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This city’s air is killing people. 
Who will stop it?  

BY IAN JAMES | PHOTOS BY ZOE MEYERS, PALM SPRINGS DESERT SUN

A suffocating brown haze hangs over Mexicali.
Clouds of smoke billow out of the city’s factories and float through neighbor-

hoods where children run and play in the dusty streets. Soot rising from smoke-
stacks mixes with exhaust from traffic-clogged avenues and columns of smoke swirling 
from blazing heaps of trash. 

When acrid fumes and particles fill the air, the pollution stings the nasal passages, 
grates in the throat and leaves people coughing and wheezing.

The air along this stretch of the border is so polluted it’s killing people. The tiny air-
borne particles ravage human lungs, triggering asthma and other chronic diseases. Chil-
dren as young as 6 have been among the victims. The air leaves countless other people 
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coping with illnesses throughout their lives.
The poisoned air drifts across the border into the United States and California’s Impe-

rial Valley, entering the smaller city of Calexico. The pollution here regularly violates U.S. 
air-quality standards, and children in Imperial County are taken to emergency rooms for 
asthma at one of the highest rates in the state.

The air pollution that plagues the Mexicali area isn’t just some of the worst in Mexico. 
It’s also some of the worst particulate pollution measured anywhere in the Americas.

The toll in lives lost is ghastly. Mexican health records show at least 78 people died of 
asthma and 903 people died of chronic obstructive pulmonary disease in the Mexicali 
area between 2010 and 2016. Officials in the state of Baja California have estimated that 
pollution causes about 300 premature deaths annually in Mexicali.

Government records analyzed by The Desert Sun reveal that people are dying of respi-
ratory illnesses at a much higher rate in Mexicali than the Mexican national average, and 
that deaths from respiratory illnesses are on the rise.

Government officials on both sides of the border acknowledge the pollution is causing 
a serious health crisis. Yet, little is being done to clean up the air. Mexican government 
regulatory agencies have taken only minimal steps to combat the pollution and have al-
lowed emissions to continue largely unchecked. 

Where respiratory ailments turn deadly

The city is one of the main centers of manufacturing on the border, with about 180 ma-
quiladoras producing export goods for sale in the U.S., products such as water heaters, 
roofing materials, glass bottles, big-rig trucks, plastic items and airplane parts. And while 

it’s unclear how much of the harmful emis-
sions come directly from those factories, 
dozens of people in neighborhoods near the 
plants accuse Mexican government officials 
of turning a blind eye to the pollution gener-
ated by industries.

Government documents and informa-
tion provided by Mexican regulators show 
that polluters face weak oversight and lax 
enforcement. The country’s environmental 
agencies have long been underfunded and 
understaffed, and the state Environmental 
Protection Department has just four full-
time inspectors in Mexicali. 

Officials lack the portable equipment they 
would need to check emissions at factories, 
and the four air-monitoring stations in the 
city don’t track pollution levels near many 
of the factories. The deficient monitoring al-
lows polluters to foul the air without facing 
consequences.

This stretch of the Colorado Desert, one 
of the hottest and driest regions of North 
America, forms a basin that sinks below sea 
level where dust and man-made pollution 
accumulate and hang in the air. The air that 
drifts across the border from Mexicali has 
been found to contain fine particles of lead, 
chlorine and other toxic substances. Con-
tributing to the smoggy air is pollution from 
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the Imperial Valley, including clouds of dust stirred up by farm machinery and smoke 
drifting from burning fields. 

The blanket of smoke and dust over Mexicali is often so thick that it casts a hazy pall 
over the view of El Centinela, or Mount Signal, the rugged peak that towers above the 
farmlands west of the city.

On cool winter mornings, the pollution hangs over the city like fog.
Dr. Juan Valente Mérida Palacio has been working in Mexicali for 32 years treating 

children with asthma and allergies. In the early 2000s, he began seeing more asthma 
cases, and more serious cases. He noticed the usual treatments weren’t working as well 
as they should.

Mérida decided to team up with other researchers to study how air pollution was af-
fecting kids. They focused on 258 healthy, non-asthmatic children ages 9 to 12, and 
found the children lost about 20 percent of their lung capacity during a period when 
the particle pollution was worse. Mérida said that study, which was presented at a 2010 
conference, shows how much children’s health is suffering. 

“Their lung capacity is diminished. So, what does this mean? That these children are 
going to be sick when they’re adults,” Mérida said.

In the long run, he said, reduced lung capacity translates into higher rates of asthma 
and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, or COPD, as well as heart disease, strokes 
and other illnesses.

“That scares you,” Mérida said. “Our children are now sick children. They’re con-
demned to be sick.”

How pollution tore a family apart

Michelle and Marie Dugan were born a year and a half apart in Indio, in 1991 and 1993. 
Soon after, their mother and father moved to Mexicali, where they commuted across 

the border to their shoe-selling business at a swap meet in Calexico. 
The sisters rode with their parents to work on the weekends, and Michelle — the older 

Michelle Dugan-Delgado sits with her daughter, Marie, at her home in Coachella on 
April 27, 2018. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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of the two — remembers looking out the car window and seeing the air thick with smoke 
in Mexicali. 

“You’d just see these big factories or these big trucks just pumping black smoke,” she 
said. “That’s when my mom would be like, ‘You know what, put your windows up.’”

Michelle was diagnosed with asthma at 6 months old. During elementary school, the 
air in Mexicali often left her wheezing and gasping.

“I was the one that was always sick — hospitals, doctors, you know, the needles, the 
inhalers, the nebulizer machines,” she said.  

Her sister Marie was diagnosed when she was 12, and her condition initially seemed 
less severe. By that time, their family had moved back to the Coachella Valley. Then they 
moved again in 2006, this time to El Centro, about 6 miles north of the border.

Marie began taking puffs on an inhaler whenever she felt short of breath. In the morn-
ings, while the sisters were getting ready for school, they often smelled smoke from 
burning fields and saw crop-dusters spraying pesticides over the fields. 

Sometimes, when Marie’s asthma flared up, her mother took her to the emergency 
room.

Marie was strong-willed and blunt, and the sisters often bickered. But they also loved 
sitting together on the floor of Marie’s room watching the Mexican telenovela “Rebelde” 
on a small TV set. They sang along to the theme song. 

In high school, Marie dyed her brown 
hair blond. She talked of wanting to be-
come an anesthesiologist. She celebrated 
her quinceañera in a Mexicali ballroom, 
looking like a princess in a white dress and 
shimmering tiara.

The following year, Marie was a sopho-
more at Southwest High School as her sis-
ter approached graduation. 

In May 2009, Michelle and her mother 
took a drive to Coachella and left Marie at home in El Centro. When they said goodbye, 
Michelle recalled, Marie looked normal and healthy. 

Hours later, they got the call. Marie had suffered an asthma attack. She had died. She 
was 16.

It wasn’t until later that the family learned fields had been burning next to the house 
before Marie’s death. They suspected the smoke may have aggravated her asthma. 

The family moved to Coachella, where Marie was buried. 
In the nine years since then, Michelle has spoken out to raise awareness about the 

asthma epidemic along the border. She organized a concert in her sister’s memory. She 
led fundraising walks to support a local asthma program. By telling her sister’s story, she 
hoped to prevent more deaths. 

But in the past several years, the death toll along the border has grown. 
A 6-year-old boy who lived in the town of Imperial died of asthma in 2013. An 8-year-

old girl who lived in El Centro died of asthma in 2014. 
Records from the Imperial County Coroner’s Office show at least one adult died of 

asthma and 17 others died of COPD during the past 10 years. 
It’s not possible to attribute individual deaths solely to pollution coming across the 

border from Mexicali, or to pollution in the air north of the border. But the pattern of 
illnesses and deaths, both in Mexicali and in California communities near the border, 
points to air pollution being a significant contributor.

“We felt that one death was enough. I think all these deaths is just, it’s too much,” said 
Michelle, who still suffers from severe asthma. “I don’t feel like enough has been done. I 
even feel that things have gotten worse.”

Nowadays, Michelle avoids going to Mexicali and visits the Imperial Valley only rarely. 
She’s trying to avoid getting sicker. Treating her asthma requires vigilance. Twice a day, 

“I think all these deaths is just, 
it’s too much. I don’t feel like 
enough has been done. I even 
feel that things have gotten 
worse.”
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she straps on a vest that helps clear her airways. 
To fight congestion, she breathes through a nebulizer three or four times a day. She 

uses her inhaler up to seven times a day.
Even so, she’s repeatedly come down with lung infections and pneumonia. 
“It’s gotten to a point where I have 50-percent lung function right now, which keeps 

declining,” Michelle said. “It’s a constant battle.”
Although she is 26, a doctor has told her she has the “lungs of an 80-year-old.” 
When she was hospitalized twice last November, doctors advised her to start thinking 

about having a lung transplant — an idea she finds scary but perhaps inevitable in the 
long run. 

Michelle works the overnight shift as a dispatcher at a casino. She said taking care of 
her two kids, 5-year-old Marie and 2-year-old Leezandro, has helped lift her from de-
pression.

She’s also found a sense of purpose in speaking at community forums about the dan-
gers of asthma and pollution. She said the high asthma rates illustrate why authorities 
on both sides of the border need to impose stricter controls on sources of pollution in-
cluding factories and agricultural burns. 

“Something that we do need to start doing is maybe talking to Mexico, start talking to 
them and telling them, ‘Hey, there’s pollution on your side, it’s coming on our side,’” she 
said. “If we could fix the enforcement over there, I think in the long run it would be a lot 
better for everyone.”

She said she finds it troubling that companies are operating factories under more le-
nient oversight in Mexico and that people have no idea what the factories are emitting 
into the air. If the authorities fail to crack down, Michelle said she expects the air will 
keep getting more hazardous. 

“We’re the ones who need to say enough is enough,” she said. “We can’t have this any-
more.”
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 The toll of toxic air

Air pollution is cutting lives short in cities around the world.
The World Health Organization estimates that about 7 million people die each year 

from air pollution, and that more than 90 percent of the world’s children breathe pol-
luted air that puts their health at risk. The filthiest air fills cities in India, China, Bangla-
desh, Pakistan and other countries in Asia and Africa. But when compared with cities 
across the United States and Latin America, Mexicali on average stands out as one of the 
places with the worst particle pollution.

Particulate matter known as PM10 includes all particles smaller than 10 microns across 
— about one-seventh the thickness of a human hair — while ultrafine PM2.5 particles 
are a fourth of that size and smaller.

These particles lodge deep in the lungs, and some are small enough to enter the blood-
stream. Breathing them in can cause asthma, lung cancer and other respiratory illness-
es, and can contribute to heart attacks and arrhythmia.

Measurements from air-monitoring devices in Mexicali show the city far exceeds both 
Mexican and U.S. standards for particle pollution. The city’s average PM10 level in 2016 
was more than double the national standard under Mexican regulations and nearly five 
times the more stringent standard in California. 

Marco Antonio Reyna, an environmental-health researcher at the Autonomous Uni-
versity of Baja California, compares the 
polluted air basin to a glass that keeps get-
ting filled with more water.

“Even pouring a small drop of water into 
the glass, it’s going to spill because it won’t 
hold more water,” Reyna said. “That’s the 
situation with Mexicali’s air. It’s saturated.”

To investigate the levels of pollution and 
the effects on public health in Mexicali 
and nearby communities, The Desert Sun 
obtained air-quality measurements and 
health data from agencies in California and 
Mexico, as well as the World Health Orga-
nization. 

Air-quality data collected in Mexicali 
show the city has much worse average 

PM10 levels than California cities including Los Angeles and Fresno, and some of the 
highest levels anywhere in the Americas.

The California Air Resources Board tracked PM2.5 levels in Mexicali during the past 
two years, and the average measurements were similar to those reported for other Mexi-
can cities in the WHO data. But Mexicali had much higher average PM2.5 levels than 
most places north of the border, with levels during 2017 that surpassed those of Fresno, 
a city that regularly suffers from some of the most polluted air in the United States. 

With such dirty air spilling across the border, part of Imperial County has been desig-
nated a “nonattainment area” for PM2.5 under the federal Clean Air Act.

In a 2014 report, the California Air Resources Board said the county would have met 
the PM2.5 standard if not for the emissions from Mexicali drifting into Calexico. The 
study, which was submitted to the Environmental Protection Agency, also looked at 
what’s in the airborne particles and found particles of chlorine, lead, zinc, barium, an-
timony and bromine in Calexico at levels much worse than anywhere else in California. 
Both chlorine and antimony are found in smoke from trash burning, while high levels of 
barium, bromine, zinc and lead may come from leaded gasoline, fireworks or the burning 
of discarded tires. California officials said some of those pollutants might also be coming 
from industrial plants. 

“Even pouring a small drop of 
water into the glass, it’s going to 
spill because it won’t hold more 
water,” Reyna said. “That’s the 
situation with Mexicali’s air. It’s 
saturated.”

MARCO ANTONIO REYNA
Environmental-health researcher at the 

Autonomous University of Baja California



7

Dec. 5, 2018

Government officials and experts on both sides of the border say some of the pollution 
in the air is simply dust blowing from the desert, or dust from farmlands and unpaved 
roads. 

Nobody can say exactly how much of Mexicali’s pollution comes from factories and 
how much comes from other sources, like the burning of wheat fields after harvest, and 
exhaust from cars and trucks. (In 2015, a study commissioned by Reveal from The Cen-
ter for Investigative Reporting found that diesel and gas exhaust are the most significant 
contributors to the polluted air.)

What’s clear from the available data is that factories are contributing significantly to 
the pollution, and the pollution is leading to illnesses and deaths.

A Desert Sun analysis of Mexican government statistics found that deaths from respi-
ratory illnesses have been on the rise in the Mexicali area since 2010. 

In 2016, the death rate due to respiratory illnesses in Mexicali exceeded the national 
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average by 32 percent. A total of 669 deaths 
due to respiratory illnesses were reported 
in the Mexicali area, far surpassing the 593 
deaths in the Tijuana area, which has a 
much larger population.

 Researchers have found that Mexicali’s 
pollution is among the deadliest in Mexico. 
In a 2013 study, the independent Mexican 
Institute for Competitiveness examined 
data for 34 of the country’s biggest cities 
and estimated Mexicali had the highest 
rates of premature deaths and hospitaliza-
tions due to air pollution.

The researchers analyzed PM10 levels, 
deaths and hospitalizations for illnesses 
such as asthma, acute respiratory infec-
tions and coronary artery disease. They 
recommended improving air-quality data 
and strengthening environmental regula-
tions.

Across the border in Imperial County, 
the rates of new cancer cases are relatively 
high for some types, including cancers of 
the brain and nervous system, digestive 
system and myeloma. 

Some families who have lost relatives to 
cancer have been left wondering: Did pol-
lution play a role? 

In 2016, relatives of Angel Gordillo post-
ed a call for donations on GoFundMe after 
the 18-year-old collapsed at a gym in Calex-
ico and was diagnosed with a rare type of 
cancer, soft-tissue sarcoma. He died nine 
months later.

His mother, Ana Aidé Vásquez, said doc-
tors told her it was strange to see this type of cancer, and she’s wondered whether pollu-
tion might have played a role. 

Vásquez said she and her husband would prefer not to talk in detail about their son. 
Holding back tears, she showed a smiling photo of Angel on her phone and said: “I like 
seeing him. It makes me feel that he’s here with us.”

Autopsy records in Imperial County show some children living near the border have 
suffered heart-related deaths, including a 16-year-old boy who had an enlarged heart 
and was found unconscious at school in 2014, and a 7-year-old boy who collapsed dur-
ing recess in 2015. It’s unclear whether pollution contributed to their deaths.

But measurements from air-quality monitors show the pollution that comes across 
the border from Mexicali degrades the air in Calexico, giving the city of 40,000 the filthi-
est air in the Imperial Valley.

Calexico, which spreads out next to the border fence with its bus depot, bargain-cloth-
ing shops and currency-exchange kiosks, has developed as an extension of Mexicali, a 
semi-divided neighborhood of the same metropolis.

People often cross back and forth for work, medical appointments, shopping or to see 
family. They stand in lines to cross into Calexico on foot, passing stands where piñatas 
and cotton candy hang above trays of sandwiches and pots of steaming tamales. 

Because the air-monitoring system works better north of the border, some residents 
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in Mexicali sign up to receive air-quality alerts from Imperial County. When a monitor in 
Calexico detects high levels of particles, an email will pop up with a yellow alert — “mod-
erate”; an orange alert — “unhealthy for sensitive groups”; or a red alert — “unhealthy.”

The measurements show that in Calexico between 2003 and 2016, the air quality was 
rated “moderate” or worse in more than 40 percent of the readings.

Some people in Calexico say they avoid spending time outside because the air gives 
them allergies, rashes, headaches or nosebleeds. One of their concerns is the sewage-
filled New River, which flows across the border and gives off a foul stench.

Both near the river and in other parts of Calexico, many kids have asthma. 
Kristinna Olmedo, a 16-year-old track athlete at Calexico High School, said her asthma 

can strike suddenly when she’s running. It leaves her wheezing and struggling for air. 
“Sometimes I start crying from frustration because it’s like, I don’t know what to do,” 

she said. “It just feels like you’re going to die.”

In the haze

 Mexicali was once a farming town. Over the past half-century, it has grown into a 
major city, expanding haphazardly around its factories as the government has promoted 
manufacturing. 

U.S.-owned maquiladoras appeared along the border in the 1960s and proliferated 
during the 1970s and 1980s as more companies looked to the area to take advantage of 
the cheap labor, favorable free-trade rules and easy access to the U.S. market. 

More factories opened after the North American Free Trade Agreement took effect in 
1994, and the city has continued to grow.

In a neighborhood tucked behind a row of factories, each street is named after a differ-
ent metal: Copper, Zinc, Aluminum, Bronze. 

The factories here include American big-rig truck maker Kenworth; Smurfit Kappa, 
which makes cardboard boxes; Johnson Controls, which makes heating, air-condition-
ing and refrigeration systems; the Maquiladora San Diego metal foundry; Panasonic In-

Luis Alberto Rodríguez lays out food at a street market in a neighborhood next to a 
row of factories in Mexicali. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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dustrial Devices Mexicana, which assembles electronics; Korean electronics company 
Ohsung Mexico, which makes remote controls; and the Mexican glass manufacturer Vi-
tro.

On a recent morning, vendors set up an outdoor market on a street a couple of blocks 
from the factories. Men assembled worn wooden tables and laid out produce — chilies, 
tomatoes, papayas and fragrant onions and cilantro. As they worked, ranchera music 
blared and the sun lit up a haze of particles floating in the air. 

“When there’s a lot of smoke, I feel like my lungs are shutting down on me,” said Luis 
Alberto Rodríguez, one of the produce sellers. He started having trouble breathing five 
years ago and was diagnosed with asthma. He carries an inhaler in his pocket and pulls 
it out whenever he starts coughing.

“I’m using it all day long,” Rodríguez said. “If I don’t bring it, I’ve had to go to the hospi-
tal for them to give me a shot or give me the nebulizer.”

That usually happens three or four times a year, he said. At the hospital, he asks for 
stronger medicine, and they give him oxygen to help him recover.

Rodríguez has thought about moving away to a city with cleaner air, but Mexicali is 
home. He said he feels frustrated the government is failing to curb pollution. 

Dozens of people who live near factories in Mexicali echoed that sentiment, saying 
they wish the government would crack down. But for people struggling day to day on the 
edge of poverty, the issue of air pollution often takes a back seat to other concerns. 

Next to the produce market, Yaneth Pérez was selling used clothes beside a trash-
strewn dirt lot. She laid shirts, sweaters and sweatshirts on the hood of her white 1998 
Ford Focus. She stood by the open door, where her 3-month-old son lay napping in a car 
seat. 

When the boy coughed and cried, she gave him a pacifier and rocked him back to sleep.
Pérez has asthma, too. When it hits, she stays inside and uses her nebulizer until she 

feels well enough to venture out again. Living down the street from the factories, she 
often sees smoke in the air.

“I think many of us are worried about it, but we now see it as something normal,” 

Scrap metal is piled in a mound beside the Grupo Simec steel mill near Mexicali. 
ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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Pérez said. “People complain and everything. But in the end, nothing is done. It stays the 
same.”

Neighbors said one factory gives off strong odors of acetone-like solvents, and they 
sometimes find parked cars coated with dust that shimmers in the sun.

Julian López, whose house stands beside two factories, said he often sees smoke but 
doesn’t know where it’s coming from. The nearest air monitor is two and a half miles 
away, too far to gauge the pollution in this neighborhood. 

About three years ago, he said, a group of neighbors went to City Hall to complain. 
“I hope someday they pay attention to us,” López said. “The pollution is intense. I think 

it’s going to harm us in the long run — both children and adults.”

Lax enforcement

In 2014, law professor Fidel Alfaro Meléndrez and a group of more than 50 law stu-
dents at the Autonomous University of Baja California filed an unusual lawsuit. They 
sued Mexican environmental authorities, accusing them of failing to enforce the law to 
prevent pollution. 

They singled out three Mexicali businesses as third parties: the Grupo Simec steel 
mill and two gas-fired power plants, one owned by Sempra Energy and the other by 
InterGen. In their complaint, they wrote 
that the companies “are polluting the air 
we breathe, causing harm to the environ-
ment and society in general, translating 
into respiratory illnesses and losses of hu-
man lives.”

The group said government regulators, 
by failing to carry out their duties, are vio-
lating human rights recognized in Mexi-
co’s constitution as well as international 
law. They said an estimated 48,800 met-
ric tons of PM10 and 23,100 metric tons of 
volatile organic compounds are released into the air in the Mexicali Valley each year.

The group sought to challenge what they called a lack of transparency and the au-
thorities’ failure to regulate industrial plants or monitor emissions.

“There’s no real control,” Alfaro Meléndrez said. “What we’ve wanted to do is raise 
consciousness, but it’s been difficult.”

While the case passed through the courts, the law students graduated and became 
lawyers.

A judge ruled against them last year, saying their claims related to administrative mat-
ters and the proper channel would be to first pursue administrative appeals. The lawyers 
challenged the ruling, but it was upheld. 

Alfaro Meléndrez said it’s outrageous that the government still doesn’t have an effec-
tive program to combat pollution, even after officials have acknowledged the problem. 

In January, Baja California health authorities released an estimate of the death toll in 
Mexicali, saying they calculated 304 premature deaths were caused by pollution during 
2015.

Alfaro Meléndrez said he’s considering suing again. He said that with lives at stake, 
“there’s a direct violation of human rights.”

In interviews with The Desert Sun, Mexican government officials defended their over-
sight and enforcement efforts. 

Those efforts are complicated, however, by agencies’ lack of funding and by the fact 
that under Mexican law some factories fall under federal jurisdiction and others under 
state jurisdiction.  

Federal environmental agencies have responsibility for regulating some of Mexicali’s 

“There’s no real control.What 
we’ve wanted to do is raise 
consciousness, but it’s been 
difficult.”

ALFARO MELÉNDREZ
Law professor involved in lawsuit against Mexican 

environmental authorities
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biggest businesses, including Kenworth, glass-bottle manufacturer Fevisa, Fábrica de 
Papel San Francisco, which makes toilet paper and paper towels, and the Grupo Simec 
steel mill.

The state of Baja California’s Environmental Protection Department regulates a larger 
number of businesses, including both foreign-owned maquiladoras and Mexican-owned 
factories. 

State Environmental Protection Secretary Thelma Castañeda Custodia said her agen-
cy is taking steps to reduce pollution. She said the government’s efforts include paving 
dirt roads to control dust, discouraging trash-burning and sales of fireworks, shutting 
down illegal dumps and inspecting industrial plants. 

She said inspectors carry out reviews to see that companies are following regulations 
as spelled out in their permits and are turning in documents, including logs reporting the 
waste they generate and where it goes. Her staff checks information submitted by com-
panies, she said, and if something doesn’t seem right, they may visit to check further. 

Asked how regulators know when there’s a potential violation, Castañeda said they 
track air data and also receive complaints. Generally speaking, she said, big foreign 
companies usually keep abreast of requirements and comply with regulations.

“If they don’t comply, the first thing they’re going to suffer is that their own clients 
could leave them. And since their clients are from other countries, their clients even au-
dit them,” Castañeda said. “So, it’s easier to regulate that type of businesses.”

