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an important ‘agro-industry’ in a major UDC—gocs o show, in
fact, that the import of foreign capital and technology through
the MNC leads to the UDC becoming more and more_ dependent
upon economic and political forces over which it can  exercise no
effective control. It leads also to indiscriminatc usc and consequent
waste of vital natural resources, accentuation of social conflicts.
unfavourable terms of trade for domestic producers, increased
cconomic instability and so on.

Feder examines in this book the strawberry industry located
in Mexico. He points out at the very outset: I am nof interested in
the strawberry industry as such. It serves me as an example o
forcign capital—and technology—dominated agricultural sector
within a traditional, relatively primitive agriculture characterized
by low productivity, low incomes, excess labour ... and great
poverty, and within 2 capitalistic-dependent economy” (p 12).

What Feder has attempted is to study the impact of the
industry * . . on agricultural and non-agricultural resource use, on
the people in and outside of agriculture and on policy-making by
local and national government...” (p 12). In successive chapters,
Feder examines the structure of the strawberry industry, the impact
of the forcign strawberry market, the working and living conditions
of Mexican workers in the strawberry sector, the role of this US-
dominated sector in social conflicts and finally the confrontation
between those controlling this sector and the Mexican government.
A final chapter poses the question: “What are the alternatives?”

The Mexican Strawberry Industry

The terms “‘strawberry industry” or “trade,” as used by
Feder, refer to . . . the entire sector engaged in production at the
farm level, processing, marketing and exports” (p 19). There are
two forms in which the product is sold: fresh strawberries and
frozen ones. The industry s concentrated in two regions of Mexico.
As of 1974-75, there were 29 freczing factorics, threc other related
factories and ten firms handling fresh strawberries. US capital
dominates the industry both through direct capital investment
and through provision of operating capital. More than half the
freezing factories in Zamora are US owned. The ownership
structure is similar in Irapuato. The story is notvery different
in the case of firms handling fresh strawberries. The actual control
exercised by American capital is in fact much greater since all the
enterprises deal with US brokers for their exports, and exports
form a major share of the output of these firms. Thus, “US capital
is involved and present in all enterprises regardless of ownership,
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cven perhaps the publicly-owned Ejido factories” (p 24).

The strawberry sector is almost totally dependent on export
1o the US. This export trade is entirely controlled by a handful of
US firms. In 1973-74, firms with US capital accounted for 61 per-
cent of fresh strawberry exports and 63 percent of frozen straw-
berry exports.! The US firms handling the exports arc not mere
intermediaries. They are involved in control over production and
processing as well. In fact, they can be described as “multina-
tional firms . . . with very ramificd business interests in the United
States, Mexico, Europe and elsewhere” (p 27). The processing in-
dustry is characterized by considerable excess capacity, which
strengthens the hands of ‘monopolistic US firms in the export
trade. The factorics—even the most recently built ones—do not
contain any facilities for diversification. To put it in a nutshell,
the industry has grown in a chaotic and unplanned manner, and
serves only to provide guaranteed high profits for American
capital.

Control over ‘strawberry technology’ also rests entirely with
US capital. To take a striking fact, cven after morc than 15 years
of commercial strawberry growing, all the strawberry plants are
those which originally came from the US. We learn that: “‘the
chaotic growth of the industry in Zamora took place without any
accurate knowledge of soil, water and climatic conditions” (p 49).
Domination by foreign capital extends to all aspects of the process
of production of strawberry. The insecticides and pesticides come
from Shell Co, Giba-Geigy, Roman and Haas, Bayer, Diamond
Chemicals and Brand Chemicals—all American and European
MNGs. The sprayers too come from Germany, Holland, Japan
and US. Al the machinery used in the processing scctor is cither
imported or produced under licence from some MNG.> When the
crop is ready to be harvested, the representative (usually American)
from the broker firm (invariably American) comes to the field to
decide on the quantity and quality of fruit (to be harvested), pack-
aging and cleaning, cooling and transportation. He also “‘decides
when and how much to ship fresh and by implication when to
start [reezing operations. The decision ... is made in the US in
accordance with US market conditions” (p52). The processing
sector in the case of frozen  strawberries is similarly controlled by
US interests.

