create self-
sufficient, self-managing organizations, and not depend always on international solidarity to
develop organizing campaigns. If there is more self-sustainability, then organizational
projects can continue.

Labor reform will have an impact on the labor movement in Mexico in general, not only in
the export factories. The impact is going to be general. It is going to take longer than we had
expected and we truly hope that with the coming change in government this reform will be
sustained and not thrown out. If the same policy continues, at least of the current President,
we hope there will be no setback in what’s already been achieved.

Now there is a new attitude on the part of the automobile union in the United States. We
have already had several meetings with UAW unions, and they really have a vision now.
There’s more openness and more collaboration with our movement. At this particular
meeting it is important to have a plan at least to keep in touch. We need better
communication so we can share struggles.
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This meeting is a bit strange, because it’s a mix of people from big factories and Uber
drivers and domestic workers. We need to close the gaps between us. Both domestic
workers and workers in the informal sector seek strategies to guarantee their rights. We can
learn a lot from them, and also from the large already established unions, such as the
automobile unions or the electrical workers or others.

There is a new role for working women here at this meeting. It’s very, very interesting. When
we divided ourselves into sectors, the groups were dominated by men in the automotive
sector, while in the others there were many more women. In the group of domestic workers
there was only one man and a male baby. This does not reflect the gender composition that
predominates in the industry. It’s something we have to work on. In fact, reforms in Mexico
now require companies to have gender protocols. But is gender equality required in the
union leadership under the labor reform? We have to look at that, and at other areas too.

David Bacon: Julieta Morales today is the General Secretary of the Union League of Mexican
Workers (Liga Sindical Obrera Mexicana), and worked at a garment factory, Mex Mode, that
was the scene of one of the first successful battles to form an independent union in the
maquiladoras. The League was formed in Atlixco, Puebla, after workers organized the union
at Mex Mode, and today has gone on to help workers organize independent unions in a
number of other factories.
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Francisco Ortiz works at Ken-Mex, a medical products plant built in Tijuana in the 1980s by Kendall International. He shared a small
house, in a neighborhood below Otay Mesa, with three sons, who lived with him in the front room, with his uncle, his wife and children,
and with his mother and grandmother.
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Julieta Morales: I worked in that maquiladora (Mex Mode), and it took courage to stand up
against all the violations of our rights in the plant. There was a lot of discrimination,
workplace harassment and our wages at that time were 70 pesos. That was what started
our organizing. 

At that time, an external organization helped us understand that we had the right to
organize, and what unions were. The Solidarity Center supported the Mexican NGO, Centro
de Apoyo al Trabajador (Center for Support for Workers – CAT) composed of five local
organizers. We won an independent union, but we had many problems after we organized
this union. A real workers’ union will always be in trouble with the company. 

During the initial campaign in Mex Mode, workers were beaten at the gate when we were
trying to organize. Then we asked for support from students in the United States and on
various campuses they told the university they did not want the student stores to sell shoes
and other Nike clothing. With this pressure, Nike was forced to put pressure on Mex Mode
to remove the charro union and recognize the workers’ independent union and negotiate a
contract.

We are seeing the same possibility or possibilities like this, to help workers in other
factories. With the decision made by the people in the factory, the possibility exists of using
the same pressure of international solidarity. The brands we are working on right now
include Carhartt, North Face, Fanatics, the Kiss, Vans, and Timberland. They are brands
exported from Mexico to the United States. Therefore we believe that a good alliance can be
built between workers in Mexico and the United States. 

The raw materials and orders are from the United States, and without them we have no
more work. We want the companies to continue to exist here, and we want the brands
themselves to understand that our workforce is very strong in Mexico. Let the brands give
us more work. We want to prevent our own families from emigrating to the United States
because when people leave it becomes complicated for many mothers who are left with the
responsibility of their children. But we want to have better conditions. We want brands to
establish codes of conduct that are truly respected. Since we work with brands that are
expensive, from clothes to cars, we deserve to have better salaries, we deserve to be
respected within the plant.

We don’t want the brands to withdraw because we depend on them. That is our source of
work. It’s not just the 500 workers, since behind those 500 workers are their families. The
charro union threatens people by telling them that the League has alliances with the United
States. We’re bad because the United States loves us, and wants to take their jobs away. But
we know that we only ask that the worker be treated as a human being, as a person. And a
foreign company should respect this, because they are coming to our house. And if you are
welcome to our house, we are going to set the rules for you.

Global Solidarity at the UCLA Labor Center: Two veteran maquiladora women organizers offer their
vision for a new era of labor solidarity



7

Later, after we organized our independent union, there was a conflict, and Antorcha
Campesina set up a company union. It keeps its power by making threats against workers.
My coworkers there are from rural communities, so they don’t know where to get training or
where they can learn about their rights. They are still intimidated. Unfortunately Nike
withdrew from Mex Mode, because it said it was not going to give the factory work while
there were problems with Antorcha Campesina. 