She stressed that inspectors will require any violator to come into compliance. For 
instance, she said, when the managers at one factory complained that a neighboring 
scrap-metal recycler was polluting the air and sickening children at their company day 
care, the recycler was required to install pollution-control equipment.

Asked if a business can legally emit more pollution in Mexico than in the United States, 
she hedged and answered cautiously. 

“It could be. Depending on which pollutant it is and under which rule it’s regulated,” 
Castañeda said. “It could be that for some type of pollutant, the Mexican rule is more 
flexible, or vice versa.”

The fact is, however, that Baja California’s Environmental Protection Department 
lacks the equipment — such as portable air-quality monitors — to check pollution levels 
next to factories. 

California regulators, by contrast, sometimes use portable monitors to check pollution 
levels in neighborhoods near industrial plants. But in Mexico, environmental agencies 
rely on companies to self-report their emissions. 

And records show that when state inspectors do visit Mexicali’s factories, they rely 
largely on what they can see around the plant — without taking measurements them-
selves — in determining whether there is a violation. 

Mexican officials say they have encouraged companies to adopt “self-regulation” prac-
tices. That means instead of waiting for officials to carry out an audit, a company will 
instead gather documentation and hire a consultant to prepare a study. If the company 
shows it’s complying with regulations, it’s given a certification.

For some residents who disagree with this approach, it seems a bit like letting drivers 
be in charge of staying within the speed limit and failing to give the police radar guns to 
enforce the law. 

But Castañeda said as she sees it, the system works because the consultants know the 
requirements. She said the “self-regulation” approach helps her agency prioritize in fo-
cusing more on businesses that are operating illegally, such as dump sites or scrap yards 
that don’t have permits.

Asked how the agency checks whether companies’ emissions are within federal limits, 
she said businesses “have to show studies from certified laboratories.” 

Castañeda denied that big polluters are escaping enforcement. But inspection docu-
ments show that when fines are issued, they are quite small.

In response to a request by The Desert Sun, the department released records detailing 
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88 inspections by state environmental regulators in Mexicali during 2016 and 2017. 
The companies that were fined ranged from Blue Lotus International, a jewelry manu-

facturer, to CCN Group Mexicali, an auto-parts maker. Many of the city’s large manufac-
turers didn’t appear in the inspection documents.

The records show that of 35 fines issued, the average was the equivalent of less than 
$2,700. The biggest fine was about $6,500. Yet the agency has the power to issue much 
bigger fines, up to $77,000.

The state budget also shows little money is put toward enforcement. The Environ-
mental Protection Department ranks at the bottom of the list of state agencies, account-
ing for just 0.12 percent of the total 2017 budget in Baja California. With that level of 
funding, the agency has just four inspectors for all of Mexicali. 

And while the state agency has been collecting emissions data from about 120 com-
panies, it hasn’t yet made the data available in such a way that would allow the public to 
see what each business reports. Smokestacks keep spewing out pollution, but in many 
cases the public in Mexicali has no information available about the pollutants or how 
much factories are pumping into the air. 

Toxic emissions, fragmented oversight

The federal government operates differently. One of Mexico’s commitments follow-
ing the adoption of NAFTA was to establish a national database of companies’ pollution 
emissions. 

Participation was voluntary at first. Then, starting in 2004, federally regulated com-
panies were required to start submitting data annually on a list of pollutants — air emis-
sions, wastewater discharges and contamination of soil.

The database shows that in 2016, a total of 17 federally regulated entities in the Mexi-
cali area, including factories, power plants and a mining company, reported releasing 4 
million metric tons of planet-warming carbon dioxide, 6,920 metric tons of methane gas 

The Fevisa factory makes glass bottles in Ejido el Choropo, a neighborhood south of 
Mexicali. The plant burns natural gas and its emissions are regulated by 

Mexico’s federal government. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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and 7,136 metric tons of hydrogen sulfide, as well as airborne metal pollution including 
168 pounds of lead, nearly 10 pounds of mercury, 3 pounds of arsenic and 40 pounds of 
cadmium. 

In previous years, companies have also reported emitting chemicals including form-
aldehyde, styrene and benzene. Much of the companies’ self-reported information ap-
pears to reflect emissions at levels within Mexican regulatory limits, though the data-
base doesn’t list the limits. 

Some of the pollutants are known to be harmful even in minute quantities. Lead poi-
soning, for example, damages children’s brains and increases the risks of health prob-
lems from high blood pressure to heart disease. Airborne lead particles can harm the 
nervous system and the immune system.

Yet lead pollution is regulated much less stringently in Mexico than in the United 
States. Under Mexican standards, the maximum limit for air quality is an average of 1.5 
micrograms per cubic meter in a three-month period. In the United States, the limit un-
der EPA standards is 0.15 micrograms per cubic meter — 10 times stricter.

Some of the companies that have reported releasing lead into the air include Ascotech, 
which is part of St. Louis-based Emerson Electric Co. and makes valves and switches; 
DAFMEX, a foundry owned by Compton, California-based Dameron Alloy Foundries 
Inc., that produces valve and pump castings; and Wabash Technologies, which is owned 
by Netherlands-based Sensata Technologies Holding and makes sensors for vehicles. 

Each year, companies are supposed to report their emissions for the previous year, 
and the database shows some companies submit data only some of the time. 

One of the weaknesses in Mexico’s regulatory system is the fragmentation of oversight 
between different agencies. Within the federal government, duties are split between the 
Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources, which issues permits and collects data 
from companies, and the Federal Attorney for Environmental Protection (known by the 
Spanish acronym PROFEPA), which is responsible for enforcement. 

“We rely upon the information that the industry provides us,” said Alfonso Blancafort 
Camarena, the top official of the federal environment ministry in Baja California. “We 
receive the annual reports on emissions, and based on that, we provide that information 
to PROFEPA so they can go and review how accurate is that information.”

Federal regulators conduct inspections and review companies’ emissions reports. And 
if information isn’t submitted or a company is in violation, Blancafort said, they are or-
dered to come into compliance.

One of the big challenges, he said, is that PROFEPA is short on staff and doesn’t have 
enough inspectors to be able to thoroughly look at all of the industrial plants. 

“I think that PROFEPA has a good inventory about who’s doing what and if they are 
complying or not with the law. But still, if they would have more funding or more person-
nel, it would be much easier,” Blancafort said. “They need more personnel.”

The federal agency has just four inspectors overseeing industrial plants in Mexicali. 
Isaac Jonathan García Pereda, its top official in Baja California, said in a statement that 
the agency has issued between 13 and 36 fines each year during the past five years. 

The fines have ranged from the equivalent of $263 to about $21,000. He didn’t give 
details about the companies penalized.

“It’s made me very angry that I’ve been studying this for 11 years and 
there’s less and less of a solution. What do we need? Monitoring. 
We don’t have monitoring.”

DR. JUAN VALENTE MÉRIDA PALACIO
Asthma doctor
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One of the biggest fines was announced in September 2015, when officials ordered the 
Grupo Simec steel mill temporarily shut down and fined the company 350,000 pesos, 
or about $21,000, for violations including failing to properly equip the plant to control 
emissions.

Government regulators later allowed the steel mill to reopen.
The plant takes in scrap metal and the battered chassis of old cars, and transforms 

the metal into steel rebar for construction. Smoke still pours out of the plant. The brown 
clouds drift over several houses and a corral filled with cows, and across the farmlands 
near Mexicali.  

Neighbors say they worry the smoke must be harmful, and they wish something would 
be done to cut down on the pollution spewing out of the plant.

Missing pollution data

Experts say for a city of its size, Mexicali needs many more air-quality monitors to 
track pollution. For now, the state government has just four monitoring stations operat-
ing in all of Mexicali, an urban area covering more than 50 square miles. 

Mérida, the asthma doctor, said the city ought to have at least a dozen monitors and 
more sophisticated equipment to collect better data. 

“It’s made me very angry that I’ve been studying this for 11 years and there’s less and 
less of a solution,” Mérida said. “What do we need? Monitoring. We don’t have monitor-
ing.”

Mérida said it’s impossible to get a grip on the pollution if it isn’t properly measured, 
and he said that simply hasn’t been a priority for the government. 

In the early 2000s, Mexicali used to have a larger network with more air monitors. The 
equipment was paid for by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and administered 
with support from the California Air Resources Board, which since the mid-1990s had 
been receiving EPA grants to help operate the network of monitors. 

In 2004, though, state and federal Mexican and U.S. agencies signed an agreement 

A man rides a bicycle on a busy street in the neighborhood Colonia Vicente Guerrero  
in Mexicali. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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that outlined how they would cooperate in monitoring air quality along California’s bor-
der. Under that memorandum, U.S. and California agencies handed over the air-moni-
toring equipment to Baja California’s Environmental Protection Department.

After that, the air monitors weren’t properly maintained. Some broke down. 
Margarito Quintero Núñez, director of planning and environmental policy for Baja 

California’s environmental agency, said his predecessors failed to properly maintain the 
system, causing a “dramatic collapse.” After 2008, the monitors were no longer generat-
ing as much data. Some were shut down.

Quintero said the agency has been making progress in improving its equipment and 
plans to install two more monitors in Mexicali.

The U.S. EPA has continued providing funding for technical support, training and au-
dits of the air-monitoring network. EPA records show $2.6 million in grants given since 
2006. 

Some U.S. government funds have also gone toward efforts to lessen pollution. The 
Imperial County Air Pollution Control District used a $50,000 EPA grant to pay for a 
series of public-service ads in Mexicali. The ads focus on the hazards of lighting wood 
fires, setting off fireworks and burning tires.

Officials from both sides of the border regularly share data and discuss pollution-
fighting strategies.

“It’s as big a concern for Mexico as it is for the United States,” Blancafort said. 
He said much of Mexicali’s air pollution comes from “natural sources,” including des-

ert dust from unpaved roads and farmlands. He said it’s critical to monitor other pollu-
tion sources, and that getting more reliable pollution data is a top goal.

“The first thing that we are addressing at this point is having all the air-quality moni-
toring in good standing and in good working condition,” Blancafort said. 

Mexican officials acknowledge there are various other measures that could help clean 
the air, such as improving the system of vehicle smog checks — which residents say is 

Pollution – 
but almost 
no way to 
measure it

Mexicali has 
about 750,000 
people, and 
about 180 facto-
ries, but just four 
working air mon-
itors to mea-
sure particulate 
pollution. The 
placement of the 
monitors, often 
miles away from 
factories, means 
people who live 
near factories 
generally have 
little information 
about how bad 
the air is.
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riddled with corruption and leaves the streets filled with old cars that would fail smog 
tests north of the border.

Mexicali also lacks complete information on industrial emissions because state offi-
cials have yet to release data they have been collecting from companies, Blancafort said. 
Once that information from state-regulated businesses is available, he said, it should 
provide a fuller picture of the city’s pollution — or at least the pollution those companies 
are voluntarily reporting. 

Using incomplete Mexican data from 2005, Imperial County officials calculated that 
Mexicali generates roughly 77 percent of the nitrogen-dioxide pollution and about 61 
percent of the PM2.5 pollution in the air basin. 

As for the government-run air monitors in Mexicali, they are mostly located far from 
polluting factories and power plants. That 
leaves large unmonitored gaps across the 
city. 

In Imperial County, a different trend has 
played out during the past three years as a 
new community-designed air-monitoring 
network has taken shape. Health research-
ers say it’s the first and largest network of 
its kind in the United States. 

The IVAN Air Monitoring network, which 
stands for Identifying Violations Affect-
ing Neighborhoods, generates data hourly 
and was set up by the local environmental 
health nonprofit Comité Cívico del Valle. 
The network includes about 40 air monitors installed in neighborhoods and at schools 
in an area stretching from Mexicali to the Salton Sea.

The group has been working with the Public Health Institute’s California Environmen-
tal Health Tracking Program and researchers from the University of Washington on a $2 
million study funded by the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences.

Luis Olmedo, who leads Comité Cívico, said the program aims to fill gaps in data col-
lected by government while generating data at the neighborhood level. He said Mexicali 
needs to similarly step up monitoring.

Olmedo suspects the lack of pollution data in the city may be by design. 
“It’s convenient to the industries that there are not enough instruments collecting 

measurements,” Olmedo said. With such severe pollution, he said, the city should be 
“flooded with regulatory monitors.”

The IVAN network includes a single air monitor in Mexicali. Along a busy road just 
south of the border, the plastic box is mounted on a pole atop a house. Ray Askins, an 
American environmental activist, lives here and agreed to have the monitor installed on 
his roof.

“We get bad days one after another, one after another. It’s just unrelenting,” Askins 
said. “It’s unhealthy.” 

Standing on the sidewalk outside his house, Askins said the monitor showed the pol-
lution levels were “in the red.” He said he hopes the data will help expose the truth about 
the toxic air. 

Askins accused government officials of trying to hide the seriousness of the problem. 
“Now their monitors aren’t working in the industrial areas, so we don’t know what the 

hell’s going on out there,” Askins said. “They don’t want people to know how bad it is 
here in Mexicali.”

When researchers presented five months of data from the monitors at a community 
meeting in April, they said the network detected more than 10 times more occurrences 
of high PM2.5 levels than the smaller network of monitors run by Imperial County. The 
results also showed the highest levels of PM2.5 occurred in Mexicali and Calexico.

“The children are just suffering 
from the air quality that they’re 
breathing. It’s really damaging 
our airways. It’s causing asthma. 
It’s causing cancer. It’s causing 
brain damage.”

ESTHER BEJARANO
Comité Cívico’s health programs
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Health advocates say the long neglect of the problem represents an environmental 
injustice in one of California’s poorest places. The Imperial Valley’s largely Latino com-
munities are also coping with dust and pesticides from farm fields, frequent agricultural 
burns and clouds of dust from the shores of the shrinking Salton Sea, where thousands 
of acres of dry lake bed have been left exposed as some of the area’s Colorado River wa-
ter has been transferred away to cities.

According to state health statistics, an estimated 23,000 people have been diagnosed 
with asthma in Imperial County. That’s about 12 percent of the county’s population, and 
some people fear the toll will worsen unless action is taken to curb the pollution. 

Esther Bejarano, who leads Comité Cívico’s health programs, said it’s not only the 
breathing problems among children that worry her, but also the growing body of re-
search that shows links between pollution and harmful effects on the brain. One study 
found air pollution puts people at higher risk of dementia, including Alzheimer’s dis-
ease. Another focused on 400 children in Pakistan and found kids with asthma were 18 
times more likely to have mental-health problems than those without asthma.

“The children are just suffering from the air quality that they’re breathing,” Bejarano 
said. “It’s really damaging our airways. It’s causing asthma. It’s causing cancer. It’s caus-
ing brain damage.”

Smoke in the air

A rusted smokestack and a hook-shaped pipe rise above the vats and buildings of 
the Industrias Zahori factory, which manufactures rolls of asphalt roofing paper that are 
sold in both Mexico and the United States.

The factory is flanked on one side by farms and on another by empty lots and a neigh-
borhood where streets lined with brick homes end in views of the plant spewing smoke. 
When the breeze blows toward the neighborhood, it carries strong, tar-like odors that 
sting the nose and throat. 

Yojana Núñez Ramírez lives with her husband and their 2-year-old daughter, Fernanda, 
on a small farm next to the Industrias Zahori factory in Mexicali.

ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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Many people here have asthma. Some residents say the fumes can be especially bad 
at night, when the factory often seems to churn out more smoke in the darkness.

Yojana Núñez Ramírez lives next to the plant on a small farm where her husband grows 
grass, which he sells for lawns. She said the acrid stench from the plant frequently drifts 
through her house and gives her a splitting headache. 

“You feel like your head is going to explode. It’s causing us a lot of harm. It’s a very nas-
ty smell,” she said. “The authorities should do something because it’s our health that’s 
in danger.”

Her husband, Melecio Núñez, said he also gets headaches. Holding their 2-year-old 
daughter, Fernanda, Núñez said he fears the pollution may harm her health in the long 
run.

“There have been people who’ve wanted to protest. They haven’t gotten very far. 
They’ve gathered signatures, but to be able to do something, it takes a big movement,” he 
said. “Those businesses are owned by powerful people who are connected to the govern-
ment. And if you protest, since we aren’t politicians or anything, we don’t have strength. 
Practically nothing can be done.”

Like most people in the neighborhood, Núñez said he doesn’t know who owns the fac-
tory, but he has heard they are influential people. 

Zahori was founded in 1984 by Carlo Bonfante Olache, who is now the economic de-
velopment secretary of Baja California. 

A government document lists Bonfante as being a partner and director of Industrias 
Zahori as of 2014. According to Mexican news reports, the company’s three owners in-
clude Bonfante’s wife, Eva María Gallego Salas, her brother Jorge Ignacio Gallego Sa-
las and Federico Díaz Gallego, who is president of the Baja California business chamber 
Consejo Coordinador Empresarial. 

The company says on its website that it has six facilities in Mexico and manufactures 
products including asphalt-based waterproof roofing rolls, membranes made of poly-
ester fibers, asphalt sealer and waterproofing material made with resins, among other 
items.

Luis Raudel Arámbula, who has asthma, sees Dr. Daniel Martín Tamayo for a checkup 
at Mexicali’s General Hospital on Aug. 16, 2018. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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Zahori says its products are sold in California, Nevada, Florida and Arizona — appar-
ently supplying roofing materials that are rolled out in newly built subdivisions.  

Bonfante says his children have taken charge of managing Zahori in recent years. He’s 
called the company “one of the best businesses in Baja California.”

People in the neighborhood next to the factory don’t see it that way. 
Carmen Arámbula Limón lives several blocks from the plant. Her 11-year-old son, Luis 

Raudel, suffers from asthma. 
“We have many sick people, many children with asthma caused by that,” she said. “At 

night it smells very bad.”
In the mornings, she often finds her yard and her home’s walls and windows coated 

with soot. She uses wet rags to clean it up. 
“The boy can’t be outside, much less exercise, because that’s when he starts to have 

the problem,” Arámbula said. “He starts coughing and I can’t control that cough, and it’s 
when the attack is coming on that I have to use the nebulizer, or I have to take him to the 
hospital for them to give him a shot because the nebulizer doesn’t work.”

The boy’s doctor, Daniel Martín Tamayo, said it’s important that Luis Raudel keep tak-
ing his medications and using his inhaler twice a day. A month of treatment can cost 
1,000 pesos (about $50) or more, and the pediatrician said many low-income families 
struggle to afford the medicines to sustain the treatment as they should. 

“Sometimes we get these patients that are coming into the ER and coming into the ER 
because they just don’t get the treatment,” Martín said. 

He said the air pollution in Mexicali is clearly a significant factor contributing to asth-
ma cases. 

“I see a lot more kids with asthma than we used to see,” Martín said. “We’re increas-
ingly seeing more patients with these problems, and increasingly we’re seeing them at 
younger ages, in babies.”

The boy’s mother said she has no idea how Zahori gets away with releasing so much 
pollution. 

“The authorities don’t do anything,” Arámbula said. She suspects regulators may issue 

José García Núñez works on his family’s grass farm next to the Industrias Zahori factory 
in Mexicali on Sept. 20, 2018. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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fines, and then the company simply pays and keeps polluting. 
Officials at Baja California’s Environmental Protection Department say the Zahori 

plant has been complying with regulations. Castañeda said she’s often asked why the 
government doesn’t crack down on the factory despite the frequent complaints. She said 
whenever officials have gone to Zahori with concerns, “they address it.”

Castañeda said the company, like others, has a consultant that monitors the air around 
the plant. When the agency has asked the company for air studies, they have shown the 
plant is within emissions limits.

“If a business is within the regulations,” Castañeda said, “we can’t fine it or close it.” 
Her agency provided a tally of complaints and sanctions for several companies, in-

cluding four complaints against Zahori during the past five years — one in 2012, two in 
2015 and one in 2017. In all cases, the company didn’t face any punishment. 

Yet Mexican government officials disagree on how Zahori should be regulated. Blan-
cafort said he thinks based on the factory’s substantial emissions, it should be subject to 
federal, not state, oversight. 

“They have been doing it for years, falling into that state jurisdiction without reporting 
certain emissions to the atmosphere that would bring them into the federal jurisdiction,” 
Blancafort said. He said he has raised this concern with state officials, “and they always 
have the same answer, that they are reviewing and that they are complying.”

Blancafort said he hopes federal inspectors eventually will be able to examine Zahori’s 
emissions and find out if the company is accurately reporting what it discharges.

Leonardo Ceballos Martínez of Industrias Zahori responded to questions from The 
Desert Sun by email, saying: “We are complying with current legislation.”

He said the plant burns wood and natural gas. The company has an “improvement 
program to reduce emissions annually,” he said, and monitors its emissions every three 
months. 

“We do not generate soot since our processes have a filtration system that retains the 
particles so they are not released into the atmosphere,” Ceballos wrote. “As for the smell, 
we have a petrochemical process to produce asphalt, which gives off unpleasant odors 
on minimal occasions (water vapor), which is not considered a contaminant. There is 
also no legislation for the control of odors as such.”

In the neighborhood near the plant, people say they worry not only about daily pollu-
tion but also about accidents.

When a fire erupted at the Zahori plant in 2014, it sent flames licking toward the sky 
and firefighters swarming around to prevent disaster, a job made urgent by the fact that 
a flammable natural-gas filling station stands next to the neighborhood. 

Firefighters later put out two smaller fires on Zahori’s property, one in 2016 and an-
other three months ago.  

Ceballos said the company has responded to the fires with measures to improve safe-
ty, including investing more than $2.3 million in its fire-prevention systems. He said 
the plant has three fire engines and trained fire teams at the ready, as well as a newly 
installed fire hydrant in front of the plant. 

Zahori’s employees regularly help firefighters put out blazes near the plant, he wrote, 
“since they’re constantly started by people who burn tires and garbage.”

In the neighborhood next to the factory, more than a dozen residents said they are 
concerned about the plant’s emissions and the stench. Some said they would like to see 
the government order the plant to install more pollution-control equipment. Others said 
government regulators should come spend a night in the neighborhood so they can smell 
and see how bad the pollution is. 

Years ago, neighbors circulated a petition to register their concerns, and Arámbula 
signed it. 

“We haven’t seen results,” she said. “I think we have to collect signatures again.”
Other environmental debates in Mexicali have stirred opposition, and sometimes pro-

tests.  
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Fifteen years ago, when Sempra Energy and InterGen started operating two new gas-
fired power plants just south of the border, opponents argued those projects were built 
to avoid tougher U.S. environmental rules. But the plants began operating and sending 
electricity across the border to supply the grid in California.

In farming communities southeast of Mexicali, residents have held protests for years 
against the giant Cerro Prieto Geothermal Power Station, which is run by the Federal 
Electricity Commission. They blame illnesses including asthma and lung cancer on the 
geothermal steam that spews into the air, and their complaints have prompted studies. 
During the past several years, the geothermal complex has reported emitting between 
7,800 tons and 9,600 tons of hydrogen sulfide gas into the air annually.

Other recent protests have focused on water and accusations of corruption. A protest 
group called Mexicali Resiste has raised a list of grievances against the state government 
led by Gov. Francisco “Kiko” Vega, denouncing officials for allowing the construction of a 
brewery, which they say threatens water supplies for local farmers.

Clashes between protesters and police erupted in January next to the site where the 
Constellation Brands brewery is being built.

Protest leader León Fierro was arrested on May 3 and charged with attempted ho-
micide for attempting to ram police with a car. He spent 20 days in jail, during which 
the authorities reduced the charge to aggravated assault. His jailing sparked demonstra-
tions by supporters, who called the case a travesty of justice.

In neighborhoods next to the Zahori plant and other factories, many residents said 
they don’t think it would do much good to complain publicly about the pollution because 
they doubt government authorities would listen or respond.  

Elsewhere in Mexico, environmental activists have been killed for speaking out.
Eduardo Guerrero, who lives near the Zahori plant, said he dreads the strong odors but 

doesn’t see any way to change the situation. He cited the years of unsuccessful demon-
strations by residents against the Cerro Prieto plant.

“They haven’t been able to do anything,” Guerrero said. As he sees it, that shows the 

Students drink water from a cooler at Leonardo da Vinci Integral School in Mexicali.
ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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politicians in power “don’t pay attention to you.” 
Issues such as corruption, poverty and the country’s epidemic of drug-fueled violence 

took up much of the attention in Mexico’s presidential race this year as left-leaning popu-
list Andrés Manuel López Obrador capitalized on voters’ disenchantment with the status 
quo and claimed an overwhelming victory. 

