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The Free Trade Agreenent Wn't Stemthe Tide of Inmmgration
By Harold G Iliam

There is politically correct but pragmatically dubi ous way
to mnimze the flow of immgrants into the United States: Sinply
renove the nagnet that attracts the inmmgrants, the enornous gap
bet ween affluence in the United States and poverty in the
devel opi ng worl d, where nost of the immgrants cone from The gap
could be elimnated by lowering U.S. living standards, which
al nost nobody wants, or raising the inconmes of devel oping
countries.

In the long run the argunent to cl ose the gap has sone
merit, but howlong is the long run? How many years -- or
generations -- would it take to narrow the affluence gap until
potential inmgrants are no |longer attracted to the United
States? And how could it be acconplished?

NAFTA, the proposed North Anerican Free Trade Agreenent,
approved by the Bush Admi nistration but not yet ratified by the
Congress, has been touted as a step in that direction. It would
renove trade barriers between Canada, the United States, and
Mexico. Get rid of tariffs or duties on Mexican goods inported to
the United States and Ameri can goods goi ng south, the argunent
goes, and you naeke it far nore attractive for U S. entrepreneurs
to build plants in Mexico, enploying |ocal workers who woul d then
be unlikely to mgrate to the United States. Those workers woul d
buy nore U.S. goods, stinulating enploynment here.

That's the argunent. It relies on classical economc theory,
whi ch unfortunately doesn't always work the way sem nal free-
mar ket econom st Adam Sm th thought it shoul d.

The net hod has been tried on a pilot basis by creating free-
trade zones south of the border, around Tijuana, for exanple. the
maqui | adora enterprises. The returns are not all in, but scores
of Anerican manufacturers have noved their operations south of
the border to take advantage of |ow, Mexican wages (and fewer
environnmental regul ations), |eaving behind idle plants and
unenpl oyed workers in the United States, many of themrecent
I mm grants.

It's hard to blanme the manufacturers for trying to mnimze
their expenses. A typical case is the nmaker of plunbing equi pnent
in Los Angel es who was paying his workers $6 per hour but decided
to relocate across the border in Tijuana, where he pays $1 per
hour to Mexican workers and sends his products back across the
border -- wi thout paying duties -- at a better profit. Adam
Smth-w se, the Mexican workers should then be able to buy U. S.
goods and thereby stinulate re-enploynent of the workers fired in



Los Angel es.

Sone NAFTA backers maintain that free trade would so
i ncrease the Mexican inports fromthe United States that 130, 00
j obs woul d be created here. That argunent is hard to follow How
many U.S. goods woul d the $1-an-hour workers be able to buy? In
time their wages might rise, but in how many years and by how
much? We can only specul ate.

Meantime it is understandable that Latino Californians in
| ar ge nunbers have participated i n denponstrati ons agai nst NAFTA,
fearing that their enployers would rel ocates south of the border,
| eaving them jobless. As the Wall Street Journal pointed out,
opposition to NAFTA is rising, largely froma broad, grow ng
grassroots novenent consisting of |abor unions,
environnment al i sts, consuner groups and farm organi zati ons under
the unbrella G tizen Trade canpaign

Environnental ists fear that NAFTA's free-trade policy, |ike
that of GATT (the General Agreenent on Tariffs and Trade, a sort
of a global NAFTA), would underm ne U.S. environnental standards.
They site A GATT ruling claimng the U S. Marine Mamal
Protection Act (which prohibits inport of tuna caught by nethods
that kill dol phins and other marine mammals is a "trade barrier”
illegal under GATT>

Under NAFTA the United States could not limt inports of a
product because of the way it was produced, such as the use of
giant drift nets that destroy legions of marine |life. The United
States prohibits certain carcinogenic additives and pesticide
residues in food to be sold here; NAFTA critics claimthat for
i nported food these | aws woul d have to be weakened to be
consistent wth NAFTA s | ower standards.

Mexi co has | egal environnental requirenents, but an
i nvestigation by the GAO in August found that not a single U S. -
owned plant inspected in Mexico was conplying with even those
| ower standards, which are sinply not enforced owing to the
governnent's inability to pay for inspections and foll owup. U S
manuf acturers at home, held to higher standards, would suffer a
conpetitive di sadvantage, inducing themto nove south, |eaving
Idle factories at hone.

These, whatever their nerits, are sone of the environnental
argunments agai nst NAFTA as it stands. It is encouraging the
President dinton has decided to review these objections before
asking the Senate to approve the treaty.

In any case, there is roomfor serious doubt that NAFTA
woul d do nuch to stemthe flood of inmmgration. u