The strawberry sector is highly competitive. It is also sub-
ject to frequent fluctuations. Export prices decline sharply, leading
to sharp reduction in area cultivated or to deliberate destruction
of the fruit in a desperate cffort to stem the decline in  prices.
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Since 1970, Mexican imports have faced increasingly stiff com-
petition in US markets, because of rising California production.
Data show that “‘a decline of Mexican exports appears to precede
a fall in US or California output. Thus when the market is satura-
ted, it is the Mexican industry which bears the first and longest
brunt of market difficulties” (p 56). Taking a longer view, a parti-
cularly disturbing phenomenon for Mexican growers is that Cali-
fornia yields have been increasing rapidly, while Mexican  yiclds
have been increasing rather more slowly (p 56). The sharp varia-
tions in annual Mexican output “appear to be related more to
expansion and contraction of the area under cultivation than to
variations in yields. This is a typical phenomenon for underdeve-
loped agricultures ... (p 56). If US capitalists and 'their allics
operating in Mexico have been able to compete cffectively with
US capitalists operating in the USso far, it is because ‘costs of
production’ are lower in Mexico despite the US yiclds being much
higher: this leads one to ask: why are costs low, and how long
can they be held s0? As Feder points out: “Costs of production,
processing and marketing in Mexico are low because of low land
Tents, wages, costs of construction and maintenance of fixed
installations and services” (p 59). To maintain these costs at such
low levels, the casy and preferred route is not massive investment
to raise yields but continued plundering of Mexico’s ‘cheap’
resources, human and non-human. For example, exhaustion of soil
in one place leads merely to a move to new, cheap land, where the
game is played all over again (p 59). To cap it all, official wisdom
is that this industry earns valuable foreign exchange, and so it must
be and is provided with a whole host of expensive infrastructural
facilities including toothless *planning” agencies (p 63).

“Bendfits’ to the People

How do the “human resources” of Mexico fare in this
industry? The category consists of growers, field workers and fac-
tory workers. Taking the growers first, they are totally dependent
on US controlled factories, and US brokers for sale of the produce.
Prices are fixed monopolistically by the latter, and the numerous
small growers, disunited and dominated by large producers who
are generally faithful allies of US interests, are completely helpless.
The different price situations faced by Mexican and Californian
growers is also worth noting. The prices for fresh strawberries
received by the latter have risen much faster. The prices they have
received for processed strawberries have not fluctuated very much
cither. Growers are mostly tied to the factories which buy the pro-
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duce through the mechanism of credit. The factory extends credit
1o the grower, who is then obliged to deliver his harvest to the
factory. This enables the factory owners to more or less dictate
prices to growers. Once the loan has been repaid (with interest,
implicit and explicit, of course), the factory no longer fecls obliged
to retain the prior terms of purchase, but instead resorts to all con-
ceivable manoeuvres, “to obtain the merchandise at the lowest
possible price or to reject it”(p 78).

Let us turn now to employment and wages. There are no
accurate estimates of the quantum of annual employment, which
fluctuates directly with area under strawberry cultivation. Since
the export market is subject to violent fluctuations, and since the
strawberry sector is largely dependent on exports, this implics
that the quantum of cmployment in the strawberry sector also
fluctuates violently. In any export ecrisis, then, the Mexican
small growers and the Mexican workers are the ones who
bear the brunt of the Wages of both field and factory
workers arc also kept low by the cver-present ‘reserve army
of labour’. Much of the labour pool is of the migrant variety,
rootless, not casy to organizc, and a handy weapon to prevent
wage rates from rising. The labourers who come to work from
neighbouring villages to the factory towns often have to return in
the night (since even “‘street accommodation” is sometimes impos-
sible), which means that they spend 30 percent of their daily wage
on transport costs. The conditions of work, no less than the terms
of hire are deplorable. The wages are not specified in advance,
the field workers are simply herded together by the employers
farm managers and taken to the fields. The cight hour day
practically unheard of. Even local newspapers favourable to the
large owners admit that conditions of work are unsafe and injuri-
ous to the health of workers. Factory workersdo not fare much
better. Factories employ mostly women. Most employees are young.
girls between the ages of 14 and 25, but older women and children
are used as well. The wages paid to children are nominal, and
they usually work gratis along with their mother or sister. Regard-
ing the working conditions in the factory, Feder puts it vividly
“Work shifts are unknown. Except during the slow periods a nor-
mal work day is practically always beyond eight hours — from 7
am to 18, 20 or 21 pm, depending on the type of work performed.
During the peak season, the girls may work as long as 1819 hours with
only short interruptions” (p 90).

Cheap Mexican wages, along with cheap land and water,
guarantee handsome profits for the American MNGs. Wage rates
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of Mexican ficld workers are between one-ninth and one-tenth of
those of field workers in California. Workers in strawberry proces-
sing factories in Mexico earn one-thirteenth of what their Califor-
nian counterparts carn. Rough calculations based on 1973 figures
show that “the difference between the wage bill at California wage
rates ... and at Mexican rates ... comes to $ 95 million” (p 91).
Allowing for higher non-labour costs in California and taking into
account the higher productivity there, would still leave a clear
picturc of the contribution made by cheap Mexican labour to
swelling US capital’s profits. The point stands confirmed that ..
low wages, in combination with the availability of cheap land and
water, are bound 1o be a deterrent to new  transfers of capital and
technology into agriculture and freezer factories in order (o raise
the productivity of labour and even of land.” (p 98) So much then
for the myth that MNGs provide capital, technology and employ-
ment !

Conflict Ridden Industry

The MNC dominated strawberry industry in Mexico is also
« potent source of intensified social conflicts. We have already seen
how growers are kept disunited and in mutual conflict. The same
situation obtains with respect to workers as well. The industry pits
skilled workers against unskilled ones, locals against non-residents,
men against women and children, and so on. There are also confli-
cts over irrigation between large growers and the small ones. The
introduction of commercial strawberry production has led to
increased land concentration and the gjidatarios (those who received
lands in the Mexican land reform) have been most affected. In onc
prosperous ¢jido, only about 24 percent arc authentic cjidatarios
working their own land. Much of the land allotted to ¢jido farms
has now come into a few hands. There also exists intense competi-
tion among factories for the export market.