When the president-elect visited Mexicali in September, he pledged big economic 
changes in the border region. He drew applause with promises of cutting the value-added 
tax, doubling the minimum wage and ensuring the costs of gasoline and power are the 
same as in U.S. border cities.

But López Obrador didn’t mention the maquiladoras. And he didn’t mention pollution. 

‘A crime’

On a clear day under blue skies, children laughed and shouted as they played at Leon-
ardo da Vinci Integral School in Mexicali. Teachers here have found that on smoggy days, 
many students stay home. 

Diana Gabriela Arangure is the school’s academic coordinator. She is also an activist 
who is involved with the group Mexicali Resiste and speaks out about the pollution. 

She said about a third of the children are usually absent due to asthma, bronchitis or 
other respiratory illnesses between November and January, when the pollution tends to 
be at its worst.

“The teachers have to dedicate extra time to children who are missing class,” Arangure 
said. 

The kids don’t finish their lessons and end up falling behind.
“What worries me is that people see it as something normal,” Arangure said. “But it’s 

not normal for the children to be getting sick constantly.” 
Standing in the schoolyard while children ran past, Arangure said the government 

should be stepping up enforcement and punishing polluters. The oversight is inadequate, 
she said, and when the government does fine businesses, it tends to be the small compa-
nies — not the big ones.

It’s also troubling and unethical, she said, that companies end up evaluating their own 
emissions rather than having regulators do that job. 

“We’re breathing the air that these industries are ruining,” Arangure said. “It’s very wor-
rying and very sad to see that something is harming you, and you let it continue causing 
harm. You’re endangering life, health. And that’s a crime.”

In January, when the city was filled with dirty air, Arangure used a live chat on Face-
book to share her concerns. 

Speaking into the camera, she said Mexicali’s manufacturers have a responsibility to 
do something and government authorities need to act.

“I’d like to know what they’re going to do with the industries that are polluting, because 
there are lot of them,” Arangure said.

She complained that officials had been confiscating firewood from residents to curb 
holiday bonfires rather than going after big polluters.

“How is it possible that all these companies do whatever they want?” Arangure said. 
“We can’t allow more pollution.”

Mourning a young life lost

One morning in May, when the anniversary of her sister’s death was approaching, Mi-
chelle Dugan-Delgado put on a purple T-shirt emblazoned with a photo of Marie and the 
words “In Loving Memory.” On the back was a phrase that exemplified her sister: “Así soy 
yo!” — That’s how I am!

Michelle carried a glittery purple cross to her car and drove to the cemetery in Coach-
ella.
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Marie’s grave has become a gathering place for the family. Her parents have picnics 
here under the trees. Her niece and nephew bring toys and play on the grass. 

Sometimes, Michelle comes alone for peaceful contemplation. Listening to the birds, 
she talks to her sister. She plays music for her. She lets the tears flow.

On this visit, she wore sunglasses and stood quietly in front of the gravestone. 
She placed the cross on the marker and poured an offering of Coca-Cola into the grass, 

then took a sip. 
She stuck a pinwheel into the ground and stood watching until it turned in the breeze.
“For me, this is my place where I pray and I let everything out,” Michelle said. “Usually 

when I’m alone, that’s when I tend to break down.”
In her moments alone, she said, she thinks not only about times with her sister, and 

how she wishes Marie could meet her kids, but also about how the pollution has gotten 
worse along the border.

She wonders how she might help reduce asthma rates and bring about stricter regula-
tion to clean up the air. 

“What can I do to fix things over there? Maybe should I talk to more people from Con-
gress? Should I keep raising money?” she said. “What can I do? So that someone else 
doesn’t have to go through what we are going through right now.”

Michelle has been fighting a lung infection again, and it makes her ponder her own 
fragile health — and how she needs more time.

“Especially right now, now that I’ve been pretty sick lately, I keep thinking that before I 
leave, if something was to happen, I want to make sure that I leave something good,” she 
said, “that I see some changes before I do go.”

More than anything, she wants to do whatever she can to prevent another death. 

Help us investigate: Do you have a tip to share about pollution along the U.S.-Mexico 
border? Contact reporter Ian James at ian.james@desertsun.com, 602-444-8246 or on 
Twitter at @ByIanJames.

 

Michelle Dugan-Delgado visits her sister Marie’s grave at the Coachella Valley 
Cemetery in Coachella. Marie died of an asthma attack in El Centro in 2009.
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This river is too toxic to touch, 
and people live right next to it 

BY IAN JAMES | PHOTOS BY ZOE MEYERS, PALM SPRINGS DESERT SUN

The Río Nuevo flows north from Mexico into the United States, passing through a 
gap in the border fence. 

The murky green water reeks of sewage and carries soapsuds, pieces of trash 
and a load of toxic chemicals from Mexicali, a city filled with factories that manufacture 
products from electronics to auto parts.

For people trying to cross illegally into the United States, the river offers a route to 
try to slip past Border Patrol agents. But the water is so polluted that people who wade 
in get itchy rashes or sores, and anyone who gets even a splash in the mouth becomes 
violently ill.

Just north of the border in Calexico, the New River is treated like a toxic waste site. On 

Despite more than $90 million spent, the Mexican 
and U.S. governments have failed to clean it up.
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the edge of its trash-strewn ravine, a yellow sign is planted in the dusty soil with a skull-
and-crossbones symbol and the warning: “CONTAMINATED SOIL AND NEW RIVER 
WATER, KEEP OUT!!”

For people who live next to the river, the odor can be so overpowering that it gives 
them headaches. Their eyes water and their nasal passages sting. To escape the stench, 
residents avoid spending time outdoors in their yards.

“All the chemicals, all the waste that comes from the factories there in Mexicali, I can’t 
tell you what it contains because I don’t know,” said Ernestina Calderón, who lives on a 
street next to the river in Calexico. “But I’m 100 percent sure that they’re chemicals that 
are harmful for your health.”

A decade ago, Calderón survived a fight with stomach cancer. Her adult son had can-
cer in his lymph nodes and survived. 

Several of Calderón’s neighbors — she counted six people — have died over the years 
of different types of cancer, including lung, pancreatic and stomach cancer. Other neigh-
bors suffer from illnesses including asthma and thyroid disorders, which can be trig-
gered or worsened by pollution. 

Residents have been complaining for years that living next to the river is making them 
sick. They’ve demanded government agencies clean up the sewage and industrial waste. 
Yet despite those calls for help, the river is still filled with high levels of bacteria and toxic 
chemicals. 

In an investigation into the pollution that afflicts the city of Mexicali and nearby bor-
der communities, The Desert Sun found that the New River is plagued by harmful chem-
icals and heavy metals, increasingly frequent sewage spills and a lack of funding to fix 
those problems — despite recognition among government regulators on both sides of 
the border that the river requires bigger cleanup efforts. 

During the past two decades, the U.S. and Mexican governments have spent more 
than $91 million on jointly funded upgrades of Mexicali’s sewer system. But the rapid 
growth of the city, with its proliferating maquiladoras, has outpaced the sewer infra-
structure. Spills of raw sewage into the river are on the rise and becoming a major prob-
lem, and the wastewater plant that discharges into the New River doesn’t disinfect the 

The New River flows across the border into California. This section of the border fence 
was recently removed and replaced with a new, taller barrier. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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water or remove chemicals or heavy metals.  
Mexican government agencies are charged with regulating releases of industrial waste 

from the maquiladoras, and companies are supposed to treat wastewater to meet the 
country’s standards before discharging it into the sewer system. But the factories face 
questionable oversight and minimal enforcement. And Mexican government records 
show companies reported discharging wastewater containing some of the same toxic 
pollutants that are turning up in water tests in the New River. 

Those tests of water and sediment samples by California regulators show the river is 
one of the most polluted in the state, with high levels of heavy metals including lead, 
copper and mercury.

There are also toxic chemicals including polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), polycyclic 
aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) and byproducts of the banned pesticide DDT.

Along the river, there are still signs of life, including egrets and herons that forage on 
the banks. Yet as Border Patrol agents scan the river looking for migrants, they some-
times see masses of dead fish floating — signs of the dangers in the dark, cloudy water.    

An open wound

Calexico Street runs next to the river gully, lined with stucco-walled homes and big 
lawns. 

The neighborhood, called the Nosotros Subdivision, was built in the early 1980s. A 
black-and-white photo of a groundbreaking ceremony in 1983 shows members of the 
Calexico City Council smiling with shovels alongside developers from the company 
Shamrock Properties, one of two companies that were building the first 80 homes. 

The caption says the development featured three- and four-bedroom homes selling 
for $59,000 to $61,000. The subdivision was planned as a low-income housing project 
and was built with state and federal assistance. 

Wally Heard, one of the developers who built homes, recalled that the state had owned 
the property and made the land available for the project because there was a great deal 

Ciro Calderón looks out over the New River from Nosotros Park in Calexico.
ZOE MEYERS/DESERT SUN
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of demand for low-cost housing. The state also provided financial assistance for buyers 
who qualified based on income.

“Those houses went real quick,” Heard said. At the time, city officials were focused on 
building homes to ease the housing shortage, and he didn’t recall anyone talking about 
the proximity to the river being an issue. 

“I had no clue on my side at all about it being problematical,” Heard said. “I just don’t 
think it was taken into consideration at all, to tell you the truth.”

Calderón and her farmworker husband, Ciro, were among the first families who bought 
homes. They were pleased they could afford the property. 

Calderón and her neighbors were told the smelly river would be encased in a pipe and 
covered up with dirt. A park would be built on top of it. 

“We didn’t know how harmful the river was,” Calderón said, sitting at her kitchen ta-
ble. “If from the start they had told all of us who live in this area how much it could harm 
us to live along such a polluted river, we wouldn’t have bought anything — nobody here, 
no one, due to the pollution.”

A neighborhood park eventually was built next to the river with a playground and a 
baseball field. But the sewage kept flowing, and the work of putting the river in a pipe 
was never carried out. 

Calderón and her family learned to cope with the odors.
“When I have my grandchildren here and it seems the smell is coming, I tell them, ‘Go 

inside, kids, go inside.’ Because the smell is very strong,” Calderón said. “They stop play-
ing and I put them inside and spray Lysol or whatever so that you don’t notice the bad 
smell.”

Water from the river isn’t used for drinking or irrigation. People treat the river like an 
open wound on the landscape, an off-limits zone to avoid. 

It flows beside the neighborhood down in the ravine, where thickets of scrubby brush 
grow alongside the water.

The river was encased underground in Mexicali two decades ago, and for years people 
in Calexico have been pressing for a similar project on the U.S. side. 

In 2009, Calderón visited Sacramento to demand action together with members of a 
local nonprofit group called the Calexico New River Committee. They urged lawmakers 
to support a bill that called for cleaning up the river and building a park along it. Though 
that bill was approved, Calderón has been frustrated by the lack of action since then on 
the so-called New River Improvement Project.

“We want them to cover up the river,” Calderón said. “We want them to put it in a pipe 
so that all the pollution it carries isn’t exposed to the air. That’s all we’re asking for. But 
they say the project of putting in a pipe costs a lot of money. Mexico has already done it, 
but not here in the United States.”

California officials are now working on a plan to put the river in a pipe and reroute it 
away from the neighborhood to wetlands farther downstream. A statewide bond mea-
sure that was approved by voters in June will provide $10 million to pay for part of the 
river project. 

Calderón says it’s about time something is done, but she’s still skeptical after years of 
disappointments. She and her husband are sometimes asked why they don’t just move 
away. She said they’d definitely consider moving if they could afford it, but they can’t. 
And this is their home.

Nowadays, the home values on Calexico Street remain low compared with other parts 
of the town, with most estimated between $150,000 and $180,000. 

Some residents say the river’s odors have gotten a bit less noxious in the past several 
years. But it’s still bad enough that when the smells of sewage fill the air, people shut 
their doors and windows and stay inside. 

When it’s hot outside, fumes resembling the stench of rotten eggs often fill the neigh-
borhood — the telltale sulfur smell of hydrogen sulfide gas.

“It’s a stench that even hurts to breathe,” Calderón said. “Breathing it makes your nose 
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burn.”
She and her neighbors have found that their air conditioners often need to be repaired 

or replaced because metal parts quickly corrode and refrigerant leaks out. That makes 
Calderón wonder: If the metal air conditioners are corroding because of something in the 
air, what other effects might the pollution have on their health? 

Hydrogen sulfide can be released into the air from decaying material like dead fish 
or decomposing algae in lakes and rivers, or from sewage or industrial processes. One 
source of the toxic gas is the Cerro Prieto Geothermal Power Station, which spews out 
steam and particles south of Mexicali. 

The gas is also released by sewage-treatment plants. Calexico’s wastewater plant 
sprays water into the air in an aeration pond across the river from Calderón’s house. 

Air conditioners tend to have corrosion problems near wastewater plants because 
the gases dissolve metallic joints inside the units, said Cesar Rodriguez, the manager at 
Arctic Air Conditioning in El Centro. Rodriguez said he suspects the problems with cor-
roding air conditioners next to the New River are mostly due to fumes from the sewage 
plant. How much the river might be contributing to the problems isn’t clear. 

Responding to complaints about the stench, the California Department of Public 
Health carried out a study in 2008 and 2009. The department said in a 2010 report that 
Calexico’s higher-than-normal hydrogen sulfide levels “are likely the result of the emis-
sions from multiple sources, both locally and in Mexicali.”

The researchers tested the air along the riverbanks and elsewhere, and said the river 
didn’t appear to be the source of the hydrogen sulfide odors in the neighborhood because 
the gas levels were higher in other parts of Calexico.

Near the border, the river’s fumes add to a potent mix of air pollution that includes 
dust, smoke spewing from factories, exhaust from cars and trucks, and dark columns 
billowing from burning trash in Mexicali. 

This area of the border has some of the dirtiest air in the United States and Mexico. 
Imperial County has the highest rate of asthma-related emergency-room visits for chil-
dren in all of California.

Ciro Calderón sits with his grandchildren at his home in Calexico. 
ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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Statewide data also shows the county has relatively high rates of some types of can-
cer, including cancers of the brain and nervous system, digestive system and myeloma.

Calderón said while much remains unknown and unstudied about the health effects 
of living by the river, one thing is clear: Something should have been done long ago to 
protect people from the pollution. 

In her front yard, plastic swings dangle from a tree. Her grandchildren play here when 
they visit. 

“In the future, I don’t want it to affect my grandchildren, the whole new generation,” 
Calderón said. “We want our home, our community, to be a community without so much 
pollution danger.” 

‘You can’t go outside’

To investigate illnesses in the neighborhood, Desert Sun journalists went door-to-door 
interviewing residents on a single block of Calexico Street. Of 15 people who answered 
the door, three said they or their relatives have thyroid illnesses. Several people said they 
have asthma or battle severe allergies. 

They included retirees, elderly former farmworkers, a banquet organizer, an electri-
cian and others. Many said the stench bothers them and they avoid going outside when 
the odors are strong.

Candelaria Nieblas said she keeps a nebulizer handy to treat her asthmatic 16-year-
old son, Jesús Iván, when he has coughing fits. The boy was born with the genetic condi-
tion DiGeorge Syndrome and requires constant care.

Lately, his asthma has been under control. But Nieblas recently learned that she’s de-
veloped asthma, too.

“I have a cough that won’t go away,” Nieblas said, sitting on her front porch. Some-
times, she coughs so much that her back aches from all of the heaving.  

Nieblas has started getting weekly allergy shots and uses an inhaler in the morning 
and at night. She notices the smell of sewage hanging in the air and suspects it’s taking 

Candelaria Nieblas helps her son Jesús Iván off the school bus in Calexico.
ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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a toll. 
Down the block, Berta Prado also suffers from asthma and uses an inhaler.
“There are times when the odor is very strong. You can’t go outside,” said Prado, a for-

mer farmworker whose backyard faces the river. “The odor is so bad it burns my nose.”
Prado has an adult daughter with a thyroid illness, which has led to trembling and 

once caused her hair to fall out. 
Medical studies have found that while much of the risk of developing autoimmune 

thyroid disease is due to genetics, various types of pollutants — such as lead or PCBs — 
may affect the thyroid and play a role in developing thyroid illnesses.

Prado said years ago residents circulated a petition calling for the river to be put into 
an underground pipe.

“I feel disillusioned because they don’t do anything,” Prado said. “Many people have 
sold, and they leave.”

Nearby on Grant Street, Antonio and Maria Elena Ramírez have been living in a home 
next to the river for 28 years. They said they suffer severe headaches, allergies, watery 
eyes and infections, and they blame the river, which is several hundred feet from their 
backyard.

Antonio Ramírez takes an antihistamine to control his allergies. When the odors are 
strong, he and his relatives put on Vicks VapoRub to mask the smells. At night, they 
close their doors and windows to keep out the smell. 

“I can’t stand the odor that comes from the water,” Ramírez said. “It hurts your eyes. It 
gives you a headache.” 

Other illnesses have also appeared among his neighbors. A decade ago, a neighbor’s 
preteen daughter had a serious illness that gave her tremors and made her lose her bal-
ance, Ramírez said, and her family decided to move away to escape the pollution. He’s 
not sure what she had. 

Ramírez said he’s convinced the illnesses are a direct result of living next to such a 
filthy cesspool. 

“But there’s no doctor, no hospital who can give us a record saying, ‘You’re sick be-

Floating trash collects in the New River near the border in Calexico.
ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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cause of the river,”’ he said. 
Ramírez, a former farmworker, has walked with a cane since he suffered an accident 

years ago. Sitting in his living room, he said no one hangs clothes outdoors to dry be-
cause the fabric will absorb the stench.

Sometimes, windstorms sweep across the desert, sending clouds of dust swirling 
from the riverbanks through the neighborhood. 

Ramírez has joined his neighbors in complaining to politicians, including state Assem-
bly members, senators and city council members. He feels frustrated by years of broken 
promises, and he sees it as a shameful injustice that the problem still hasn’t been fixed. 

“They all say, ‘We’re going to investigate.’ But they’ve failed as politicians,” Ramírez 
said. “They don’t do anything.”

Ramírez remembers a very different New River when he was a boy growing up in Mex-
icali in the early 1950s. 

“It was clean, crystal clear water,” he said. “It was beautiful swimming there.” 
He remembers jumping off a wooden bridge into the water, which was mainly runoff 

from farms around Mexicali.
“We fished. There were turtles,” Ramírez said. “Everyone who lived here in Calexico 

and Mexicali went swimming and absolutely nothing happened to us. It was a clean 
river.”

As Mexicali grew and more factories were built, sewage and industrial effluent poured 
in, and people stopped swimming in it.  

“Now it’s sewage. It’s not a river,” Ramírez said. “They should take away the name New 
River.”

“The name should be changed to New Sewage,” he said.
One afternoon, when the river was giving off relatively mild odors, Ramírez walked 

into his backyard and looked toward the river. He said he hopes government agencies 
pick up the pace and finally rid the neighborhood of pollution. 

“I don’t know when they’ll do it,” Ramírez said. “I hope before I die.” 

A river partially hidden underground

A cotton field south of Mexicali is irrigated with Colorado River water.
ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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The New River begins south of Mexica-
li, where the lush farmland irrigated with 
Colorado River water contrasts with the 
open desert beyond. 

The river channel was carved by flood-
waters in 1905, when Colorado River 
water burst through a control gate in a 
blunder during construction work. As the 
water poured north, it created the Salton 
Sea atop an ancient lake bed and scoured 
the channels of the Alamo and New riv-
ers. Both rivers have kept flowing ever 
since. 

Runoff from fields of alfalfa and wheat 
courses through ditches and feeds the 
New River. On the outskirts of Mexicali, 
putrid water flows in from ditches filled 
with heaps of garbage and discarded tires.

In parts of the city, open ditches filled 
with raw sewage run between factories, 
garbage dumps, cattle corrals and shacks. 
The filthy runoff collects in ditches, and 
many of these reeking arteries reach the 
New River.

The water collects in a series of la-
goons, then passes through a system of 
underground tunnels as it runs through 
Mexicali, serving as a drain for the city.

Even with the river hidden under-
ground, everyone knows it’s there. When 
people give driving directions, they often 
say in Spanish, “You go down Rio Nuevo 
...”

Down in the ravine by the river, home-
less people have built small encamp-
ments among the bushes.

The river passes Nosotros Park, where children play soccer, basketball and softball 
in the afternoons. Then it meanders through Imperial Valley farmlands, gathering farm 
runoff along the way, until it meets the Salton Sea, sending a brown plume into the lake.

For decades, the river has been synonymous with pollution. The author William T. 
Vollmann explored it while researching his 2009 book “Imperial.” He enlisted a compan-
ion and cruised the river in an inflatable raft using wooden oars.

He described the New River as “a horror” and a “reeking brown cloaca,” saying it gave 
off a “stench of excrement and something bitter like pesticides.” 

On summer nights, he wrote, the sickeningly rich stink “remains on one’s clothes and 
even on one’s tongue.”

‘It’s affecting these agents’

Despite its stench, the river offers a path for people who are desperate to cross the 
border.

Border Patrol agents say smugglers charge migrants $5,000 to $7,000 to lead them 
across, and groups are regularly spotted trying to slip past in the river.

One night in September, floodlights reflected off the dark water as several agents kept 
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watch from their trucks on the banks.
When they spotted two young men wading through the water, agents appeared on the 

edges of the steep banks and shined their flashlights on them. The two stopped under 
a bridge, their soaked clothes clinging to them, and slowly waded back upstream. Once 
across the border, they entered a culvert and disappeared into the darkness.

An agent said over the radio that the two were “TBS” — they had turned back south.
“This is their game, night after night,” Agent Joel Merino said. “I’m sure they’re just 

waiting.”
Often the border crossers come out of the concrete culvert. Its mouth is covered with 

crisscrossing bars, but sections of the bars have been removed to allow for easy access.
They submerge themselves up to their noses. They try to hide under floating debris or 

in the vegetation along the water’s edge.
Metal gates block the river just north of the border, and some people are captured 

when they climb out to skirt the gates.
Border Patrol agents say people who are spotted in the river sometimes throw rocks or 

sticks, or sling mud at them to try to escape. The agents are instructed to keep out of the 
water unless an emergency situation arises.

“It’s so polluted,” Merino said, looking down at the water. “To me, it looks like old an-
tifreeze.”

The riverbanks are littered with plastic bottles and scraps of soggy clothing. Old tires 
sit lodged in the mud.

As the agents stood watch, wind picked up clouds of dust along the riverbank and sent 
it swirling into the night. The powdery dust coated their boots and pants.

Merino has developed allergies working along the border. He’s found that when he’s 
assigned to the river, his skin itches and his eyes get irritated and water up.

Other agents say working next to the river gives them headaches. When the water 
reeks, they try to limit their exposure by stepping into their Chevrolets and keeping their 
windows shut.

“There’s times during the summer,” Merino said, “where the odor of the river is so pun-

Border Patrol Agent Ruben Sigala watches migrants walk back toward Mexico 
on Sept. 19, 2018, after they were spotted while crossing into the 

United States in the New River. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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gent that it will make you nauseous.”
He paused when he heard a voice on his radio: “A pair is coming back.”
Another agent stood at the riverbank, pointing his light down into the reeds and brush.
In the gleaming floodlights, two men emerged from the vegetation. They were neck-

deep in the river. As they swam upstream, their heads went underwater.
Watching them retreat, Agent Ruben Sigala said: “They don’t understand the dangers 

of putting their face in it.”
Another agent, Jose Enriquez, said he worries about the health effects of working 

along the river.
“Studies need to be done. We really don’t know what kind of risk we’re putting our-

selves in,” Enriquez said. “It is dangerous. I, for one, don’t want to ever touch that water.”
The union that represents Border Patrol employees has been voicing concerns that the 

river is making people sick.  
“We have case after case after case of people getting headaches, rashes, flu-like symp-

toms,” said Mike Matzke, president of Local 2554 of the National Border Patrol Council. 
“One agent we had, it really affected him to the point where it blurred his vision.”

Matzke represents agents in the El Centro Sector, roughly a third of whom are sta-
tioned in Calexico and regularly work along the river.

“I’d say every agent at Calexico station has been exposed to the New River one way or 
the other,” Matzke said. “It’s inevitable.” 

That includes getting splashed, slipping and falling into the water or going in on pur-
pose to capture migrants. When agents get soaked with river water and mud, the nearest 
showers are in the locker room at their station. 

“Some agents, even after they’ve showered, are just itching all night long,” Matzke said. 
“They scratch and now you’ve got an open sore. It lasts a couple days. They’ll break out.”