So we decided to step aside and fight for a workers’ union, where workers are the ones who
make the decisions. We set up the Liga in 2021. We have always had the support of the
Solidarity Center. It gives us training and helps us plan. It teaches us what our rights are and
how far we can go. 

The League is based on workers, like the first union at Mex Mode in Atlixco. At Mex Mode
we began to see that there were more companies that wanted to form their own unions. We
started with VU, which became the first section of the League. We had to change our
statutes to be able to support other companies when workers formed their own unions. The
League grew and now it is national. We have a section in Torreón, Coahuila, our coworkers
have organized another at Testar in San Luis Potosí, and another at 3M and at Goodyear.
Currently a union in Aguascalientes is being formed by key workers who came from Mex
Mode in Atlixco. The factory in Torreón makes jeans. 3M in San Luis Potosí handles all
kinds of work, adhesive tape, caps, face masks. Goodyear makes tires. They have the right
of representation there now, and at 3M the negotiations are about to start. 

Even though the League is national, as general secretary I can’t go and make decisions in
other workers’ companies. The workers in each company must have the right to their own
voice and the right to make their own demands. They have to prepare, to decide what
corresponds to the situation they have in their own plant, and what workers should earn for
the benefit of themselves and their families. If a worker has good conditions the whole
family benefits, but if a worker is harassed at work, the one who pays the consequences is
also the family. We come home angry, stressed, tired and we don’t spend quality time with
our children.

The league is supported by the Solidarity Center, which sends organizers everywhere. At VU
people also work with the organizer for CFO, Julia Quiñónez. There the workers themselves
asked us if they could join the League. So now there is a strategic relationship between CFO
and the League.

The League tries to respect the decisions of the workers, not to make decisions for them,
not to hinder their work. Because I am General Secretary at the national level, I have the
organizers prepare the workers. Then we put more people to work on the plant. But if the
workers do not begin to make their own decisions and prepare for their own campaign, we
are going to fall back into the charrismo of the other unions. We want to change all that. The
workers’ committee is the one that must decide what they do within the plant. The worker is
the only one who has the right to decide what is good and what is bad for his or her
coworkers, for the company, or for their union.
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In a way, the CFO and the Solidarity Center are allies. Together we learn how to ensure the
workers themselves understand they have rights, and that they are the only ones who can
unite with other workers to win better working conditions. In the league and the CFO we
share values, that the workers are in charge, in terms of the actions they are going to take.
The Solidarity Center doesn’t pay us. They simply provide us with training. When we go to
meetings like this, they help us with the expenses.

The League is for workers. It is independent and we do not receive support from any union.
We have support alliances. We’ve supported the strike at Audi, and we have the closest
relations with the union at Volkswagen.

At this meeting we are looking for international support and alliances. There are other
companies where workers are going through the same thing or worse things. So exchanging
information makes us stronger, to know that we are not alone, that there are more people
who are also fighting, and that united we can win.

But often the Mexicans who are our bosses are the ones who trample on and violate our
rights. VU was closed and would not accept the independent workers’ union. They laid off all
the staff, and 70 workers were left without pay. At the VU factory workers are producing for
the automotive industry, so it is possible that the UAW union can put pressure through its
relationships with large automobile companies.

But now the workers who worked at VU, who decided to form their own union, are not being
hired in other companies. The doors are being closed to them just for demanding their right
to form their own independent union. For other companies to close their doors because
workers want to fight for their rights is very unfair, but it is something that will not go away. 
 
The companies have a database of these workers. Other companies in Piedras Negras,
Coahuila, also have the database of the workers who wanted to belong to the League. If the
workers go there to ask for work, their name appears on the list. It’s like saying, if you
belong to an independent union, you can’t work in the plant. That’s how it is. That has an
impact on the mentality of workers. You will no longer work in any company; you will be left
without a job. That is the fear they put in the workers. Their family will pay the price. 

Now there are many who are working in stores, because you have to look elsewhere. It is
also a reason why people are deciding to cross the border. As workers we feel we are being
put between a rock and a hard place, as we say in Mexico. Yes I want to demand my rights,
yes I want to form an independent union. But if I do it, things could go bad, and I could lose
my job. And I’m not going to be able to get more work because no one is going to give me
another one.
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Julieta Morales marches to the Mexican consulate in Los Angeles in support of the Audi strikers.

I try to attend meetings to get to know people, what their objectives really are, which ones
really are like us, demanding worker rights. When I hear the people in those other jobs, like
domestic workers or platform workers, I am impressed by the fact that they are women. I
am not saying I am a feminist and resent men, because that is not my role. My role is to say
50/50. Both men and women deserve respect and deserve rights.

But these women have the courage to demand their rights. The domestic workers do not
work for any company, but are independent in a house, yet they are able to join together and
fight for their rights. The platform workers are driving cars, motorcycles, bikes, and skates,
which is very dangerous. It does not matter if we work in the fields. We all have rights and
together in alliance we will be able to win.