In this conflict ridden industry, confrontations also occur
between the industry and the Mexican government. The latter had
appointed an agency in 1974 to take charge of the Mexican straw-
berry programme. But the agency’s attempt to control the alloca-
tion of export and production quotas—the former among factories
and the latter among the growers—and 1o protect small growers
proved rather short-lived. The industrialists had discussions with
agency representatives, and forced the agency to a more or less
complete surrender. Then in February 1975 came high drama. The
U S government forbade the import of Mexican strawberries on the
ground that they contained traces of banned chemicals, The chemi-
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calsin question, Asodrin and Novacron, had ironically enough
been pushed heavily to Mexican growers by the MNGs in the
pesticides industry. This episode brought home sharply to the
Mexicans their economic vulnerability in the face of MNC domi-
nation.

The ‘final straw’ in the strawberry game came with an
important meeting of major brokers in Guanajuato in June 1975.
“This meeting, attended almost exclusively by US brokers from the
side of the industry, was also attended by officials from various
Mexican governmental agencies. The mecting made a number of
‘recommendations’—decrees would probably be a more accurate
term—concerning the strawberry industry, some of which arc of
far reaching significance. For instance, one recommendation secks
to give an official seal of approval to the long standing practice of
growing only seed varieties from the US; another demands that
fumigants, insecticides, fertilizers and cquipments be allowed into
Mexico free of import duty. A third formalizes price fixing by US
brokers.

What we get, then, is a classic picture of dependent capita-
list agriculture, which provides substantial profits to foreign inves-
tors, but does not promote expanded reproduction and rapid deve-
lopment of productive forces. The sector is characterized by forcign
capital’s primary reliance on absolute surplus valuc extraction,
leading to chaotic and wasteful use of the two primary resources,
land and labour. Feder recognizes that “unless forcign capital and
technology is actually withdrawn . . . the basic conditions and
consequences of dependency are not likely to be altered” (p 143).

Technically, alternatives to the present sei-up can be pro-
posed that could improve matters. For instance, a new export-
oriented strawberry industry could be started elsewhere in Mexico,
fiee of any connections with US capital, directly under the Mexican
government, and subjected to careful planning. In this new zone,
a diversified cropping pattern, which would ensure ycar round
utilization of processing and storage facilitics, could be adopted.
Research can be carried out to determine the varieties best suited
10 the ecology of the region. The industry could be decentralized
into a number of production cooperatives suitably assisted by a
new government agency created for this purpose. Many other such
measures can also be thought of. But technical possibilities are onc
thing, while political feasibility is quite another. The latter is of
course decisive.

As an expose of MNCs operating in LDCs, Teder’s book is
particularly useful because it focuses on what Feder describes as
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““.... the practically unknown intermediate multinational firms. . .
(p 141). The uscfulness of the book would have been greater had
thedata base been more sound. On occasions, the limited amount
of hard evidence is stretched, and Feder allows himself a good deal
of discretion in extrapolation and inference. Further, the description
tends to get cmotive at points, and an exaggerated emphasis is
placed on the nefarious practices of the MNCs. The point needs to
be forcefully made that even in the absence of such practices, the
consequences for Mexican workers and peasants would not be very
different. But thesc are minor points. Feder has convincingly
rebutted the conventional arguments in favour of inviting MNCs
into LDCs on the spurious claim that they provide forcign
exchange, employment and modern technology. The book is espe-
cially relevant in the present Indian context, where public sector
enterpriscs are busy entering into highly dubious deals with
MNGs.”

Y B Arnreva

See any standard text book on ezonomic developmeat.

Sec, among others, A G Frank, Cupitaliom and Under-development i Latin America, Ness
York, 1963; G Arrighi and J S Saul, Essays in the Political Economy of Seuthern Africa,
New York, 1971; GK Wilber (cd), The Political Economy of Decelopment and Under-
deselopment, New York, 1972.

‘The regions are Zamora and Irapuato.

“The figures have beea calculated from Table 1V on page 29 of Feder's book.
Among the list of machinery supplicrs are General Electric, Westinghouse, Catler and
‘Hammer, and some Japanese and other multinationals.

Feder (pp 108-115) describes briefly a ‘miniercvolt” by peasant-grovers against the
conditions facing them. The revalt appcars to have been sparked off by a sharp risc
in the watcr fees from 10 pesos 10400 pesos. In the ensuing struggle the list of
demands was expanded (o include rigorous exceution of land rcforms, betier wages
for field and farm workers, higher prices for stawberry producers, and 5o on. But
the struggle petered out aftr the leader and some activists were arestcd.

S for inscance, P Ramamuribi, Stop BHEL's Dangerous Truck with Siemens, a CITU
publication 1978,
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