When someone goes underwater completely and swallows water, the symptoms ap-
pear quickly. 

“Usually when a migrant gets a mouthful of that water, they’ll just start throwing up 

Border Patrol agents Ruben Sigala, center, and Jose Enriquez, right, talk with other 
agents while patrolling the New River in Calexico on Sept. 19, 2018.

ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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pretty much uncontrollably, and all we can do for them is sort of hose them down and 
keep washing the throw-up down the drain until they stop,” Matzke said. 

It can feel like coming down with severe food poisoning, he said. Matzke knows from 
experience: Once, as he was pulling a man from the river, a splash of water landed in his 
mouth and he started vomiting.

Matzke has been talking with managers about what can be done to help agents, such 
as providing outdoor decontamination showers and more protective gear, as well as 
blood tests to monitor their exposure to pollution.  

Many agents feel they should get extra “hazard duty” pay for working along the New 
River.

Border Patrol agents have raised similar complaints in San Diego, where raw sewage 
from Mexico regularly flows in the Tijuana River and fouls beaches near the border.

Concerns about the hazards of working along the Tijuana and New rivers were at the 
center of a 1994 lawsuit by the union against the federal government. That case ended 
with a $15 million settlement in 2004. The terms included several pledges by the gov-
ernment, including that agents would not be disciplined for refusing to enter the rivers, 
“except in cases where life is endangered.”

In the past year, the Tijuana River has again become a high-profile problem. San Diego-
area beach cities sued the federal government in March over the sewage spills, which 
have led to repeated beach closures and have been blamed for declines in property val-
ues. Then, in September, California Attorney General Xavier Becerra and the state’s San 
Diego Regional Water Quality Control Board filed a lawsuit accusing the federal govern-
ment of violating the Clean Water Act by allowing untreated sewage to pollute the river.

Becerra said the lawsuit aims to protect public health and natural resources, and “get 
those responsible to clean up this mess.” 

In the complaint, lawyers for California said the violations of the Clean Water Act re-
late to the continuing discharge of “millions of gallons of waste consisting of untreated 
sewage, bacteria, pesticides, chemicals, and heavy metals” from sewage treatment fa-
cilities owned and operated by the U.S. Section of the International Boundary and Water 
Commission. They accused the federal agency of failing to properly manage and operate 
the wastewater facilities, and said the violations show an “unwillingness to address pol-
lution that crosses into the United States from Mexico, absent being compelled through 
legal action.”

The pollution of the New River, which runs through a poorer community that is 97 
percent Latino, hasn’t drawn such a strong response in recent years. No similar lawsuit 
has been filed by state authorities over the New River.

As for the Border Patrol agents who work at the river, Matzke said their biggest worries 
are the unknowns, including what’s dumped into the water in Mexico and the viruses 
that fester in the sewage, from typhoid to cholera.

Occasionally the agents see people fishing in the river, and they will tell them it’s not 
a good idea because the water is polluted. But sometimes, the anglers ignore the advice. 
And even though some of the pollutants in the New River accumulate in fish tissues, 
the state’s Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment has advised people that 
women under age 45 and children “can safely eat” one serving per week of carp, or four 
servings per week of tilapia caught in the river. 

Matzke said he would never eat fish from the river. Some days, the agents see fish 
swimming, and other days they see dead fish on the surface.

“Who knows what’s in it on a day-to-day basis,” Matzke said. “The valley’s got a lot of 
pollution problems, between pesticides, the New River and air quality. I’m 100 percent 
sure it’s affecting these agents.”

The U.S. government recently built a new port of entry next to the river and a new 
30-foot-high steel fence along the border in Calexico. Workers tore down an old metal 
fence that had run up to the edges of the New River, and replaced it with the new barrier.

Matzke said the taller fence should dissuade people from trying to jump down from 



13

Dec. 5, 2018

the top of the barrier. But that doesn’t mean it will stop the flow of people. In fact, he 
said, the bigger fence might funnel more people toward the river.

Matzke has been working in the area for 11 years. And one question has stayed with 
him ever since he arrived from Wisconsin: Why has this badly polluted river been ne-
glected for so long?

“If this river were in Wisconsin, people would lose their minds,” he said. “Politicians 
would lose their jobs. They would be like, ‘Clean this up.’”

Tracking toxic pollution

The New River is filled with bacteria at levels far above the threshold considered safe 
for human contact. 

The concentrations of fecal coliform bacteria are measured with an estimation called 
“most probable number,” or MPN, per 100 milliliters of water. California’s regulatory goal 
for people to safely swim in freshwater is 400 per 100 milliliters. Monthly samples from 
the New River last year ranged from 12,000 to more than 160,000 — reaching more than 
400 times the swimmable limit.  

Water tests show the river is one of the most polluted in California. 
One of the pollution measures used by the State Water Resources Control Board is 

toxicity. In the laboratory, researchers test samples of sediment taken from a river by 
observing the effects on aquatic animals — in this case a tiny crustacean called Hyalella 
azteca — and watching how many of the creatures die. 

Statewide data from 2002 to 2015 revealed that about 46 percent of the sediment 
samples from the New River exceeded the toxicity threshold for the creatures. Of the 
rivers tested in California, the New River had one of the highest percentages of samples 
found to be toxic.

Scientists from the University of California, Riverside, have also used monitoring 
data collected by state officials to analyze pollution in the New and Alamo rivers and the 
Salton Sea. The researchers studied the contaminants recorded in water, sediment and 
fish in the two rivers and the lake between 2002 and 2012. They found the pollution in 

An employee of the California Regional Water Quality Control Board takes a water 
sample from the New River in Calexico. OMAR ORNELAS/THE DESERT SUN



14

Dec. 5, 2018

the New River stood out.
In their 2016 study, the scientists said the levels of toxic metals — including cadmium, 

chromium, copper, lead, mercury and nickel — exceeded thresholds for aquatic life in 
the river sediment at the border. The testing also showed elevated levels of pesticides 
including chlorpyrifos, dieldrin, pyrethroid insecticides and DDT, and other carcinogens 
including PCBs and PAHs.

PCBs have been found to cause cancer in animals. Though the chemicals were banned 
in the U.S. in 1979, they can still be found in insulation, electrical equipment, transform-
ers and other systems that were manufactured before the ban.

PAHs are created by burning fuel or other materials, and studies have shown links to 
cancer. 

The scientists focused their study on the potential effects for fish and wildlife, not 
on human health. They said that “persistent toxics are prevalent” in the rivers and the 
Salton Sea, and that the levels are especially high in the New River at the border. 

“The risk for ecological damage is clear for those contaminants that exceed those 
thresholds,” said Daniel Schlenk, a professor in UC Riverside’s Department of Environ-
mental Sciences. He said it’s not clear whether the contaminated sediment in the river is 
going all the way downstream and making it into the Salton Sea, and if it is, how much. 

But the effluent that flows out of Mexicali carries a load of phosphates and other pol-
luting nutrients, which contribute to algae blooms in the Salton Sea. And the chemicals 
in the river may be contributing to the sea’s deteriorating ecosystem.   

The Salton Sea is shrinking as strains grow on the dwindling Colorado River and as a 
water-transfer deal shrinks the amounts of water flowing through farm ditches into the 
lake. The retreating shorelines have already left about 20,000 acres of lake bed dry and 
exposed to the desert winds. 

In the coming years, the lake is projected to shrink dramatically, sending more dust 
billowing through communities that already suffer from high asthma rates. 

If accumulated heavy metals, chemicals and pesticides are ending up in the dust — 
both along the New River and on the shores of the Salton Sea — the river’s toxic pollution 
may be affecting people’s lungs miles away from the border.

Questionable oversight

The New River flows into the Salton Sea. JAY CALDERON AND RICHARD LUI/THE DESERT SUN
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Ponds filled with sewage spread out in the desert south of Mexicali, forming an island 
of green in a sandy landscape dotted with creosote bushes. 

Las Arenitas Wastewater Treatment Plant was built to handle the growing volume of 
sewage from Mexicali. Effluent from the plant flows into a wetland, creating a 250-acre 
oasis where birds soar above the reeds. The water drains into the Hardy River, which 
flows south toward the Sea of Cortez.

When the plant opened in 2007, it began taking in a large portion of the sewage that 
previously had gone into the New River. That reduced the river’s flow across the border. 
It also brought about a marked improvement in the river’s water quality, including a de-
cline in bacteria levels. 

Officials on both sides of the border say that during the past decade, Mexican authori-
ties have improved their system of regulating factories’ wastewater discharges. 

But significant weaknesses appear to remain in the system of oversight and enforce-
ment. 

Federal regulators in Mexico require factories to treat any wastewater that’s released 
into ditches. The state-run water utility, the Mexicali Public Services Commission, is in 
charge of regulating companies that discharge wastewater into the sewer system, and 
requires them to treat effluent to meet standards before letting it run into the sewer.

“Every industrial plant is registered with us and is required to comply with federal 
rules,” said Luis Antonio Hernández, chief of the utility’s wastewater department. 

If a business doesn’t comply with the regulations, he said, officials typically reach an 
agreement with a company and give managers a deadline to come into compliance. 

Hernández said some companies have occasionally been fined, though he didn’t give 
details.

A tally released by the utility showed that out of 114 registered industrial businesses, 
regulators detected six cases during 2016 and 2017 in which companies violated waste-
water regulations based on indicators including levels of dissolved oxygen or total sus-
pended solids.

The companies cited for violations included Isoclima de Mexico, which makes securi-

Some of Mexicali’s sewage passes through Las Arenitas Wastewater  
Treatment Plant south of the city. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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ty glass for armored vehicles; Tecnologías Internacionales de Manufactura, a metal- and 
pipe-making company; Chromalloy, a company that produces engines and components 
such as turbine blades; Rocktenn de Mexico, which makes cardboard boxes; Fruvemex 
Mexicali, which sells fruit and vegetable products; and J. Cox, which specializes in injec-
tion plastic molding, making products such as brackets for televisions.

In all six cases, the companies agreed to come into compliance and took care of the 
problems, said Carlos Félix Verdugo, the utility’s environmental-control coordinator. He 
said in an email that violations are typically spotted after complaints or during inspec-
tions by officials. 

The Mexicali Public Services Commission took over its regulatory role from the Baja 
California state Environmental Protection Department in 2016. California water regula-
tors had been pushing for that change.

“Prior to 2016, there was basically minimal oversight to none,” said Jose Angel, who 
recently retired as executive officer of California’s Regional Water Quality Control Board. 
He said it was awkward having one state agency running the sewer system and another 
in charge of enforcement, and it made sense to finally bring both functions under a sin-
gle agency. 

Since that handover, companies have been required to turn in water-quality reports 
annually to renew their sewage-discharge permits. Officials say state regulators check 
information on companies’ permit applications, and water samples are regularly collect-
ed and analyzed to check that factories are properly treating their wastewater. 

“The state does quite an effective job of providing oversight,” Angel said. He said that 
unlike years ago, now not a single foreign-owned maquiladora is known to be discharg-
ing directly into the river. He also credits Mexican authorities with eliminating untreated 
wastewater discharges from slaughterhouses into the New River. 

The Fábrica de Envases de Vidrio (Fevisa) factory manufactures glass bottles  
in Ejido el Choropo, south of Mexicali. The company says it treats some of the city’s 

sewage and uses it in its processes. The company says it does not discharge any 
industrial wastewater. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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Angel said although industrial wastewater still contributes to the pollution in the river, 
and although the heavy metals in industrial effluent pose threats for the ecosystem, he 
thinks the bigger problems nowadays are the high levels of bacteria and the increasing 
spills of raw sewage into the river. 

Questions remain about how thoroughly Mexican officials are regulating wastewa-
ter discharges from the city’s maquiladoras. Records released by the utility show some 
companies had yet to obtain new permits during reviews last year. And it’s not clear how 
often the agency detects the dumping of toxic chemicals into the sewer system. 

Much of the sewage that ends up in the New River flows through the Zaragoza waste-
water-treatment plant, which officials say improves the water quality but doesn’t disin-
fect the water and doesn’t remove chemicals or heavy metals. 

Some of the city’s large factories and power plants are regulated by Mexico’s federal 
government and are required to report on discharges of wastewater containing a list of 
toxic substances. A government database shows that since 2004, companies in Mexi-
cali have discharged water with a list of pollutants including arsenic, cadmium, cyanide, 
chromium and mercury.

The companies that have reported releasing those substances include Cromsa, which 
specializes in chrome-plating, and paper-products maker Fábrica de Papel San Fran-
cisco, as well as other factories, power plants and a hospital. 

The information is self-reported, and the companies appear to be reporting wastewa-
ter releases that are permitted under Mexican regulations. The database doesn’t list the 
legal limits for discharges. The records also don’t specify where the wastewater has been 
released or say how much has ended up in the New River. 

Polluted and repolluted

What’s clear is that the records describe only a fraction of the pollution that’s going 
down drains and flowing into the river. 

In assessing the pollution levels in the river and the oversight of factories’ discharges, 

A ditch runs between the Vitro glass factory and a scrapyard in Mexicali. The city’s 
ditches drain into the New River. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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The Desert Sun shared data with Robert Bowcock, an independent water-quality con-
sultant. Bowcock said water-testing results since the early 2000s show that there has 
been a decrease in the levels of contaminants from industrial wastewater, but that se-
vere pollution remains in the river.

Because heavy metals and chemicals have accumulated over the years in the river-
bed and the soil along the banks, the river is filled with “recalcitrant contamination” 
that continues to emerge in the water and 
ends up in the Salton Sea, Bowcock said. 
Unless those accumulated toxic deposits 
are cleaned up, he said, “the river’s going 
to constantly be repolluted from the sedi-
ments.”

Of particular concern are the accumu-
lated PCBs in the sediment along the river, 
he said, and the possibility that these and 
other toxic chemicals may end up in air-
borne dust. 

Bowcock said many of the heavy metals 
and minerals that appear in the wastewa-
ter are already in the Colorado River water that flows into Mexicali, and the contami-
nants emerge from the factories’ industrial processes at much higher concentrations.

While some factories appear to be treating their effluent, many wastewater discharges 
remain unregulated and are highly suspect, Bowcock said.

“I know that stuff is still being dumped,” Bowcock said. “For every bigger legitimate 
factory that’s being showcased, there’s probably 10 cheaters around the corner.”

The Mexican federal government tracks discharges for only a fraction of the indus-
trial plants, and because the regulatory system relies on self-reporting by companies, he 
said, discharges of industrial waste may go undetected or unreported.

“Some of these factories are discharging and you’d never see it,” Bowcock said. “From 
a regulatory standpoint, there are still many more cheaters that need to be brought to 
the table.”

For many years, the New River was described as the most polluted river in North 
America. And while experts no longer describe it that way, Bowcock said the improve-
ments to date are far from being a success story.   

“It’s still probably one of the most polluted rivers in North America. The question 
comes down to, at what rate do we want to clean it up? And at what rate do we want to 
clean up those chemicals that were already released into the environment?” Bowcock 
said. “The coordinated, concentrated effort of cleaning it up has not taken place. And it 
comes down to money.”

Decades of neglect

On both sides of the border, American and Mexican officials have acknowledged for 
decades that sewage and industrial waste are seriously polluting the New River. But ef-
forts to address those problems have repeatedly fallen short. 

In the 1970s, as maquiladoras were proliferating in Mexicali, the stench of untreated 
sewage drew increasing complaints. President Jimmy Carter and Mexican President 
José López Portillo touched on the issue in a joint statement in 1979, calling for “further 
progress toward a permanent solution to the sanitation of waters along the border.”

In 1980, Mexico and the U.S. adopted an agreement establishing water-quality stan-
dards for the New River and calling for eliminating discharges of raw sewage. But the 
sewage and industrial waste kept flowing, and the requirements under that agreement, 
which was known as Minute 264, have never been enforced. California officials say Mex-

“I know that stuff is still being 
dumped. For every bigger 
legitimate factory that’s being 
showcased, there’s probably 10 
cheaters around the corner.”

ROBERT BOWCOCK
Independent water-quality consultant 
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ico has been in chronic violation of those requirements ever since.
The two governments signed an agreement in 1987 to jointly spend $1.2 million on 

sewer upgrades, and another agreement in 1992 to fund more sewer repairs and im-
provements.

But the problem of industrial waste from Mexicali’s maquiladoras remained unre-
solved.

In 1993, when the ratification of the North American Free Trade Agreement gave an 
added boost to the maquiladoras, Imperial County pressed the U.S. government to do 
more about the New River. 

The county’s Board of Supervisors petitioned the Environmental Protection Agency, 
urging the government to issue a rule that would require testing of chemicals in the New 
River and calling for it to conduct a comprehensive health assessment. The EPA denied 
Imperial County’s petition but acknowledged the New River was extremely polluted and 
said the agency would fund testing by state regulators. 

Then the EPA took an unusual step to try to pierce the secrecy and find out more about 
the chemicals that factories were releasing into the river. In 1994, the agency sent 117 
letters to the U.S. parent companies of maquiladoras in Mexicali, asking them about the 
chemicals they were using and releasing into the environment. 

Only eight companies responded. The EPA then turned to its authority under the Toxic 
Substance Control Act and issued subpoenas to 95 U.S. parent companies of maquila-
doras that hadn’t responded. That yielded 75 responses from companies, some of which 
said they no longer owned or operated a plant in Mexicali. In the end, the EPA received 
responses from 64 parent companies of maquiladoras in Mexicali. 

Some of them reported using chemicals at levels exceeding thresholds under U.S. law. 
Those pollutants included sulfuric acid, lead, silicon dioxide and aluminum oxide, among 
others. A few companies reported releasing chemicals into the sewer system including 
hydrochloric acid, sulfuric acid, isopropyl alcohol, sodium hydroxide and boric acid.

The EPA said in a 1995 report that the “information contained in the responses was 
insufficient to permit the agency to independently assess whether the data contained in 

 Family photos hang on a wall in Ernestina Calderón’s house in Calexico. 
ZOE MEYERS/DESERT SUN



20

Dec. 5, 2018

the responses from the U.S. parent companies are representative of the actual releases 
of industrial pollutants from the maquiladoras.”

The agency concluded that continuing to monitor the New River through testing would 
be the “most effective way to provide accurate information on the pollutants in the river.”

That was the one and only time the EPA used its subpoena authority to seek informa-
tion from maquiladoras. Some of the companies had argued that the agency overstepped 
its authority and that its jurisdiction didn’t include factories outside the United States. 

U.S. officials said they have since turned to other strategies. Nahal Mogharabi, an EPA 
spokesperson in Los Angeles, said the agency has taken “a more collaborative approach 
to address trans-boundary water quality concerns.”

“EPA has instead focused on constructing wastewater infrastructure in Mexico to pre-
vent raw sewage from entering the United States,” Mogharabi said in an email. 

After NAFTA took effect, Congress in 1996 began appropriating funds to build water 
and wastewater infrastructure on both sides of the border. The EPA has since contribut-
ed more than $707 million for water and sewer infrastructure projects along the border. 

The federal Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry also carried out a study 
analyzing the health impacts of pollution in the New River. The agency said in its 1996 
report that the river “poses a potential public health hazard because area residents could 
be exposed to fecal streptococci, and other pathogens through contact with contami-
nated surface water and foam.” It said previous studies found the river was loaded with 
high levels of bacteria as well as viruses that were “reported to be capable of producing 
polio, typhoid, cholera and tuberculosis.” 

The agency said water tests showed metals including lead, cadmium, thallium and an-
timony in the water, as well as a list of toxic chemicals and pesticides. It recommended 
promoting “coordination and cooperation” between the U.S. and Mexican governments, 
curbing pollution, restricting access to the river, and advising residents not to eat fish 
and to avoid contact with foam in the water.

In the two decades since, California water regulators have repeatedly called for bigger 
pollution-fighting efforts. 

In 2003, Executive Officer Phil Gruenberg of the Regional Water Quality Control Board 
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wrote to the U.S. government to complain. He said the New River was in a “deplorable 
condition” and that Mexico was continuing to violate the 1980 water-quality agreement. 
If penalties could be imposed, he said, the pollution would have been corrected years 
ago. 

“Countless promises have been made and broken, and the River remains just as pol-
luted and dangerous as it was in 1980,” Gruenberg wrote in a letter to Wayne Nastri, who 
was then EPA’s regional administrator. The main victim, he said, is the predominantly 
Hispanic community in Calexico, and “Calexico’s suffering is environmental injustice.” 

As the EPA increased funding to help pay for sewer upgrades in Mexicali, the money 
was routed through the North American Development Bank, an institution that the U.S. 
and Mexico created when NAFTA was adopted with a focus on improving environmental 
conditions in border communities. 

Since 1997, the bank has administered dozens of U.S.-funded grants through the U.S.-
Mexico Border Water Infrastructure Program, building and upgrading water and waste-
water systems on both sides of the border in places from Brownsville, Texas, to Tijuana.

In Mexicali, the U.S. government’s contributions of more than $31 million to sewer 
projects have added to about $60 million in matching funds spent by the Mexican gov-
ernment.

The grants have paid for building pump stations and miles of new sewer lines. The 
funding has come with the condition that Mexicali’s utility require industrial plants to 
treat their effluent to limit the discharge of toxic pollutants. 

After Las Arenitas wastewater plant began operating in 2007, California regulators saw 
an immediate decrease in bacteria levels in the river. In the past several years, though, 
Mexicali’s dilapidated and overburdened sewer system has again been plagued with an 
increasing number of spills. Millions of gallons of raw sewage have poured into the river, 
causing sudden spikes in bacteria levels.

Government records show how serious the problem has become. In response to a Des-
ert Sun request under the Freedom of Information Act, the International Boundary and 
Water Commission released a list of sewage spills reported by Mexican authorities.

The list showed sporadic sewage spills in 2010, a single event in 2011, and then noth-

The New River flows toward the border in Mexicali. ZOE MEYERS/DESERT SUN
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ing until 2015, when three spills occurred. In 2016, the problems got much worse, with a 
total of 11 spills that sent millions of gallons of untreated waste into the New River. Five 
spills were reported in 2017, including one that dumped an estimated 122 million gallons 
of untreated sewage into the river. 

The spate of overflows represents significant backsliding after years of progress, and 
the problems have angered people who live next to the river. 

Luis Olmedo, who leads the environmental health nonprofit Comité Cívico del Valle, 
said officials on both sides of the border need to act. 

“Mexicali kind of just sits on these issues and waits for the U.S. to bail them out,” Olm-
edo said. “They’re just putting Band-Aids on their water-treatment plants.”

In 2016, the North American Development Bank released a 419-page study diagnos-
ing Mexicali’s sewage problems. The report said the sewer system suffers from “lack of 
maintenance” and infrastructure that’s beyond its “useful life” — and now needs about 
$80 million in upgrades.

New hopes, elusive solutions 

Because the New River crosses the bor-
der, it falls under the jurisdiction of the In-
ternational Boundary and Water Commis-
sion, which was created by the U.S. and 
Mexico in 1889 and is charged with over-
seeing agreements and settling disputes. 

Alfredo De la Cerda has worked for the 
Mexican branch of the IBWC for more 
than two decades and heads its sanita-
tion department. During a visit to the 
border fence, De la Cerda stood above the 
mouth of a concrete tunnel where the riv-
er emerges in a frothy pool. 

“I remember coming here when I was a 
boy and saying, ‘Let’s go to the ravine.’ It 
was no-man’s-land,” De la Cerda said. “You’d find trash and you’d find cars and furni-
ture. That was in the early ‘80s. Since then, there’s been great improvement.”

“When I was a boy and I came, I saw water that was totally black. Today, it’s a different 
color, green, which shows biological activity,” De la Cerda said. “I think between the ‘80s 
and the present, there has been great improvement.”

Still, he acknowledged work remains to be done. 
“Any water that’s polluted with wastewater can definitely be a major health risk,” De la 

Cerda said, “but we’re continually working on solving all of those deficiencies.”
Yet, the river remains so polluted that when California water regulators visit to take 

samples, they slip on white protective suits, latex gloves and plastic face shields to avoid 
splashing any water on themselves. They step onto a narrow footbridge and use a pole 
to lower bottles into the water to take samples.

Officials at the state Water Quality Control Board credit Mexican authorities with 
achieving improvements in water quality during the past decade. They say they now 
have a good working relationship with their Mexican counterparts and regularly hold 
meetings where they share ideas about cleaning up the river. 

But California officials say they are also concerned that Mexico’s prior commitments 
haven’t been enforced and that the spate of sewage spills points to a deteriorating situ-
ation.

“It’s one of the most impaired surface waters in the state,” Angel said. “If you look at 
the overall water quality, it’s unacceptable. It doesn’t meet our water-quality standards, 
period. That should be good enough for action.”

“It’s one of the most impaired 
surface waters in the state. If 
you look at the overall water 
quality, it’s unacceptable. It 
doesn’t meet our water-quality 
standards, period. That should 
be good enough for action.”

JOSE ANGEL
California’s Regional Water Quality Control Board 

retiree
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California officials have been alerting the federal government and calling for help for 
the past several years. By 2014, Angel said, state water officials viewed Mexicali’s dete-
riorating sewer infrastructure as an emergency. 

“Now, it has become more of a crisis that needs immediate attention,” Angel said. At 
the same time, both Mexico and the U.S. government have been putting less funding 
toward sewer projects on the border. 

Records released by the North American Development Bank show that EPA funding 
for construction of water and wastewater projects on both sides of the border — through 
the Border Environment Infrastructure Fund — has dropped from an average of $58 mil-
lion annually during the program’s first decade, from 1997 through 2006, to an average 
of $11 million a year from 2007 through 2016.

Last year, the EPA’s contributions totaled $8.8 million, and this year the funding de-
creased to $6.1 million. The downward trend looks likely to continue as President Donald 
Trump and congressional Republicans focus on downsizing spending on environmental 
programs.

The decrease in funding has meant needed sewer projects along the border have gone 
unfunded. Millions of gallons of sewage have continued to spill into the Pacific Ocean 
from the Tijuana River, fouling the beaches around San Diego. In Arizona, communities 
along the border have also been plagued by spills of raw sewage due to inadequate in-
frastructure in Mexico that hasn’t kept up with growth. Following a spill in September in 
Naco, Arizona, local officials declared a state of emergency. As a precautionary measure, 
they offered residents hepatitis and tetanus shots during vaccination sessions at a fire 
station and a school.

After the spate of sewage spills into the New River, Regional Water Board Chair Nancy 
Wright sent a letter in February 2017 to EPA officials asking for a meeting. She referred 
to the costly upgrades and equipment that Mexicali’s sewer system needs, and said the 
spills “pose a serious threat to public health to anyone that potentially comes in contact 
with the New River.”

Wright said she hoped to talk about how to address the problems “with a greater sense 
of urgency at all levels of government.” 

She traveled to San Francisco for a meeting with EPA officials, and the agency later 
authorized spending $331,000 to pay for pumps and other equipment to prevent sewage 
spills. 

As for the much bigger sewer overhaul that Mexicali needs, it’s not clear where the 
money might be found to pay for it. 

One of the findings of the EPA-funded report on Mexicali’s sewage problems is that 
rates remain too low to cover the costs of properly operating and maintaining the city’s 
infrastructure. Michael Montgomery, assistant director of the EPA’s regional water divi-
sion, said this means, “sadly, that we’re in a bit of a losing game.”

For some people in Calexico who have been waiting for fixes, the lack of progress 
toward a cleanup is maddening. California lawmakers have also voiced frustration at 
meetings during the past year, echoing many of the same complaints that water regula-
tors have been raising for years.

“I’ve been working at this for a long time, and over the years I’ve been very disap-
pointed with the IBWC,” said Sen. Ben Hueso, D-San Diego. “That agency is completely 
broken at trying to address these issues.”

Assembly member Eduardo Garcia, D-Coachella, said he’s frustrated by the lack of at-
tention to the “core of the problem” in Mexico, and that more funding and cross-border 
cooperation will be key.  

Angel said a vast amount of sewer infrastructure needs to be refurbished, expanded 
or rebuilt. 

“It’s an $80 million problem,” Angel said. “We underestimated the cost of the problem 
that now we’re facing.” 

Complicating matters, Mexicali now competes with other border cities for a smaller 
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pot of funds. 
“So, we’re in for quite a bumpy ride as the sewage infrastructure gets more dilapi-

dated,” Angel said. 
Angel spent more than 21 years working on the New River, and he said he finds it sad 

that fixes have taken so long.
Lasting solutions, he said, will require cross-border cooperation, help from the U.S. 

government, and, above all, more funding.
“If that threat is not addressed with a sense of urgency by our federal government, 

things are just going to get worse, and we stand to lose the hard-fought water-quality 
gains,” Angel said. “If we don’t assist and continue to cooperate with Mexico to address 
that problem, the New River water quality is going to go back to the 1990s.” 

State officials sound much more optimistic about fixes on the north side of the border, 
and their upbeat outlook is echoed by officials at Calexico City Hall. 

Back in 2009, then-Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger signed a bill that launched the New 
River Improvement Project and called for improving water quality, protecting human 
health and developing a river “parkway” in Calexico. 

Those plans have been stalled for years, and now state officials are finally moving 
ahead using $1.4 million that was approved in 2016. 

The project has been scaled back dramatically, though, since a first iteration was re-
leased in 2011. That initial proposal — which was prepared by a team of government offi-
cials, university professors and community leaders — suggested treating the entire river 
at the border by building a disinfection facility, along with a pump station and pipes, 
aeration devices to improve water quality, and screens to keep out trash.

The construction cost was estimated at $184 million, which turned out to be much 
more than proponents thought they could secure. Instead, state officials settled on a 
trimmed-down version of the project that’s estimated to cost $22 million to $24 million. 

They have eliminated the disinfection plant and instead plan to encase the river in an 
underground pipe and reroute it away from the Calexico neighborhood. The pipe would 
start near the border and run more than a mile downstream, beyond the homes, where 
the river would emerge again. 

Officials plan to build a “pump-back” system that would send treated effluent from 

Miguel and Rebeca Zapata walk on a bare patch of dirt between their backyard and the 
banks of the New River. ZOE MEYERS/DESERT SUN
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Calexico’s wastewater plant into a new river channel, creating a relatively clean water 
feature that would run alongside a park with a trail for walking and bicycling.

The city has about $2 million set aside to begin building the “parkway” as the river is 
encased in the pipe. Calexico also has a new assistant city manager, Miguel Figueroa, 
who previously spent seven years campaigning to focus attention on the issue as execu-
tive director of the Calexico New River Committee.

He said he’s optimistic about the project. 
“Now more than ever, we have things that are moving,” Figueroa said. “Finally, all the 

work was worthwhile.”
Both city and state officials say they hope to start construction soon. 
Still, much of the funding for the state’s New River plan has yet to be approved. And 

another state plan to build ponds and wetlands on thousands of acres of dry lake bed 
around the Salton Sea has fallen behind schedule.

Officials have $10 million available so far for the New River project from the bond mea-
sure that California voters passed in June. Voters in November rejected another bond 
initiative, Proposition 3, which would have freed up another $10 million for the New 
River. 

The funding shortfall isn’t the only reason why California officials decided not to build 
a plant to treat the entire river. In a memo, Angel wrote that doing away with the disin-
fection plant made sense because the river’s flow may dwindle by up to half in the next 
10 to 15 years — and “to near zero in the long-term, as Mexico retains and treats more of 
the wastewater.”

The New River has already been shrinking for years. The flow decreased in the early 
2000s when some wastewater began to be used for cooling two power plants, and again 
in 2007, when a large share of the city’s sewage started flowing to the new treatment 
plant south of the city.

If the New River Improvement Project doesn’t start to move along more quickly, the 
river could run dry and leave its toxic legacy blowing in the wind.

Reporter Pamela Ren Larson contributed to this article.

Help us investigate: Do you have a tip to share about pollution along the U.S.-Mexico 
border? Contact reporter Ian James at ian.james@desertsun.com, 602-444-8246 or on 
Twitter at @ByIanJames.
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Government officials in two countries promised to clean up 
the New River. They failed to follow through.

Mexico and the U.S. have recognized the river as a toxic hazard for decades. Despite 
pledges and some cleanup efforts, it’s still one of California’s most polluted rivers.

The problem of toxic pollution fouling the New River stretches back decades and has 
been the subject of multiple studies, several agreements between the U.S. and Mexico, 
and about $35 million in U.S. government spending to help upgrade Mexicali’s sewer sys-
tem.

Despite years of pledges and cooperative efforts to clean up the water that flows across 
the border, the New River is still plagued by polluted effluent from factories, failing sewer 
infrastructure and spills of raw sewage. Here’s a timeline of steps taken — and not taken 
— in the long history of this toxic river. 

POISONED CITIES DEADLY BORDER

THIS ITEM IS A STORY

A bird’s-eye view of Mexicali and Calexico. C. 1911 LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

A New River timeline

1950s

In the early 1950s, people in Mexicali still bathed and fished in parts of the New River 
where farm runoff made for clear water. But by the mid-’50s, raw sewage from Mexi-
cali was streaming into the river, and people who lived nearby began complaining of the 
odors.

1956

The flow of the New River increased with more agricultural runoff, and the dilution 
temporarily helped reduce the odors along the border.

1960s

The Mexican government sought to promote investment and create jobs with its Border 
Industrialization Program, which opened the door for U.S. companies to set up maquila-
doras. The manufacturing plants in the border region didn’t have to pay import duties on 
the raw materials they brought in, as long as they exported their products. As the growing 
city generated more untreated sewage, the stench of the New River worsened.

Click here to read at desertsun.com

If you encounter a paywall, please see an exact duplicate of the work here. 
Click here to read at usatoday.com

https://www.desertsun.com/poisoned-cities/river/timeline-new-river/
https://www.usatoday.com/poisoned-cities/river/timeline-new-river/
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1970

Mexicali’s population had grown to more than 260,000, and the city was sending more 
raw sewage across the border.

1973

Oxidation ponds were built in Mexicali, helping to treat some of the city’s sewage.

1975

The California Regional Water Quality Control Board began regularly testing the river.

1979

Dr. Lee Cottrell of the Imperial County Health Department wrote to the U.S. Justice De-
partment asking for help with the high levels of potentially disease-causing bacteria and 
other pollutants in the river.

“There can be no justification for waiting until a serious and possibly lethal outbreak of 
disease occurs before some action is taken to correct this hazard,” he wrote.

Federal officials responded that they, too, were very concerned. U.S. President Jimmy 
Carter and Mexican President José López Portillo touched on the issue in a joint state-
ment, saying they had told the International Boundary and Water Commission (IBWC) 
“to make immediate recommendations for further progress toward a permanent solution 
to the sanitation of waters along the border.”

1980

Mexico and the U.S. adopted an agreement called Minute 264, which established wa-
ter-quality standards for the New River at the border and called for eliminating discharges 
of raw sewage by 1982. The accord said the river was the most urgent sanitation problem 
on the border and “should be the first to be resolved for the benefit of the health and well-
being of the citizens of both countries.”

However, raw sewage and industrial waste continued to flow. Years later, Jose Angel of 
the California Regional Water Quality Control Board said the agreement’s requirements 
have never been enforced and “Mexico has been in chronic violation.”

1983

In the summer of 1983, Phil Gruenberg, the executive officer of the Regional Water 
Quality Control Board, went to Mexicali to investigate the river’s pollution. He had grown 
up in Calexico and was deeply concerned about the problem. He didn’t ask permission 
from Mexican authorities. He took his camera and photographed untreated waste flow-
ing from factories and dumping into the river.

When the California water board published his findings, Mexican authorities com-
plained that Gruenberg had been surreptitiously snooping and said they were already 
aware of the problems. The California water board defended Gruenberg.

State regulators voiced concerns about the pollution in letters to U.S. Sen. Pete Wilson 
and the federal Environmental Protection Agency. The city of Calexico adopted a resolu-
tion on the “Urgent Need to Rejuvenate and Clean the Polluted State of the New River.”

1984

The federal EPA sent the state Regional Water Quality Control Board a proposal for ad-
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dressing New River pollution. It mentioned several alternatives, including treating the 
entire flow of the river or building a culvert through Calexico to carry the water to marsh-
es, among other things.

Meanwhile, Imperial County’s health officer said in a letter that officials found viruses 
in the water, including polio, as well as pesticides and other toxic chemicals on the EPA’s 
list of priority pollutants, many of them carcinogens.

A 1984 article in San Diego Magazine called the river “The Open Sewer” and concluded 
that President Ronald Reagan’s administration was relying on the cash-strapped Mexi-
can government to deal with the issue, even though Mexico’s “nearly bankrupt economy 
gives dim chance of any long-term solution to the border pollution problem in the imme-
diate future.”

1986

Investigative journalists drew greater national attention to the pollution problem. Low-
ell Bergman, co-founder of the Center for Investigative Reporting, produced an exposé on 
“60 Minutes” titled “The Dirtiest River.” In it, correspondent Diane Sawyer said that for 
decades, “a succession of presidents, commissions, congressional committees and state 
and local governments have agreed that the New River is a health hazard as well as an 
environmental disaster.”

President Reagan met with Mexican President Miguel de la Madrid in 1986 and pledged 
yet again to clean up the river. But Sawyer said that “in the meantime, the New River just 
gets worse.” Standing next to the border fence and the river, Sawyer said: “By all accounts, 
it is a river of poisons and a river of disease.”

1987

U.S. and Mexican officials approved Minute 274, which called for a $1.2 million project 
funded by both governments to improve water quality by building a sewage pumping 
plant and making other sewer upgrades.

1988

The state Regional Water Quality Control Board requested a status report from the EPA, 
saying in a letter, “the apparent lack of any significant progress over the past several years 
is disappointing, and continues to be a growing concern.”

The EPA responded that officials had raised concerns with Mexican counterparts, who 
pledged improvements, but “for various reasons, including the unavailability of funding, 
have delayed putting adequate controls in place.”

1989

California regulators made a list of recommendations for addressing pollution prob-
lems in Mexicali, including building a new wastewater-treatment plant and making other 
upgrades to the sewer system.

1990

California lawmakers passed a bill requiring the State Water Resources Control Board 
to conduct a water-treatment pilot project for the New River. Gov. George Deukmejian 
signed Senate Bill 1999 but deleted a measure that would have appropriated $100,000 for 
the project.
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1991

The Mexican government released a plan for addressing the water-pollution problems 
in Mexicali. U.S. officials estimated the cost at $100 million and asked California officials 
if the state would consider participating in sharing the cost.

1992

The United States and Mexico adopted Minute 288, which the governments called a 
“conceptual plan for the long term solution to the border sanitation problem of the New 
River.” By this time, between 10 million and 20 million gallons of raw sewage per day were 
ending up in the river.

1993

Pressing for quicker action, Imperial County supervisors approved a proclamation de-
claring a “local emergency” due to the flow of sewage and “seepage from major garbage 
dumps, slaughterhouses, and industrial refuse coming across the border daily into the 
New River.” The county asked Gov. Pete Wilson to provide any available state and federal 
aid. In response, the governor declared the situation an emergency.

Imperial County petitioned the federal EPA to “issue a rule requiring testing of the 
chemical substances present in the New River to determine the levels of these chemicals 
and their effects on the health of the predominantly poor Hispanic population.” County 
officials visited Washington to lobby for action, saying given the ratification of the North 
American Free Trade Agreement, the time was ripe for tackling the problem.

1994

The North American Free Trade Agreement took effect, giving an additional boost to 
factories producing export goods in Mexico.

The EPA denied Imperial County’s petition to issue a rule requiring monitoring of the 
New River for chemical pollutants. In a press release, EPA official Harry Seraydarian said: 
“There’s no question that the New River is extremely polluted and that tests are needed 
to understand the extent of chemical contamination of the river.” The EPA said it would 
fund testing by state regulators to obtain monitoring data.

Seeking information about the industrial waste polluting the New River, the EPA sent 
letters and subpoenas to the U.S. parent companies of maquiladoras in Mexicali, asking 
them questions about the chemicals they were using and discharging.

1995

The EPA prepared a report with information collected from U.S. parent companies of 
maquiladoras. The agency said it received responses from 64 companies that were op-
erating maquiladoras in Mexicali. Some reported using chemicals at levels exceeding 
thresholds under U.S. law.

The EPA said it wasn’t able to independently assess whether the information provided 
was “representative of the actual releases of industrial pollutants from the maquilado-
ras.” The agency concluded that continuing to test the river’s water would be the “most 
effective way to provide accurate information” about pollutants. The EPA hasn’t used 
subpoenas to gather information from the companies since.

Also in 1995, the U.S. and Mexican governments signed Minute 294, establishing a pro-
gram for addressing border pollution problems. A congressional appropriations report 
said $47.5 million would be available for engineering and design of wastewater projects 
in Mexicali and along the border.
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EPA staff said in a letter to the U.S. section of the IBWC that one of “the most important 
requirements for EPA funding is adequate assurance that the infrastructure funded will 
be properly operated and maintained,” and that Mexico would submit a document de-
scribing how it would maintain the wastewater infrastructure. The EPA provided funds 
to state regulators to monitor water quality at the border.

1996

The federal Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry prepared a report at the 
request of Imperial County analyzing the pollution in the New River. The agency said the 
river “poses a potential public health hazard because area residents could be exposed to 
fecal streptococci, and other pathogens through contact with contaminated surface wa-
ter and foam.” It said previous studies had found the river was loaded with high levels of 
bacteria as well as viruses that were “reported to be capable of producing polio, typhoid, 
cholera and tuberculosis.”

The agency recommended more U.S.-Mexican cooperation to reduce pollution, as well 
as restricting access to the river, putting up more warning signs, and advising residents 
not to eat fish from the river. Imperial County and Calexico adopted resolutions request-
ing support from state and federal officials “to see that funding is provided to pipe the 
New River through the City of Calexico.”

One evening in June, hundreds of people held a candlelight vigil near the banks of the 
river to protest and demand action to clean up the river.

1997

A report commissioned by California water regulators said that about 180 industrial 
businesses were discharging waste into the sewer system, much of it untreated, and that 
about 50 businesses were thought to be discharging waste directly into the New River or 
its tributaries.

The IBWC issued a report laying out plans for sewer improvements including fixing and 
replacing pipes, constructing new lines and pump stations, building a pumping plant, 
upgrading an existing wastewater-treatment plant and building another treatment plant.

1998

During a hearing in the Baja California Legislature, Mexican officials reported that the 
New River was being encased underground from Xochimilco Lagoon to the border. The 
total cost of the project was 102.8 million pesos, then about $12.8 million.

Also that year, the California Regional Water Quality Board updated its designation of 
the New River under the Clean Water Act, listing it as being impaired by bacteria, volatile 
organic compounds, nutrients, silt and pesticides.

The board’s staff reported in a memo that Mexican authorities were making slow prog-
ress in “eliminating raw sewage overflows from its collection system and pumping sta-
tions.”

1999

Gov. Gray Davis signed a bill authored by Democratic Assemblymember Denise More-
no Ducheny (Assembly Bill 63), which created the state Office of Binational Border Health 
to facilitate cross-border cooperation between health officials to reduce disease risks.

While the law’s aims were broad, it stated that the New River was “the most polluted 
in the nation, containing more than 100 chemicals” and large quantities of raw sewage.
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2002

The California Regional Water Quality Control Board approved a resolution asking the 
federal government to expedite efforts to abate New River pollution. The board said up 
to 5 million gallons of raw sewage were spilling into the river daily containing industrial 
waste from maquiladoras. The board called for the U.S. and Mexican governments to de-
clare New River pollution “an emergency demanding immediate corrective action.”

2003

Gruenberg, of the Regional Water Quality Board, wrote to the EPA and the Internation-
al Boundary and Water Commission to demand action. He said the New River was in a 
“deplorable condition” and that Mexico was continuing to violate the 1980 water-quality 
agreement. He said in a letter to EPA Regional Administrator Wayne Nastri that “count-
less promises have been made and broken, and the River remains just as polluted and 
dangerous as it was in 1980.”

In his response, Nastri said the EPA agreed cleaning up the river “should be a very high 
priority” for both the U.S. and Mexico. Nastri said the EPA had already spent more than 
$26 million in wastewater-system improvements and was planning to spend more to help 
build a sewage-treatment project in Mexicali.

2004

Construction was completed on a list of Mexicali sewer projects that cost a total of $55 
million.

2005

California Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger signed a bill focusing on the New River. The 
legislation, Senate Bill 387, was authored by Sen. Denise Moreno Ducheny and tweaked 
the state water code in an effort to facilitate a New River project. The bill added “sewage 
treatment and pollution prevention” as categories that could justify stream-modification 
work, thereby authorizing a project to encase the New River. The bill was supported by 
the Calexico New River Committee, a local nonprofit.

2007

Work was completed on more Mexicali sewer projects, which cost about $30 million 
and included construction of Las Arenitas Wastewater Treatment Plant. Water tests by 
California officials showed that after the plant went online, the river’s water quality im-
proved dramatically. Pollution problems remained, however.

2008

Lobbying for action, the Calexico New River Committee produced a video highlighting 
the pollution crisis. The narrator said: “There is a community in the U.S. where residents 
live with uncertainty and fear — of being victims of a situation that has been ignored for 
many years.” In the mid-2000s, the committee put up yellow warning signs near the river 
with skull-and-crossbones poison symbols and the message: “WARNING, CONTAMI-
NATED SOIL AND NEW RIVER WATER, KEEP OUT!!”

2009

Gov. Schwarzenegger signed Assembly Bill 1079, laying the groundwork for a plan called 
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the New River Improvement Project. The bill, which was introduced by Democratic As-
semblymember V. Manuel Pérez, called for the California-Mexico Border Relations Coun-
cil to develop a plan for improving water quality to protect health and restore the river. 
The legislation said part of the project would be to develop a river park. As the Legislature 
considered the bill, a group of Calexico residents traveled to Sacramento to voice support. 
The bill created an account for the proposed project but didn’t allocate funds.

2010

Gov. Schwarzenegger vetoed a bill, AB 2022, which would have made available $20 mil-
lion for New River projects if a proposed ballot measure were approved by voters.

2012

A New River plan was released by an advisory committee that included federal, state 
and local officials as well as university professors and community leaders. The plan, com-
pleted in December 2011 and publicly released in 2012, recommended cleaning the entire 
flow of the river at the border by building a disinfection facility that would use ozone treat-
ment, as well as a pump station and pipes, aeration devices to improve the water quality 
and screens at the border to keep out garbage. The committee recommended building 
wetlands that would clean the water by absorbing sediments, metals and other pollut-
ants. The blueprint described plans for a river park with a bicycle path in Calexico, and 
said available funding included $3.2 million in federal money that was awarded to the 
city plus $800,000 appropriated by the California Natural Resources Agency as match-
ing funds. The plan didn’t include a total cost estimate but said building the disinfection 
plant and a water-conveyance system would cost about $100 million.

2015

Gov. Jerry Brown signed legislation aimed at hastening efforts to clean up the New Riv-
er. Assemblymember Eduardo Garcia had introduced Assembly Bill 965, which required 
the California-Mexico Border Relations Council to establish a program to coordinate im-
plementation of the New River plan. The State Assembly Committee on Environmental 
Safety and Toxic Materials held a hearing in Calexico to discuss New River cleanup efforts. 
Luis Olmedo of the nonprofit Comité Cívico del Valle said at the hearing that residents 
“have been denied the right to live in a toxic-free environment.” Meanwhile, problems 
with pumping plants in Mexicali led to several sewage spills in 2015, and sewer overflows 
worsened the following year.

2016

The committee that prepared the 2011 New River plan wrote to California EPA Secre-
tary Matthew Rodriguez, who chairs the California-Mexico Border Relations Council, to 
recommend a scaled-back plan. Committee Co-Chair Jose Angel, then executive officer 
of the Regional Water Quality Control Board, recommended eliminating the $85 million 
disinfection facility, citing a lack of funding and the fact that the river’s flow has been 
shrinking. Angel said in the memo that the disinfection plant “is of questionable utility in 
light of the accelerated decline of the New River’s flow at the Border with Mexico and the 
availability of a more ecologically and fiscally sound strategy.”

Instead of treating the water and releasing it back into the river channel, the committee 
recommended encasing the river in a pipe that would discharge the water downstream 
from Calexico and send it through wetlands. Angel said this approach makes sense be-
cause the river’s flow is projected to drop by up to 30-50 percent within the next 10-15 
years “and to near zero in the long-term, as Mexico retains and treats more of the waste-
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water.” By eliminating the disinfection plant, Angel said, the total construction cost would 
decrease from about $184 million to $22 million. Gov. Brown later signed legislation (Sen-
ate Bill 859) appropriating $1.4 million to pay for planning and design work.

Feb. 24, 2017

California regulators sent a letter to EPA officials calling for a meeting to discuss the 
sewage spills. Nancy Wright, chair of the Regional Water Quality Control Board, said the 
spills are harming water quality and that Mexicali needs sewer upgrades and equipment 
costing an estimated $70 million to $80 million. Wright said the sewage spills pose a 
“serious threat to public health to anyone that potentially comes in contact with the New 
River.” She told acting EPA Regional Administrator Alexis Strauss and IBWC Commis-
sioner Edward Drusina that she and other regulators hoped to discuss “how we can work 
cooperatively to address the problems as a matter of priority and with a greater sense of 
urgency.”

April 19, 2017

Wright and other state officials met with federal officials at the EPA office in San Fran-
cisco. They discussed the Mexicali sewer study, which said the system needs an esti-
mated $77 million in upgrades to expand coverage and fix or replace infrastructure that’s 
overburdened, hasn’t been properly maintained or is worn out. They discussed helping 
Mexicali get pumping equipment to prevent sewage spills.

Oct. 30, 2017

The city of Calexico, Imperial County and the Imperial Irrigation District signed an 
agreement to share in the maintenance costs for the New River Improvement Project 
once it is built. The proposed project, however, still lacks funding.

Dec. 27, 2017

The EPA’s Strauss said in a letter to Wright that the federal agency authorized the pur-
chase of wastewater-pumping equipment for Mexicali from $96,000 that was left over 
after another water-infrastructure project in the city. In the past two years, the agency 
has approved spending a total of $331,000 to pay for pumps and other equipment to pre-
vent sewage spills. Strauss’ letter didn’t mention the much bigger sewer upgrades the city 
still needs.

June 5, 2018

Californians approved the $4.1 billion bond measure Proposition 68. The measure 
includes $200 million for Salton Sea-related projects. Of that, $10 million will be avail-
able to help pay for the state’s plan of encasing the New River in an underground pipe in 
Calexico.

Nov. 6, 2018

California voters rejected a second bond initiative, Proposition 3, which would have 
freed up an additional $10 million for the New River project.

Sources: New River Pollution in Mexico: A Historical Overview by Phil Gruenberg, Executive 
Officer” California Regional Water Quality Control Board. December 1998.
New River Strategic Plan Updates, California Environmental Protection Agency 
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This Mexican city was 
transformed by factories. Its 

people pay a heavy price

BY IAN JAMES | PHOTOS BY ZOE MEYERS, PALM SPRINGS DESERT SUN

When Luz María Ortega Villa was growing up in Mexicali in the 1960s and ‘70s, 
she remembers seeing unspoiled vistas of mountains in the distance. 

To the west and south, the rugged peaks of the Sierra Cucapah towered over 
farmlands beyond the city. To the north stood the Chocolate Mountains in California.

This majestic backdrop began to fade into a smoggy haze in the mid-1980s as factories 
proliferated and the city’s population swelled. Mexicali has kept expanding ever since.

In her lifetime, maquiladoras have transformed what was once a farming town into an 
industrial city that is one of Mexico’s main manufacturing hubs on the border. Mexicali’s 

The maquiladoras fuel the economy, but the city’s severe 
pollution has unleashed a health crisis.

ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN, GETTY IMAGES; PHOTO ILLUSTRATION BY MERRY ECCLES/USA TODAY NETWORK
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population has more than doubled since 1980 and is now about 750,000. Including other 
nearby towns and rural communities, the area is home to more than 1 million people.

Ortega, a professor at the Autonomous University of Baja California, has seen this 
transformation bring her city some of the worst air pollution in Mexico. On especially 
bad days, air-quality alerts describe the pollution as “unhealthy.” 

The particles in the air are leading to high rates of asthma and deaths from respiratory 
illnesses. 

“It’s very sad,” Ortega said. “As someone who was born here in Mexicali, it makes me 
feel very sad — and also mad, furious — to see that this is happening and there’s nobody 
putting the brakes on the environmental degradation.”

 Mexican government agencies in the border region have failed to make fighting pol-
lution a priority. Raw sewage regularly spills into the New River, which flows across the 
border into Calexico. The streets of Mexicali are filled with trucks belching exhaust. 
Brown clouds of smoke billow from factories.   

An investigation by The Desert Sun found that Mexican government agencies aren’t 
doing enough to monitor pollution in Mexicali and that inadequate oversight of industri-
al plants is allowing pollution to continue 
unabated, endangering lives and public 
health. Both state and federal environ-
mental regulatory agencies are perpetu-
ally underfunded and understaffed, and 
records show their enforcement efforts 
have been minimal.

The unchecked pollution has generat-
ed questions and debate in Mexicali and 
neighboring communities about wheth-
er looser environmental controls have 
helped attract the businesses that set up 
factories near the border. 

Some experts who have studied the 
growth of maquiladoras say that weak 
oversight has made the border a pollution 
haven, and that just as companies have outsourced jobs across the border to cut costs, 
some have also chosen Mexico as a permissive zone for their polluting industries.

“U.S. companies have exploited the lax enforcement in Mexico of environmental rules, 
and the very low wages, to basically dump on the environment and on society their ex-
ternalities, to put it in economics terms,” said Lori Wallach, director of Public Citizen’s 
Global Trade Watch. 

“As compared to operating in a way they can in the U.S. — to contain their hazardous 
waste and to contain air pollution and water pollution, and to pay people a living wage 
— they go to Mexico knowing they can basically exploit the environment, exploit people 
and avoid those costs,” Wallach said.

Lower wages have been the biggest factor leading companies to outsource jobs to 
Mexico under the North American Free Trade Agreement, Wallach said, “but for some 
particularly heavily polluting industries, I’m sure the environmental costs are a higher 
factor.”

The factories in Mexicali vary from smoke-spewing behemoths to assembly plants 
that appear to release little pollution. And while some residents say they are concerned 
about the environmental footprint, the maquiladoras are also widely seen as the city’s 
vital economic engine.  

In all, the city has about 180 maquiladoras. They employ more than 75,000 people and 
drive the rest of the border economy. 

The factories churn out a wide variety of products that are shipped across the bor-
der and sold in the U.S., including airplane parts, printer cartridges, water heaters, air 

“U.S. companies have exploited 
the lax enforcement in Mexico 
of environmental rules, and the 
very low wages, to basically 
dump on the environment and 
on society their externalities, to 
put it in economics terms.” 

LORI WALLACH
Director of Public Citizen’s Global Trade Watch
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conditioners, medical supplies, tools, roofing materials, filing cabinets, jewelry, lamps, 
semiconductor chips for mobile phones, toilet paper, cardboard boxes, steel rebar, auto 
parts and other plastic items, metal pieces and electronic products.

The products are sold under brands including Rheem, Bosch, Honeywell and Pana-
sonic, among others. LG Electronics assembles televisions. Newell Brands’ Rubbermaid 
makes pens and markers. Aqua Lung makes scuba-diving equipment. 

Products roll across the border by the truckload, some of them ending up in U.S. stores 
from the Home Depot to Walmart to Staples. 

To investigate how much the industrial plants in Mexicali are polluting and what steps 
companies are taking to limit their emissions, Desert Sun journalists interviewed gov-
ernment officials, businesspeople and experts on both sides of the border, and contacted 
a total of 34 companies by email to request factory visits.  

The companies included multinationals based in the U.S., Japan, South Korea and 
Germany, as well as Mexican companies. 

Fourteen companies responded, and most of them declined to allow a visit or said it 
wasn’t possible for now. Some said they were referring the request to other managers. 
Others said photos aren’t permitted due to confidentiality agreements with the clients 
they supply. 

Only two companies agreed to allow visits inside their factories. 

The maquiladora boom

Mexicali emerged as a major manufacturing center decades ago with the arrival of 
American companies that were looking to take advantage of cheap labor and govern-
ment incentives. 

The factories began appearing in the 1960s, when thousands of Mexican men were 
returning home after working on farms in the United States. The U.S. had just eliminated 
the Bracero Program, which for more than two decades had brought Mexican laborers to 
work temporarily on U.S. farms, allowing them to send money home. 

 The Kenworth truck factory’s smokestacks rise behind houses in Mexicali. 
ZOE MEYERS/DESERT SUN
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The Mexican government wanted U.S. support in creating jobs that would absorb 
these workers, so it launched the Border Industrialization Program, and maquiladoras 
were born. 

Under the system, U.S. companies were exempt from import duties on the raw mate-
rials and manufacturing equipment they brought into Mexico, as long as they sent the 
finished products back across the border to sell. The U.S. charged duties only on the 
fraction of the value of those exports created in the manufacturing process. 

At first, the industries that flourished included textiles and electronics. Auto-parts 
makers opened plants. One factory made Mattel toys.

The forces of free-market capitalism, including the constant drive to maximize profits 
and lower production costs, led more and more companies to look south of the border. 
The factories proliferated during a boom in the 1980s. Seeking to encourage more invest-
ment, Mexico extended the maquiladora program beyond the border region to the whole 
country. But even then, many maquiladoras stayed near the border to be close to the U.S. 
market.

“These are industries that are part of a value chain that’s tied to production, manu-
facturing in the U.S. and elsewhere,” said Jim Gerber, a professor emeritus of economics 
at San Diego State University. “And so, you want to be close to the U.S. to shorten the 
transportation time and cost.” 

A survey of Mexicali’s maquiladoras in 1988, which was described in a 1990 report, 
found there were about 100 factories in the city at the time. They included 10 electron-
ics plants, 25 auto-parts plants, 17 textile plants and nine plastics plants, among others.

Over the years, the mix of businesses evolved with changes in global trade and China’s 
rise as a dominant manufacturing power. 
Textile plants and some types of electron-
ics manufacturing shifted to Asia, while 
companies began looking to the Mexican 
border for other industries.

Since 1993, U.S. imports from Mexico 
have grown 687 percent. Mexico exported 
more than $400 billion worth of goods 
globally last year, and about three-fourths 
of those goods, $314 billion worth, were 
shipped to the United States.

Mexicali has fewer maquiladoras than 
Tijuana, which according to a business 
directory has a total of 476, but it’s still 
one of the biggest industrial cities on the 
border. 

A majority of Mexicali’s factories are 
run by U.S. companies, followed by Mexi-
can companies and businesses from 
South Korea, Japan and Europe.

Some business managers say President 
Donald Trump’s push to renegotiate NAF-
TA created uncertainty during the past 
two years and temporarily put a damper 
on new investments in Mexico’s maquila-
doras. 

The newly renegotiated deal, which 
Trump named the United States-Mexico-
Canada Agreement, was signed Nov. 30 
but still must be ratified by Congress and 
the legislatures of Mexico and Canada. 
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Some of the biggest changes in the agreement will affect the auto industry. The accord 
raises the percentage of vehicles’ parts that must be manufactured in North America 
for tariff-free trade, and phases in a requirement for some autoworkers to earn a higher 
minimum wage.

But for many other industries, the new agreement looks unlikely to bring major chang-
es that would affect decisions on opening factories in Mexico. Even while the trade deal 
was being negotiated, some companies went ahead with plans to expand in Mexicali. 

In 2016, Phoenix-based Honeywell Aerospace announced it would invest $15 million 
on wind-tunnel technology at its Mexicali plant. 

In February, medical-supplies manufacturer Medline, which is headquartered in 
Northfield, Illinois, held a groundbreaking ceremony for a new plant in Mexicali. The 
company said it selected the city for its strategic location, its skilled workforce and its 
stable business environment.

The company will make surgical kits and medical devices. It plans to invest $118 mil-
lion. 

The city’s boosters are happy about it. 
“By the beginning of the next year, they’re going to start their operation. It’s going to be 

3,000 jobs — huge,” said Arnulfo Martínez, executive director of the Mexicali Economic 
Development Corporation. His organization promotes the city and is funded by both city 
hall and businesses.

The economic-development group has also been courting more investment from aero-
space companies, which already include American manufacturers such as UTC Aero-
space Systems and Gulfstream Aerospace. 

“Aerospace is big for us,” Martínez said. “They are developing people here, engineers, 
technicians.”

His group’s statistics show business is booming. In 2017, Mexicali saw $865 million in 

New homes are being built in Mexicali as the city continues to grow.
ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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private investment, up 55 percent from the previous year. The commission said about 
2,900 new jobs were created last year. 

Business leaders and Mexican government officials deny companies are coming to 
the border to pollute. They say Mexico’s environmental regulations are in many cases 
similar to those in the United States. And when companies decide to open a plant in 
Mexicali, executives publicly cite other reasons, such as the savings in labor costs, the 
closeness to the U.S., and economical real estate.

The total salary cost for each entry-level maquiladora worker is usually between $2.50 
and $3 an hour, while costs for employees with more technical training often run from 
$4 to $5 an hour. 

Some workers earn less. Nancy Moreno Zavala works the night shift at a factory that 
makes medical oxygen masks. She lives in a cramped cinder-block house with her par-
ents, her three brothers and her 2-year-old daughter, Milagros.

She earns 145 pesos, or $7, a day — about $60 a week. With that, she buys groceries 
and diapers and milk for her daughter. She’s able to help her parents with the power and 
water bills, but that’s all. 

“It’s not enough to live well,” she said. 
Moreno lives near a factory that manufactures rolls of asphalt roofing paper. It’s owned 

by the Mexican company Industrias Zahori. All that separates her neighborhood from 
the plant is an empty strip of dirt. The smoke and acrid fumes often come drifting in the 
breeze. 

Moreno’s 2-year-old daughter, Milagros, was born prematurely at 27 weeks and some-
times gets sick from the air. 

The girl once was fighting so hard to breathe that she turned purple. Moreno took her 
daughter to the hospital, where she was put on a nebulizer and recovered.

“The doctors have told me I should be very careful with her,” Moreno said, standing 
outside her house and holding Milagros in her arms. 

She said the girl’s health is still fragile. Moreno keeps the doors and windows shut to 
try to block out the filthy air.

Industrias Zahori says the factory is complying with environmental regulations and 
has filters that trap particles so they aren’t released into the air. 

But on a recent afternoon, black smoke rose from the plant next to a farm where 
Melecio Núñez grows patches of sod, which he sells for lawns. His wife, Yojana Núñez 
Ramirez, said she thinks the stench must be hazardous for them and their 2-year-old 
daughter. 

Sometimes, when the fumes are strong, she said she feels like her head is going to 
explode. 

The roots of pollution

Mexicali has its own cultural symbol, a desert plant with pink flowers: cachanilla, or 
arrow weed.

The hardy shrub grows where it can soak up enough moisture in this part of the So-
noran Desert, one of the hottest and driest places in North America. It has strong, straight 
stems that indigenous people once used to make arrows and that early inhabitants of 
the Mexicali Valley used to build huts. 

People from Mexicali proudly call themselves cachanillas, a nod to their strength and 
toughness living in a harsh landscape. 

Ortega, the professor at the Autonomous University of Baja California, likes the term 
and says it reflects a sense that “we need to be very tough.”

Water diverted from the Colorado River has filled the desert valley with lush farmlands 
and enabled Mexicali’s growth. Yet the city has developed differently from the farming-
dominated Imperial Valley north of the border.  

“Imperial and Mexicali were born with that purpose of being agricultural valleys. The 
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Imperial Valley continues to be an agricultural valley. It has respected its agricultural 
vocation,” Ortega said. “I don’t know to whom it occurred, some government leader, that 
the Mexicali Valley could be industrial.”

Ortega said she thinks Mexicali has drifted away from its farming roots and promoted 
the manufacturing industry in ill-conceived ways, causing severe pollution.  

The countryside around Mexicali still has many farms that produce crops such as 
wheat and alfalfa, as well as large slaughterhouses. But for decades, the local and state 
governments have focused more on attracting industries. 

Those efforts transformed the city long before NAFTA, from the 1960s through the ‘80s, 
Ortega said. She pointed out that many of the city’s industrial parks were built years be-
fore NAFTA, and said the trade agreement simply gave another boost to the trend.

Since the 1990s, efforts by local businesspeople to promote the city as “Mexicali, Ciu-
dad Industrial” have further fed the growth of manufacturing plants — and the lines of 
cars and trucks clogging the streets. 

“Mexicali is a very poorly planned city,” said Ortega, who teaches in the university’s 
school of human sciences.

“I was born in a Mexicali where in the morning we could see all the way to the moun-
tains,” she said. “I saw all the mountains around the valley. Now that’s no longer pos-
sible.”

She said it never made sense to promote Mexicali as a center for polluting industries 
for simple reasons of geography: The city sits in a desert air basin where bad air is natu-
rally trapped and accumulates.

Judging from the smoke around factories and the complaints she hears, Ortega said 
some of the biggest polluters appear to include Mexican-owned factories that produce 
goods such as glass and roofing materials. Other plants that produce metal goods must 
be releasing polluted wastewater, she said, but what people see and feel on a daily basis 
is the toxic haze in the air. 

She said Mexican government authorities should enforce the environmental laws that 
are on the books, but they often don’t.  

“Mexican legislation is very advanced and it’s very strict, but it’s not obeyed — be-

 A man rides a bicycle down a road next to a factory in Mexicali. 
ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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cause everything gets solved with bribes,” Ortega said.
Even though she suspects corruption is part of the problem, she doubts big multina-

tionals would try to bribe government officials. Foreign companies have official channels 
to report any requests for bribes, she said, and any complaints would probably lead to 
discussions between government representatives.

For people in Mexicali who are concerned about the pollution, one of their frustrations 
is the lack of information about toxic emissions. Behind the walls and guardhouses of 
the maquiladoras, many companies keep confidential the chemicals they are storing in 
tanks and the pollution they are releasing into the air. Even when information is submit-
ted to government regulators, company-specific data on emissions often isn’t publicly 
accessible.      

Some academic researchers say American companies and multinationals tend to pol-
lute less than Mexican-owned factories and take greater pains to comply with environ-
mental regulations.

Gerber, the economics professor, said he thinks the biggest pollution problems tend 
not to be the foreign-owned maquiladoras, because they are under more scrutiny, but 
rather small businesses that deal with toxic materials, such as auto shops doing metal-
plating on chrome bumpers. He said those sorts of small businesses seem to be hardly 
regulated at all. Researchers have found that pinning down how much pollution the fac-
tories generate can be extremely difficult.

In the 1980s, Roberto Sánchez Rodríguez, a professor of environmental studies at El 
Colegio de la Frontera Norte in Tijuana, researched the use of hazardous substances in 
Mexicali’s maquiladoras. 

In a 1990 study, he and other researchers used import records from 34 factories to as-
sess the types of chemicals and materials they were using. They said the volatile organic 
compounds detected in the New River suggested hazardous waste from circuit-board 
factories wasn’t being properly disposed of. 

“The maquiladoras are required to export waste that is not properly treated in Mexico,” 
Sánchez Rodríguez said. “In the late ‘80s and early ‘90s, we had some companies dump-
ing their waste in Mexico. It’s difficult to say how much of that waste has actually been 
controlled.”

Part of the problem, he said, is that Mexican environmental agencies are chronically 
understaffed and handicapped by a lack of resources, preventing them from effectively 
policing industries. 

“It becomes sort of volunteer enforcement,” he said, “even though it’s required by law.”
Other researchers have also investigated the practices of electronics manufacturers 

along the border. 
In a 2007 study, economists Claudia Schatan and Liliana Castilleja surveyed electron-

ics-assembly businesses in Mexican border cities and found nearly half of the 200 ma-
quiladoras “had not undertaken any active environmental policy.” 

They also found there was limited enforcement of environmental rules. 

‘We’re growing’

In front of the Kenworth factory, newly built semitrucks sat parked in a row, ready to 
roll out for sale in Mexico and the United States. 

Inside the assembly plant, power tools whirred and clattered. Workers attached wires 
to chassis, while robot arms assembled the cabs. Bright lights reflected off the polished 
concrete floor, where beeping forklifts carried parts to the assembly line. 

“We’re making 67 trucks a day,” spokesman Luis Machado said as he walked through 
the factory. He said the plant will soon increase production to 73 trucks per day.

“We’re receiving many orders from the United States now,” Machado said, while work-
ers passed by wheeling dollies loaded with fans and other parts.  
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The plant is owned by Bellevue, Washington-based PACCAR Inc. and manufactures 
not only Kenworth but also Peterbilt trucks. 

The company plans to make about 17,000 trucks at the factory this year, including 
heavy-duty semis and smaller models that are used as garbage trucks. 

“We keep hiring more people,” Machado said. “We’re growing.”
The company has about 2,800 employees in Mexicali, and every week about 30 new 

workers arrive to start training. They may be assigned to the assembly plant or to the 
adjacent metalworking facility, where pieces are cut and welded, or to the plastics plant, 
where exterior body pieces are made. 

Some of the team’s key performance measures were tracked on a whiteboard on the 
assembly line — “Security, Quality, Deliveries, Cost, Morale, Environment” — and below 
those words were spaces colored in with green denoting compliance and red denoting 
noncompliance. 

The assembly line was tidy, with yellow lines marking walking paths on the floor and 
TV screens flashing reminders for workers, including, “Don’t forget to turn off the unit’s 
lights.”

Inside the plastics plant, the air reeked of fresh resin. Workers wore masks and white 
protective suits as they cut fiberglass hoods using a high-pressure water-jet system.

The factory’s chimneys, Machado said, are in an area where freshly painted pieces 
pass through a drying oven. 

PACCAR has truck-manufacturing plants worldwide, in Canada, Brazil, Australia, the 
Netherlands and England, as well as U.S. plants in Ohio, Texas, Washington and Missis-
sippi. 

The manufacturing process in Mexicali, Machado said, is similar to the process at the 
company’s factories in Chillicothe, Ohio, and Denton, Texas. 

However, the system of environmental oversight is different in Mexico. 
A Mexican government database shows Kenworth has reported emissions of air pol-

lutants including styrene, nitrogen dioxide, lead, nickel, mercury, chromium, cadmium 
and arsenic. 

The same federal database shows Kenworth also has reported wastewater discharges 

 Workers leave the Kenworth factory during a shift change in Mexicali on June 6, 2018. 
ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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with pollutants including arsenic, cadmium, cyanide, chromium and mercury. 
The company says its pollution emissions have been minimal and within Mexican le-

gal limits.
“It’s a company that’s 100 percent clean,” said Enrique Guerrero, the factory’s environ-

mental-control manager. “This Kenworth plant has very robust procedures.”
The company didn’t allow photographs inside the plant but did allow picture-taking 

outside, including at the factory’s two wastewater-treatment plants. One plant takes in 
regular sewage and the other treats industrial wastewater. The company reuses the ef-
fluent on its property.  

“All of it is used to water these areas here,” Guerrero said, walking past a large grassy 
area fringed with oleanders and palm trees. “We don’t discharge anything.”

He said the plant has an overflow drain but uses it rarely, probably just once or twice in 
the past five years. He couldn’t say where the water goes in the case of an overflow, but 
he stressed that the company has federal authorization to use the drain. 

The industrial wastewater that flows out of Kenworth’s plant contains leftover paint, 
grease, tiny pieces of fiberglass and other pollutants that workers wash off machinery 
and the factory floor.

Every three months, the company conducts an analysis of the treated effluent to dem-
onstrate to the government that the plant is complying with regulations, Guerrero said. 
The company reports on the pollutants that turn up in that water, some of which flows 
into a pond beside the plant. 

On a lawn where sprinklers spray the treated wastewater, a sign warns that the efflu-
ent is “not apt for human consumption.”

As the wastewater passes through the treatment plant, sludge settles to the bottom 
and is pumped to a large tank. Hec-
tor Javier Castañeda, who works at the 
plant, said the toxic sludge is pressed to 
remove water. 

The stuff ends up in drums labeled 
“HAZARDOUS WASTE.” Inside one 
of the open drums, the hunks of dried 
sludge looked like dirt clods from a tilled 
plot of land.  

The factory turns over the drums to a 
government-certified hazardous-waste 
management company, which trucks 
the waste more than 400 miles away to 
a facility in Hermosillo. There, Guerrero 
said, the sludge is put into a cement kiln 
and burned together with other waste. 

“It’s used as supplementary fuel,” 
Guerrero said. He said the company in 
Hermosillo has a permit to receive haz-
ardous waste and is required to comply 
with regulations for the emissions from 
its smokestacks. 

The practice of burning the toxic 
sludge is permitted by government of-
ficials, he said, and is in line with the 
company’s policy of sending less than 
0.5 percent of its waste to landfills. 

The Kenworth factory also volun-
tarily participates in a federal certifica-
tion program called Industria Limpia, or 
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Clean Industry, in which the company demonstrates to the government every two years 
that it is in compliance with environmental rules.

“If we had any violation, they would automatically remove us from the program,” 
Guerrero said. “If we weren’t in compliance, we wouldn’t have an operating license.”

A haven for polluting industries 

Are some companies attracted to Mexico because weaker environmental oversight 
makes it easier to pollute than in the United States? 

Sara Grineski, a sociology professor at the University of Utah, has studied that ques-
tion and thinks lax regulation is one of several factors, along with cheap labor costs and 
weak labor rules, that attract polluting factories to Mexico.

She cited a couple of examples, including the construction of a U.S.-owned gas-fired 
power plant near Mexicali in 2003. The plant, one of two that opened west of the city 
around that time, was built to generate power primarily for Southern California. Grineski 
and fellow researcher Timothy Collins wrote that the case showed how “the combina-
tion of lower production costs and lax environmental policies and enforcement attracts 
industry.”

Another case was the Solvay chemical plant in Ciudad Juárez. The maquiladora has 
been operating since 1979 and is one of the world’s largest producers of hydrofluoric 
acid, which is used to make refrigerants and other products from herbicides to fluores-
cent light bulbs.

Grineski said the plant is the most dangerous facility in Juárez and its chemical nman-
ufacturing process is “definitely something you couldn’t have in the United States.”

“Throughout the plant’s 30-year history in Juárez, there have been child deaths, 
chemical releases resulting in blindness, failed attempts to shut down the plant,” she 
and other researchers wrote in a 2011 study. They said although workers and residents 
have complained repeatedly about safety and health concerns, “the government has 
chosen, under economic pressure, to ignore the problems.”

A resident stands on the dry ground in Ejido el Choropo, a neighborhood 
next to the Fevisa factory. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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They cited a leak that released a cloud of ammonia in 1999 and said the company has 
improperly dumped toxic waste next to the plant. The chemical company has repeatedly 
denied it is causing harmful pollution or putting workers at risk. 

The researchers said, however, that the chemical plant is an emblematic example and 
there is a widespread problem of “putting profits ahead of public health.”

Grineski said because environmental regulation is looser and cheaper in Mexico, it’s a 
factor that plays into multinationals’ decisions to open new factories.

“The reduced environmental controls are one part of a broader decision that’s based 
on maximizing profits,” she said. “I don’t think the regulations are so different, but the 
actual enforcement of the regulations is very different.” 

In other research, Grineski and Collins said environmental enforcement is hampered 
in Mexico by factors including a lack of monitoring equipment and expertise, and “un-
derpaid enforcement agents who are easily bribed.”

While there’s a debate as to how much maquiladoras harm the environment, they 
wrote, “there is consensus that the overall growth of industrial activity along the border 
has caused environmental degradation and amplified health risks.”

Together with the new United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement, the three govern-
ments negotiated the new Agreement on Environmental Cooperation. In it, they agreed 
to cooperate in reducing pollution and “enhancing environmental compliance and effec-
tive enforcement of environmental laws.”

Wallach, of Public Citizen, advocated for changes during the renegotiation of the trade 
deal to eliminate terms that promote the outsourcing of American jobs, and to strength-
en labor standards and environmental standards.

She said the newly signed trade agreement makes some significant improvements, 
including dramatically reining in a system for settling disputes between investors and 
governments. The existing system has allowed companies to skirt domestic courts and 
sue governments before panels of corporate lawyers.

In one infamous case in Mexico, an American waste-disposal company called Met-
alclad Corporation accused Mexico of violating NAFTA after authorities decided not to 

Some of Mexicali’s manufacturing plants are clustered just south of the border fence. 
JAY CALDERON AND RICHARD LUI/THE DESERT SUN
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grant a building permit for a hazardous-waste facility in the state of San Luis Potosí. Lo-
cal officials had told Metalclad, which had bought the property from another owner, that 
the company would need to first clean up hazardous materials that had been dumped 
previously at the site.

The company won the case in 2000. The Mexican government challenged the ruling 
but ultimately paid the company about $16 million in compensation.

Wallach praised the changes to the settlement system but said Congress should do 
more to strengthen the enforcement of environmental and labor rules. 

“I know it’s the case that Mexico has some pretty good laws on the books. They’re just 
not enforced,” Wallach said.  

In an analysis of the trade deal, Public Citizen called for “swift and certain enforce-
ment” of environmental standards. 

Without stronger environmental safeguards, Wallach said, U.S. companies will keep 
outsourcing jobs to pay very low wages in Mexico, “and the same environmental con-
tamination and dumping of toxins will continue.”

On a typical hazy day in Mexicali, the soot from factories mixes with dust swirling 
from unpaved roads and columns of smoke rising from trash heaps. 

The dirty air floats across the border fence and through the city of Calexico, where res-
idents say it’s frustrating living beside a city where pollution isn’t effectively regulated.

“Everything they can’t do here, they do it on that side,” said Marco Cisneros, a truck 
driver in Calexico whose son suffers from asthma. 

John Hernandez, a Brawley resident who voices concerns about pollution on both 
sides of the border, said he thinks there’s no doubt U.S. companies have set up plants in 
Mexicali in part to take advantage of less stringent pollution controls. 

“That’s just the way business is done,” Hernandez said. “Definitely it’s by design.
“Where there’s winners, there’s losers. And those disadvantaged communities that 

live along the border areas have been the losers in this NAFTA thing, on both sides of the 
border,” Hernandez said. “It’s too bad that our communities are left with the fallout of 
doing business here.”

Mexican government officials defend their system of environmental regulation and 
say they don’t think companies are coming here seeking to escape controls.  

Alfonso Blancafort Camarena, the top official of the federal Ministry of Environment 
and Natural Resources in Baja California, said he thinks companies’ decisions to open 
maquiladoras are based on other factors, such as labor costs and proximity to the United 
States.

“I don’t think they would choose Mexico because they can pollute here more than they 
can do in the States,” Blancafort said. “The law in Mexico is pretty strict, and they under-
stand that before they come here.”

That argument isn’t convincing for Jesús Roman Calleros, a water expert in Mexicali. 
He said it’s a problem that big companies seldom face fines or sanctions for pollution 
violations.

“To a large degree, that’s because these companies are powerful,” Roman Calleros 
said. “The government hasn’t wanted to pressure them much.”

When a company is penalized for a violation, he said, the fine is usually so small it’s 
not an effective deterrent. As he sees it, Mexico’s economic-development officials have 
sought to attract investment touting cheap labor, plentiful land and economical water 
and electricity, and they have made clear that companies won’t face environmental re-
strictions. 

“That’s been our message, the wrong message,” Roman Calleros said. As for the com-
panies, he said, “they see the government isn’t going to tell them anything, and that 
shouldn’t be.”
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Catering to maquiladoras

Inside a cavernous warehouse at El Dorado Industrial Park, people wearing casual of-
fice clothes and lanyards with conference badges milled around booths filled with power 
tools, portable cooling units, hard hats and safety glasses.

The Mexicali Supply Expo is a trade fair for the city’s industries featuring companies 
that supply and cater to the maquiladoras. Presenters included machinery movers, se-
curity companies, packaging companies, sellers of communication equipment, cleaning 
companies and a business that specializes in painting metal parts.

One of the biggest displays featured a giant baseball stadium made of cardboard, 
erected by Smurfit Kappa, a global packaging company. Visitors smiled as they posed 
beside the stadium next to a person dressed in an eagle costume — the mascot of Mexi-
cali’s baseball team, the Águilas.

Smurfit Kappa makes cardboard boxes that end up holding many of the city’s export 
products, including solar panels, tools, car parts, lamps and printer toner that’s sold by 
Office Depot and Staples.

At another display, robot arms were bathed in blue light and flexed in smooth motions, 
simulating an assembly line. 

Some of the companies were selling high-tech gadgets, while others advertised con-
sulting services or products such as adhesives or uniforms. There were also small manu-
facturers that make parts for larger maquiladoras. 

Bill Jordan, the CEO of Allied Tool & Die Company, stood wearing a white shirt with his 
company’s logo embroidered above the pocket. 

Spread on a table in front of him were metal parts of different shapes and sizes — 
“brackets, solenoid components, retainers, enclosures” — which his company makes 
under contract for aircraft manufacturers. 

Jordan’s Phoenix-based company also makes antenna parts for the telecommunica-
tions industry and parts for the automotive and medical industries. 

His grandfather founded the company as a small machine shop in 1951. 

The Smurfit Kappa plant and other factories border Colonia Satélite, a residential 
neighborhood in Mexicali. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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In 2008, Jordan began to look into starting an operation in Mexicali. Two years later, 
the company’s Mexicali plant opened. 

“It made sense to be in the same city as the people you’re making parts for,” Jordan 
said. “I like Mexicali. It’s been good for me.”

Setting up his business as a maquiladora enabled the company to import equipment 
tax-free. 

Being a four-hour drive away from Allied’s headquarters in Phoenix was a plus. Jordan 
was also sold by Mexicali’s relative safeness compared with other areas of Mexico, and 
by the savings on the payroll. 

“The big save is labor cost. That’s why you come,” Jordan said. 
In addition to his company’s 90 employees in Phoenix, 10 employees are working at 

the Mexicali plant, and Jordan is pleased with his workforce.
As for environmental regulation in Mexico, Jordan said it’s “probably the same inten-

sity as California, more intense than Arizona, from my purview.”
He said filling out the paperwork in Mexico takes more time.
Inspectors have visited the plant and done audits. Jordan said his plant doesn’t re-

lease any air pollution or industrial wastewater, so complying with the rules is relatively 
straightforward. 

Workers at Allied’s plant use compressed air for machinery that cuts, forms and bends 
metal. As they craft pieces out of aluminum, stainless steel and nickel alloy, the leftover 
waste is made up of metal “chips,” or scraps, covered in oil. The company sells the waste 
to a licensed recycler and reports details to Mexican regulators.

“The oily residue on the chips in Mexico is considered a hazardous waste,” Jordan 
said, adding that the waste is more strictly controlled here than in Arizona, where the 
leftover oil isn’t treated as hazardous waste.

When a company applies for a permit to open a factory in Mexico, it’s required to sub-
mit an environmental study detailing its manufacturing process, its emissions and the 
waste it will generate. 

Cars and trucks line up to cross from Mexicali into California. Running along the 
border is the All-American Canal, which delivers Colorado River water to farmland in 

the Imperial Valley. JAY CALDERON AND RICHARD LUI/THE DESERT SUN
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In most cases, a factory hires a consultant each year to certify its emissions and sub-
mits that information to government regulators.

Allied Tool & Die’s plant is one of many foreign-owned businesses that operate under 
the umbrella of a Mexican “shelter” company. The arrangement allows manufacturers 
to set up shop under a Mexican legal entity without going through the costly process of 
founding their own local company, and allows them to participate in the maquiladora 
program through the shelter company. 

Jordan said setting up a local company on his own would have been too expensive. For 
one thing, his company would have had to pay a 16 percent tax to import equipment and 
raw materials.  

Instead, the Mexican shelter company handles all sorts of administrative work, in-
cluding human resources, payroll, permits and compliance with import rules. 

Jordan said all of that makes doing business here cost-effective and helps his com-
pany compete for contracts.  

“If it was not for the shelter program,” he said, “it would be a much harder sell to get 
me to come here.”

Shelter companies

Allied Tool & Die works with the shelter company IVEMSA, which advertises itself as 
a partner that helps foreign companies reduce risk and liability. 

On its website, the company says: “Get up and running in Mexico in a matter of months 
by establishing your manufacturing operations under our shelter umbrella. All the ad-
vantages of manufacturing in Mexico without the hassle.” It promises to help companies 
keep on top of regulations and avoid fines.

Roberto Durazo, IVEMSA’s director of business development, said the company helps 
foreign businesses find the right building, recruit workers and “navigate the Mexican 
waters.”

“We are a one-stop shop for them to comply with all the regulations in Mexico — labor, 
accounting, administration, import-export, and environmental,” Durazo said. “Pretty 
much we cover all the red tape so they can concentrate on manufacturing.”

The company has more than two dozen clients. Durazo explained the business in an 
interview, sitting at a boardroom table in an office next to several factories. 

“For the Mexican government on paper, the U.S. company does not exist. It’s IVEMSA 
from Mexico,” Durazo said. That way, he said, “they have minimal exposure.”

Once companies have become established after several years of delegating adminis-
trative work, some decide to become fully independent and set up their own Mexico-
based entity.

Nationwide in Mexico, there are more than 5,000 companies with maquiladoras en-
rolled in the government program, importing raw materials tax-free and exporting their 
products to the U.S. and the rest of the world.

During the past two years, Trump’s push to renegotiate NAFTA, which he argued was 
hurting domestic manufacturing, created new uncertainty for U.S. companies with fac-
tories in Mexico. The effort to rewrite the trade pact coincided with new U.S. tariffs on 
steel from Mexico and Canada, and during the negotiations some American companies 
took a wait-and-see approach and chose to make only modest expansions in their Mexi-
can operations. 

They didn’t stop investing in new factories, though. Durazo’s firm reached deals last 
year to start working with four U.S. companies that are opening plants in Mexico. And 
with the U.S.-Mexico relationship now seemingly on a more positive footing, Durazo 
said, most companies are again moving forward with investment plans along the border.

Complying with environmental regulations isn’t expensive, Durazo said, and “it’s not 
something companies complain about.”
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The shelter company will help a newly arrived client prepare its environmental study 
to start doing business. Once the maquiladora is running, an independent consultant is 
hired to measure the emissions and prepare reports for the government.  

Mexican regulators describe it as a “self-regulation” approach. Durazo said the govern-
ment encourages this because agencies don’t have the staff to audit and physically visit 
all of the facilities.

As part of its services, the shelter company works with another consultant, Consorcio 
Ambiental, which oversees companies’ compliance with environmental rules. If a gov-
ernment inspector announces a visit, the maquiladora will call the shelter company so 
that representatives can be on hand to make sure it goes smoothly.

Records released by the state environmental regulatory agency show that fines for 
violations have been rare for big companies in Mexicali during the past two years. Many 
of those fined have been small local companies or recycling operations.

Durazo said it’s unclear how many of Mexicali’s factories overall are strictly following 
the rules, and to what extent Mexican-owned businesses are complying.

“But what I can tell you is that inside a shelter structure, since many companies share 
a license and a permit, we make sure that everybody complies,” Durazo said. 

A violation could affect the shelter company as well as the other companies that oper-
ate under its permits.

“Most of the maquiladoras, they really follow the standards,” Durazo said. “I’m sure 
here it’s not as strict as California, but what I can tell you is that a company cannot just 
come in here and do whatever they want without following the rules.”

He said he doesn’t think companies are coming to Mexico to evade regulation and pol-
lute more freely. As he sees it, Mexicali is simply a good place to do business. 

Living downwind

In parts of Mexicali, factories and neighborhoods were built right next to each other, 
without any space to separate them. 

A boy rides a bike in front of the Fevisa factory in Ejido el Choropo, a neighborhood 
south of Mexicali. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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The smokestacks of the Fábrica de Envases de Vidrio (Fevisa) factory tower above 
rows of homes and unpaved roads in Ejido el Choropo, just south of the city, where chil-
dren ride bikes past barking dogs and chain-link fences. 

The Mexicali-based company makes glass bottles, and the sounds of clinking glass 
ring out from the plant and drift into the yards of homes next to its outer wall. 

Standing in front of her house, Domitila Razo ran two fingers across the dusty wind-
shield of an old Nissan pickup.

“This is a little bit, but it ends up looking white, white, this dust,” Razo said. She point-
ed out that looking closely at the dust on the windshield, it sparkles in the sun.  

“We don’t know what it is,” she said. “But we wake up to this.”
She explained that she’s strung up a tarp in the courtyard next to her washing ma-

chine to try to keep the dust off clothes while they’re drying. 
Razo said she’s been wanting to go talk with people at the plant about the dust, which 

she suspects is coming from the factory and settling in her yard. She said the dust is ir-
ritating, and she wonders if it’s harming her family’s health. 

Martin Cueva, the company’s director of operations, responded to questions from The 
Desert Sun by email. He said Fevisa maintains a close relationship with residents in the 
neighborhood, and “there is no complaint about the company’s operations, much less of 
health effects.” 

Cueva said the company, which produces bottles for soft drinks, beer, wine and food 
products, uses natural gas as fuel, gets its power from geothermal energy, and doesn’t 
discharge any industrial wastewater. He said the company complies with Mexico’s fed-
eral environmental regulations and fulfills “the industry’s most demanding require-
ments of quality and environmental care.” 

Cueva said the company holds a list of international certifications, including a certifi-
cation for environmental management called ISO 14000. And he said Mexican industries 
are an important “source of development and momentum” for the region’s economy. 

When asked about the white dust and the concerns expressed by some neighbors, 
Cueva said the company’s personnel have spoken with people in the area about that. He 
said samples of dust were taken and sent to a certified laboratory for analysis. 

“The conclusion was that the dust was made up of the elements of the desert,” Cueva 
wrote. “The streets in the town are loose dirt, and it rises when vehicles pass, or the 
same phenomenon also occurs when the wind blows strongly.”

Some residents say they view the Fevisa plant as a good neighbor. 
“I don’t have any problem. I live calmly. I breathe clean air,” said Maria Susana Ra-

mos, a hairstylist who lives a few blocks from the plant. She said she’s talked with many 
neighbors and visited the local primary school, and “there’s no complaint about health.”

Many people in the neighborhood work in the Fevisa plant. Ramos said the company 
helps out in the community by maintaining its sports field and donating soccer uniforms 
for the children, among other things. 

“They’ve always supported us,” she said. “I don’t have any complaints.”
But Razo said she’s concerned. 
“The dust is always unpleasant,” Razo said. “I hope they do something.”
She and her family have been living in the house for 22 years. Her mother, Sara Men-

doza, died years ago of a brain tumor, and now Razo lives here with her 13-year-old son, 
her husband, who works in another factory, and her 86-year-old father. 

Across the road from their wooden house, a tire swing hangs on a palo verde tree next 
to the fenced playground of a kindergarten. Beyond that is the primary school. 

The proximity of the schools to the factory was discussed among the neighbors sev-
eral years ago when the company installed a new furnace, Razo said. 

“Fevisa wanted to move the kindergarten,” she said. “But people didn’t want that. … 
What the people here didn’t want was for Fevisa to expand more over here.”

Razo said the company has expressed interest in buying her family’s home. Last year, 
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she said, a man from the factory came and asked her father if he would sell. 
Her father told him he’s asking 600,000 pesos, or about $31,000. So far, the company 

hasn’t made an offer.
Reporter Rosalie Murphy contributed to this article. 

Help us investigate: Do you have a tip to share about pollution along the U.S.-Mexico 
border? Contact reporter Ian James at ian.james@desertsun.com, 602-444-8246 or on 
Twitter at @ByIanJames.
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A toxic dumping ground 
festers on the border

BY IAN JAMES | PHOTOS BY ZOE MEYERS, PALM SPRINGS DESERT SUN

On the outskirts of Mexicali, where cattle graze and tractors roll across the farm-
land, a sooty building belches out clouds of smoke. 

Twisted scraps of metal and the smashed skeletons of old cars sit in piles next 
to the hulking plant, where machinery hums loudly, punctuated by the booming sounds 
of metal striking metal.

Outside the plant’s walls and across a narrow dirt road, Blanca Ramírez lives in the 
same farmhouse where she grew up. She remembers when she was a kid, before the 
steel mill was built, the land across the road was an alfalfa field and the air was clean.

Now smoke pours out of the plant at all hours, floating over a row of houses and across 
the fields. 

“The pollution has gradually increased, because we didn’t used to see as much as we 

Heaps of old cars, junk and industrial waste leave a 
hazardous legacy near the U.S.-Mexico border. 
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see now,” Ramírez said, standing on the road beside the plant. “It’s terrible.”
The Grupo Simec steel mill is a huge recycling facility. It devours metal scraps and 

the chassis of old cars, which arrive on trucks from junkyards where they have been 
stripped of parts. The metal goes in dirty, covered with paint and rust, and is melted 
down along with iron ore and carbon coke, then emerges clean as pieces of steel rebar 
for construction, stacked in bundles on trailers. 

The smelting process separates impurities from the molten iron and leaves behind 
waste: heaps of grayish black slag, which in other places has been found to contain cal-
cium, silicon, iron, chromium, manganese, lead and other metals and pollutants. 

Some of the slag is piled inside the compound’s walls, looking like rolling hills. Other 
mounds of slag have been dumped outside the walls, on the opposite side of the plant 
from Ramírez’s home, forming a flattened heap beside a trash-strewn ditch and a dry 
field where no crops are growing.

Mexicali and surrounding areas along the border have become a dumping ground for 
all sorts of junk, from old appliances to e-waste to discarded tires, some of which arrives 
from the United States. There’s money to be made here from some types of junk. Old 
cars can be dismantled for reusable parts. Old iron and copper can be resold or melted 
down to make new material. And a whole host of businesses, both large and small, legal 
and illegal, focus on taking in discarded items and recycling anything of value.  

But the problem with Mexicali’s recycling businesses isn’t what gets recycled. It’s the 
stuff that goes up in the air and the leftover waste that is cast aside in the process.

All around Mexicali, vacant lots are littered with trash ranging from household gar-
bage to shattered pieces of old computers. In backyards, heaps of plastic and cardboard 
are collected by unlicensed recyclers. Along the city’s streets, blazing piles of tires and 
electrical cables send columns of black smoke billowing into the air.

In the junkyards, old cars are lined up row after row, baking in the sun and leaking oil 
onto the ground. The cars are cannibalized for their parts, and the battered remnants are 
trucked to the steel mill southeast of the city, where they are dumped along with metal 
scraps including pieces of old appliances, rusty iron cables and a mishmash of discarded 
railings, gates, racks and barrels, among other things. Atop a pile of junk that towered 

A heap of scrap metal is piled against a wall at the Grupo Simec  
steel mill near Mexicali. ZOE MEYERS/DESERT SUN
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over the plant’s walls, a tricycle with pink tires protruded from the jumble of metal.  
Elsewhere in Mexicali, where maquiladoras have proliferated to manufacture prod-

ucts for export, many dumps, scrapyards and recycling businesses have sprung up to 
take in waste from both Mexico and the United States. While some of the businesses 
have licenses and say they are complying with environmental rules, many others are 
operating illegally.

The top environmental official in the state of Baja California has acknowledged that 
despite efforts to shut down illegal dumps, many remain and the problem is still largely 
out of control.

‘Nothing of that is left’

When Blanca Ramírez was growing up here, her father farmed cotton, alfalfa and 
wheat. She and her five sisters and two brothers helped pick cotton. They bathed in the 
canals and took walks through the fields.

Back in the 1970s, they didn’t have electricity or air conditioning. On hot summer 
nights, they climbed a ladder to the roof and slept out in the fresh air under the stars.

Looking through family photos, Ramírez found one showing one of her sisters in a red 
dress posing in a green field, and another of her family standing on a dirt road.

“Without pollution, the air looks good, the sky clear. And now nothing of that is left,” 
she said. “Everything’s changed.”

In the early 1990s, a neighbor sold his farmland and the steel mill was built on top of it. 
The plant began operating in 1993. It was initially named Compañía Siderúrgica de 

California, and its walls bear the giant initials CSC. 
Ramírez said her father, Federico, soon began noticing that the soot was harming his 

crops and leaving stunted patches of yellow vegetation.
“We saw that it didn’t let the plant grow because the dust that fell from there was 

heavy,” she said. “It’s difficult for the plant to develop, and so it doesn’t develop. It dies.”
When her father complained about the damage to his wheat, the steel mill paid him for 

Blanca Ramírez stands outside the Grupo Simec steel mill near Mexicali. She says the 
plant has been spewing more smoke lately. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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his losses. Ramírez doesn’t know exactly how much, but it was a small sum and the only 
time he received money from the company.

Ramírez’s 80-year-old mother, Raquel Hernández Rodríguez, remembered that after 
her husband’s complaints, the company sent a man who placed an air monitor in their 
yard. The next day, he came back to pick it up. She remembered him saying, “It’s clean, 
ma’am.”

They never heard anything more from the company. They weren’t satisfied with the 
response, but they didn’t see anything more they could do.

Several years ago, Ramírez’s father died of prostate cancer. Two of her aunts also died 
of cancer.

Ramírez is unsure what’s in the smoke from the incinerated junk or how it might be 
affecting people’s health. But she worries it must be harmful.

Meanwhile, Grupo Simec’s business has been growing.
The company is a subsidiary of Mexico-based steel company Industrias CH, led by 

Chairman Rufino Vigil González, a Mexican billionaire. Grupo Simec says on its website 
that it has 19 plants for steel production and processing, including 11 in Mexico, seven in 
the United States and one in Canada.

A representative of Grupo Simec didn’t respond to a request for an interview but said 
in an email that official information about the publicly traded company is available on-
line.

The Mexicali “mini-mill” is supplied by three scrap-metal processing plants, the com-
pany says on its website, and it produces rebar as well as other shapes, including “an-
gles, rounds, squares, flat bars.”

In the United States, the Environmental Protection Agency says emissions from steel 
mini-millstypically include metal dusts, made up of iron, zinc, chromium, nickel, lead, 
cadmium, and other metals, as well as gases including carbon dioxide and nitrogen ox-
ides. The agency says emissions from the plants’ furnaces in the U.S. are generally cap-
tured and routed to baghouses to control levels of particle pollution. 

Grupo Simec says it “has made an ongoing commitment to environmental protection 
and every year we make significant investments to maintain all the equipment in opera-
tion at our production plants in good working order.” The company says all of its plants 
comply with environmental regulations.

The steel mill is regulated by Mexico’s federal government and was fined for violations 
three years ago. But government regulators have allowed it to continue operating.

The company, which is listed in Mexican government documents as Arrendadora 
Simec, S.A. de C.V., has reported releasing a list of regulated pollutants into the air. A 
federal pollution database shows that between 2011 and 2014, the company reported 
emissions of air pollutants including carbon dioxide, benzene, arsenic, mercury, nickel, 
lead, formaldehyde, chromium and cadmium.

When the plant spews out thick smoke, Ramírez said, it smells like plastic or metal — 
“something heavy” in the air.

If she hangs clothes out to dry in the sun, she said, the fabric will absorb that dirty 
smell. So she stopped hanging the family’s clothes outside.

In the mornings, she said, the smoke hangs over the farmlands like fog.
“We can’t open the windows of our house anymore,” she said. “It’s alarming.”

Dumps everywhere

 Mexicali’s many recycling businesses, scrapyards and dump sites create problems 
that go beyond aesthetics.  

Circuit boards in discarded cellphones and electronics, for example, include toxic pol-
lutants such as arsenic, cadmium, lead and mercury. Acid from old car batteries can leak 
into the soil. Whenever junk is filled with hazardous chemicals, the toxins can leach into 
the soil and pollute the groundwater as well as water running in ditches.
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For years, government officials on both sides of the border have recognized that the 
widespread unregulated dumping in Mexicali represents a potential hazard. 

In a 2012 report, consultants working for the Border Environment Cooperation Com-
mission studied how to improve the city’s deficient garbage-collection system and made 
a list of suggestions. They said Mexicali’s ditches and drains are badly polluted “due to 
the large volume of solid wastes,” and that polluted water from dumps is flowing into the 
sewage-filled New River, which crosses the border and continues past a neighborhood 
in Calexico.

The report said the trash dumped along ditches and canals has included discarded 
mattresses, household garbage and other debris, and that the “lack of control” adds to 
the pollution problems. The authors suggested, among other things, cleaning up one of 
the drains that feeds the New River.

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the California EPA have since provid-
ed funds for cleanups in the city’s ditches and drains. The work has involved pulling out 
tires, refrigerators, furniture and other debris.

In 2016, U.S. and California officials announced $300,000 in state and federal grants 
to help with cleanups and pay for an environmental education campaign to raise aware-
ness about the problem of illegal dumps.

Those projects have had limited success. Widespread dumping has continued, and 
efforts by Mexico’s chronically underfunded environmental agencies to crack down 
haven’t come close to making a dent.

Last year, Baja California’s Environmental Protection Department said it shut down 
29 illegal dump sites covering a total of 250 acres.

“Right now, the problem we see most often is illegal dumps,” said Thelma Castañeda 
Custodia, the agency’s secretary.

The dumping often happens at night on vacant lots, she said, and even if the landown-
ers don’t know about it, they are still held responsible.

“We close down the property, the plot, and then we try to find out who the owner is,” 
Castañeda said. Often, her staff orders the owner to fence off the land and keep it clean.

Smoke billows from burning trash next to the Grupo Simec steel mill in the 
countryside southeast of Mexicali. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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She said most of the complaints the agency receives aren’t related to established busi-
nesses, but rather to illegal operations such as junkyards without permits.

“There are many people who engage in providing service to some companies, picking 
up their waste, but they’re not registered with us,” Castañeda said.

She said she doesn’t know how many recyclers and junkyards are doing business il-
legally, but she guesses for every one that’s legal, there may be three others without 
permits.

In many cases, the illegal waste-handlers run small operations, sometimes using their 
own home as a dump.

What’s dangerous about these illicit businesses, Castañeda said, is that when people 
are storing old car batteries or burning up cables to salvage copper, “they don’t have any 
idea how polluting it can be.”

Baja California’s Environmental Protection Department provided dozens of inspec-
tion documentsin response to a request from The Desert Sun. Those documents from 
2016 and 2017 included 35 inspections that led to fines, which ranged from the equiva-
lent of $750 to about $6,500. Twelve of those cases involved waste disposal or recycling 
businesses.

The agency has just four full-time inspectors to enforce environmental rules in Mexi-
cali, and the documents show they are spending a significant share of their time exam-
ining waste businesses and recyclers.

One of the problems along the border, Castañeda said, is the large quantity of used 
goods that arrive on trucks from the U.S. and come through customs as secondhand 
items.

“Electronics, tires, clothes, a ton of things pass through as goods that are still usable, 
but very quickly they become waste, rubbish,” Castañeda said. “That’s what has us, es-
pecially on the border, stuck with a problem now of accumulating tires and other types 
of waste — electronics and other types of waste that people simply don’t know where 
they can dispose of it.”

She said one of the state government’s goals is to help more legitimate waste recy-
clers start legal businesses, so that the city can recycle more of the stuff that ends up in 
dumps.

As it stands, people in Mexicali can drop off alkaline batteries for disposal, but they 
don’t have anywhere to take e-waste, for example, so old electronics end up mixed in 
with other junk.

“For us, I think waste is the most difficult part” of environmental oversight, Castañeda 
said. She acknowledged that the problem has been growing as junk has accumulated in 
illegal dumps.

“If we put together all of that waste, I think we’d see the magnitude of the problem,” 
Castañeda said. “There’s a lot — a lot, a lot, a lot — that remains to be done.”

Still, she defended her agency’s performance and said it has made progress by shut-
ting down some dumps.

As for Mexicali’s maquiladoras, Castañeda said she thinks her agency’s oversight is 
sufficient.

Industrial waste

As state officials explain it, their system of enforcement often involves visual inspec-
tions of factories and checks of their registration documents. It isn’t clear whether that 
approach enables them to detect and deter improper waste dumping by factories.  

Mexico’s government allows foreign-owned maquiladoras to import raw materials 
and machinery tax-free as long as they export the finished products.

While operating under that regimen, the companies need to track the raw materials 
they bring across the border, the finished products they export, and where they send 
their waste, said Roberto Durazo, director of business development for the Mexican 
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company IVEMSA. His firm assists foreign companies and provides “shelter” services, 
acting as their legal representative in the country.

“All the scrap, the company has to keep very strict controls,” Durazo said. “If they are 
bringing in metal and they have some metal scrap, they cannot just throw it somewhere.”

Under Mexican law, waste that’s classified as requiring “special handling” falls under 
state authority. That includes items like metal scraps and plastic.

The federal government regulates hazardous waste, which includes any waste that is 
covered in oil or contaminated with chemicals, among other things.

In general, the maquiladoras are supposed to export any hazardous waste back to the 
country of origin, in many cases to the United States. But León Felipe Ruiz González, 
operations director for the consulting company Consorcio Ambiental, said there are also 
“legal caveats” that allow for some hazardous waste to be disposed of in Mexico.

He didn’t elaborate on those caveats. However, government records show some com-
panies are disposing of hazardous waste in Mexico.

Documents from the federal Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources list com-
panies that are authorized to handle hazardous waste. In Mexicali, they include 19 com-
panies authorized to transport hazardous waste, four approved recyclers of hazardous 
waste and 11 companies that store hazardous waste.

The documents show those companies receive things including lead-tainted waste 
from electronics welding, flammable solvents, pesticides, auto waste including lead and 
acid, corrosive substances, paint, contaminated soil, asbestos, sludge left over from 
chrome-plating, waste containing cyanide, lead-tainted slag from furnaces and other 
toxic chemicals.

When a company opens a factory in Mexico, it’s required to prepare an environmental 
study and provide details about the waste it will generate and how it will dispose of the 
waste.

“By law, all the companies that have hazardous materials as scrap, they have to build 
a special room in the factory, that the only purpose of that room is to hold hazardous 
materials,” Durazo said. The hazardous waste will be stored there until it’s picked up by 
a certified company and taken away.

Griselda Núñez Ramos is one of dozens of “pepenadores,” or trash pickers,  
who live and work at a dump south of Mexicali. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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“That’s how it should work,” Durazo said. “I cannot assume that all the companies do 
it like that, but they should be doing it like that.”

Durazo’s company has about two dozen maquiladoras as clients, and he said he 
doesn’t remember any of them having problems with environmental regulations or fines 
in recent years.

Mexico’s federal database of pollution emissions includes not only companies’ self-
reported air emissions, but also discharges of wastewater and waste that affects soil. 
The database shows that between 2005 and 2016, some factories and power plants in 
Mexicali reported contaminating soil with pollutants including arsenic, cadmium, cya-
nide, chromium, mercury, nickel and lead.

Companies that reported lead discharges affecting the soil included Masterwork Elec-
tronics, which makes circuit boards, lamp manufacturer Eaton, electronics manufac-
turer Coto Technology, truck maker Kenworth, metal foundry Maquiladora San Diego 
and electronics company Panasonic, among others.

Because the information is self-reported by companies, the releases of pollutants gen-
erally appear to be at levels permitted under Mexican regulations.

The Grupo Simec steel mill, despite the large slag heaps both inside and outside its 
walls, didn’t appear to have reported any pollution of the soil. Yet when water soaks into 
slag heaps at steel mills, researchers have found that metals, including chromium and 
manganese, can leach out. Steel slag generally produces highly alkaline drainage, which 
can taint the groundwater and nearby waterways. 

When a company lists a release of a pollutant under “soil,” it may refer to contaminat-
ing soil while storing waste on the ground, said Alfonso Blancafort Camarena, the top 
official of Mexico’s Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources in Baja California.

“If it’s within the permitted benchmarks, well then, it’s within compliance,” Blancafort 
said. And if the levels exceed the permitted thresholds or pose a threat of polluting wa-
ter, he said, federal regulators will act.

The records in the database don’t give specifics or list regulatory limits, and the 
amounts of pollutants reported varied widely in the data.

It’s not clear how often inspections by federal regulators lead to violations or fines. 
The Desert Sunrequested inspection records from the Federal Attorney for Environmen-
tal Protection but was unable to obtain the documents.  

As for the many illegal dumps in Mexicali, Blancafort said the situation is “bringing us 
into a crisis” and the city needs to improve its system of collecting household garbage.

Some of the trash that’s dumped around canals and lagoons is still ending up in the 
New River, and Blancafort said the uncontrolled dumping poses risks, because while 
the authorities haven’t discovered any toxic waste sites in years, it’s possible that some 
people are quietly collecting hazardous chemicals.

“That’s our concern, that at some point that would become a dump site for toxic waste,” 
Blancafort said. “I don’t think it’s happening as it did some years back, but because of 
the lack of control of some sites, it could eventually happen. I think it’s a risk.”

At an old landfill in the desert south of Mexicali, people live in makeshift shacks made 
of wood scraps, cardboard, blankets and tattered plastic sheets. They earn barely enough 
to survive collecting recyclables such as plastic bottles and turning them in for cash.

Yenny Gutiérrez Moreno, one of the trash pickers, said she heard that years ago, before 
she started doing this work, people at the landfill had seen a truck arrive carrying drums 
filled with toxic chemicals, and they angrily prevented it from unloading the cargo.

“We control the business,” said Amado Cruz, a man with a black-and-gray beard who 
sat shirtless next to his shack, smoking a cigarette.

“They aren’t supposed to dump toxic materials here. It’s only household trash, busi-
nesses’ trash, not industrial,” Cruz said.

Asked what would happen if a truck arrives carrying industrial waste, he said: “If one 
comes, they send them to bury it up there.”

He motioned uphill to the sloping desert at the foot of the mountains.
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“It’s not allowed here,” he said.

Legal and illegal recyclers

One afternoon in April, a column of black smoke rose over a busy avenue in Mexicali. 
The cloud was billowing from a house tucked behind a row of factories on an unpaved 
dirt road.

Police and firefighters arrived with lights flashing. 
Neighbors stood on the road, watching the tower of smoke expand and drift with the 

breeze above the power lines. Angélica Luque said the man down the road had collected 
mounds of cardboard boxes and plastic next to his house, and it all caught fire. Some of 
the smoke was spewing from burning tires.

“They had already come and warned him to get rid of it all. But he didn’t pay attention,” 
Luque said, standing with arms crossed under a tree. She said the smoke must be harm-
ing people’s health, including her children.

“But if the authorities don’t do anything, what can I do?” she said. “I can’t do anything.”
Just as some people try to profit from illegal dumps in their yards, other business-

people are trying to go the legal route.
One of them is Horacio Palma, an industrial engineer who once worked for maquila-

doras and specialized in making plastic items such as milk bottles and medical oxygen 
masks. Now he manages Green America Recycling & Recovery, a Mexican company that 
receives waste from maquiladoras.

When he signs up a new client, he offers a “complete service” that includes accepting 
any kind of waste, whether it’s regular garbage, waste that’s classified as requiring “spe-
cial handling,” hazardous waste or recyclables.  

The company charges companies for disposing of their waste. Scraps of non-recycla-
ble plastic or wood, for example, are taken to a special landfill operated by one of Green 
America’s partners.

When a maquiladora has waste that’s contaminated with oil or chemicals, it’s con-

 A worker at Green America Recycling & Recovery takes a handful of wires to a grinding 
machine to demonstrate how the wires are chopped up and recycled. 

ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN 
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sidered hazardous waste. In those cases, Palma said Green America works with another 
company, which ships the material to a disposal facility across the border in Yuma, Ari-
zona.

Palma said all of the waste his company receives goes to a licensed facility.
In the case of valuable recyclables such as bundles of copper wires, his company pays 

the factories for the wires and grinds them up in a machine to extract the metal.
Standing in a hangar-like warehouse, Palma said he views this part of the work as 

especially important because when wires aren’t properly recycled, they often end up 
burned in roadside dumps, spewing smoke filled with toxic chemicals.

“It’s illegal, but they do it,” Palma said. “That’s what we try to avoid, those big burns.”
Palma said he thinks burning wires to extract copper must be contributing to the high 

asthma rates along the border. And when that pollution settles over the city, he said, it 
must be polluting the soil, too.

“There are businesses that are buying copper that’s been burned, and you realize it 
because it’s black — unlike ours, which comes out completely clean,” Palma said.

One of the factories where his compa-
ny collects cables is Hikam Electronica, 
which is part of Japan-based Hirakawa 
Hewtech Corp. and says on its website 
that it makes a variety of electrical wires 
and cables.  

Palma asked one of his employees to 
turn on the machine for a demonstration. 
He handed out earplugs and the hulking 
machine started to rumble.

The worker fed a bunch of plastic-cov-
ered wires into the machine, and seconds 
later bits of chopped-up copper spilled 
from a chute in pieces smaller than grains 
of rice.

From another chute, pieces of multicol-
ored plastic rained down.

“This is business,” Palma said, holding up a coil of copper wire. “We grind it up. The 
machine is electric. It doesn’t give off any smoke, it doesn’t produce any pollution.”

Palma said they are experimenting with recycling the plastic by mixing the pieces into 
paint or using them in cinder blocks.

Green America is picking up other junk from factories, including iron cables, recy-
clable plastic and circuit boards. In the future, Palma said he would like to help recycle 
the old tires that are often dumped and burned.

“I work trying to help clean up the environment,” Palma said. “We may not be able to 
eliminate a large percentage of the pollution, but the little that we do is something — as 
opposed to people who don’t do anything.”

Lately, the government has gotten stricter and stepped up oversight of recycling busi-
nesses, Palma said. Inspectors from the state environmental agency have been visiting 
his company every four or five months to make sure it is complying with regulations.

Still, the recycling companies that are operating legally remain a small minority, Pal-
ma said. He doesn’t know how many have permits in Mexicali, but he guesses about 30 
— “few legal, many illegal.”

He said the foreign-owned maquiladoras tend to work only with legal, established re-
cyclers, like his company.

That’s not the case with non-industrial junk — things like old household appliances, 
electronics and other used items that come across the border, much of which ends up in 
the garbage or dumped just about anywhere in Mexicali. As Palma sees it, “there really 
is no regulation in the city.”

“I work trying to help clean up 
the environment. We may not 
be able to eliminate a large 
percentage of the pollution, but 
the little that we do is something 
— as opposed to people who 
don’t do anything.”

HORACIO PALMA
industrial engineer
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Hazardous chemicals

Behind their walls and guardhouses, some of Mexicali’s factories have tanks that hold 
industrial chemicals. At times, plants have erupted in flames and been rocked by explo-
sions. Leaks and spills have released plumes of hazardous chemicals and sent people 
fleeing.

One incident occurred in 1992, when a leak at the Química Orgánica pesticide plant in 
Mexicali released hydrochloric acid into the air, prompting people to flee the area. The 
plant later closed.  

Other incidents at industrial plants in Mexicali have included leaks of ammonia and 
fires that sent toxic chemicals up in smoke.

The accidents have prompted studies of the dangers posed by industrial plants.
Judith Ley García, a researcher at the Autonomous University of Baja California in 

Mexicali, has studied the risks to help authorities and companies prepare in the event of 
an emergency.

In one study, Ley and other researchers simulated leaks of ammonia from 18 compa-
nies that store substantial amounts of the gas, which, if inhaled, can be fatal. Mapping 
danger zones around those plants, they estimated that 14 percent of Mexicali’s popula-
tion is exposed to risks from potential ammonia leaks, and that is considering just one 
of the many toxic chemicals that are used in factories along the border.

Zeroing in on ammonia, the risks are higher not only because the city has agrochemi-
cal and food plants that use the gas, but also due to the “inappropriate location or the 
lack of safe distances between those facilities and the population, both of which are a 
product of the intense and haphazard growth the city has experienced,” the researchers 
wrote in the study.  

Ley has also examined industrial waste sites and the problem of contaminated soil in 
Mexicali and surrounding areas.

In a 2011 report on Mexicali titled “Atlas of Risks,” she and other researchers referred 
back to the 1960s, when highly salty agricultural wastewater from Arizona fouled the 

A man walks past a lot filled with old trucks in the Colonia Satélite  
neighborhood of Mexicali. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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Colorado River, leading to stunted and dying crops downstream in the Mexicali Valley. 
That crisis, which contaminated farmlands and outraged Mexican farmers, touched off 
a diplomatic crisis and eventually led to a 1973 agreement in which the United States 
guaranteed that the water reaching Mexico would have an average salinity level within 
an accepted threshold.

Since then, the researchers said other major causes of soil contamination have 
emerged, including the proliferating dumps and dozens of auto-dismantling yards, 
which people here call yonkes, after junkyards. They counted 52 yonkes and about 70 
illegal dumps in Mexicali at the time.

Those numbers have continued to grow.
The researchers said improper handling of industrial waste by factories is a prob-

lem, and that hazardous waste has ended up not only in disposal sites but also in illegal 
dumps, representing a “serious threat of pollution of soils and water.”

Ley and her colleagues found records showing hazardous waste has been dumped at a 
list of approved sites over the years, many of them in rural areas around Mexicali. They 
include one site where agricultural chemicals and solvents from maquiladoras were bur-
ied years ago; another where factories’ wastes were dumped; another that received met-
al scraps; another where truck manufacturer Kenworth disposed of fiberglass; another 
where hazardous industrial waste was taken until authorities found the site was pollut-
ing wells and shut it down; another waste site west of the city; and a radioactive-waste 
facility that was built in the 1980s.

The researchers also found that a 2004 document described a storage area for hazard-
ous waste at the Grupo Simec steel mill.  

The researchers said that in 17 locations, a total of more than 1,000 people live close to 
these hazardous-waste sites and face potential risks.

Toxic chemicals also pose health risks north of the border in parts of the Imperial Val-
ley.

In Brawley, for example, the California Department of Toxic Substances Control is re-
quiring Chevron to remediate contaminated soil and groundwater on an 11-acre property 

A truck drives along the Pacífico Canal toward a dump in the Mexicali Valley.
ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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where the PureGro Company produced and stored pesticides from the 1940s until the 
facility closed in 2000. The agency has proposed a cleanup that would involve removing 
some of the tainted soil and covering up the site with a “durable liner,” but residents have 
protested against that plan, saying it’s not enough to protect them.

Meanwhile, some hazardous waste is regularly crossing the border from the U.S. into 
Mexico.

U.S. EPA records show American companies are shipping a steady stream of hazard-
ous waste to Mexican facilities, where the relatively low costs make for a profitable busi-
ness.

The EPA regulates the storage and disposal of hazardous waste under a 1976 law called 
the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act, and it collects annual reports from all 
companies that export hazardous waste.

In response to a request from The Desert Sun under the Freedom of Information Act, 
the EPA released dozens of reports that were submitted by companies detailing their 
exports of hazardous waste to Mexico between 2012 and 2016.

Steel companies in states from Alabama to Texas to Oregon reported exporting thou-
sands of tons of furnace dust that’s left over from steelmaking. Many companies ship 
the dust in rail cars to Zinc Nacional in Monterrey, which recycles the dust and produces 
zinc oxide and zinc sulfate.

The records show American companies have also sent thousands of tons of spent 
lead-acid batteries to waste facilities in Mexico.

None of those hazardous waste sites is in Mexicali, though the records show that a 
business called Temarry Recycling in the nearby border town of Tecate receives many 
U.S. waste shipments. The exporters include landfills, metal-finishing businesses, cit-
ies, the U.S. Navy and American companies like Sherwin-Williams and Tesla Motors. 
The facility reports receiving flammable liquids, including solvents such as acetone, xy-
lene and toluene, as well as other toxic liquids, flammable aerosols, paint, gasoline and 
other types of hazardous waste.

Blancafort, of the federal environment ministry, said Temarry Recycling often faces 
reviews by regulators because the government has received complaints about the com-
pany. He said regulators have found, however, that the company is complying with regu-
lations.  

A 1986 agreement between the U.S. and Mexican governments lays out procedures 
and notification requirements for cross-border shipments of hazardous waste. The two 
governments recognized in the pact that if cross-border shipments of hazardous waste 
were improperly managed, that could endanger public health, and they pledged to make 
additional arrangements as appropriate “to mitigate or avoid adverse effects on health, 
property and the environment.”

It’s not clear whether the two governments have lived up to that pledge given the lim-
ited information that’s available about how hazardous waste is handled and regulated 
in Mexico. And it’s an open question whether government oversight of waste sites in 
Mexico is sufficient to protect the health of people who live nearby.

One recent environmental fight in Mexicali illustrates the level of distrust that can 
surround proposals for new waste sites, even when the planned location is miles outside 
city limits.  

In 2016, a Mexican business proposed to build a huge development in the desert 
southwest of Mexicali. The plan called for a solar plant, a residential area and an indus-
trial zone where companies would store and recycle waste. The waste-storage part of 
the proposal alarmed environmental activists, who protested what they saw as a plan to 
bring in toxic waste from across Mexico and from the United States.

The project was initially dubbed “EcoZoneMx,” and later the name was changed to 
“Proyecto Incluyente de Mexicali,” or the “Mexicali Inclusive Project.” A representative of 
the company Viz Resource Management, which proposed the project, didn’t respond to 
a request for more information.
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The company eliminated a proposal for an area to handle hazardous waste and plans 
to instead have recycling of conventional waste, Blancafort said. The federal government 
has approved a “master plan” for the development, including a solar plant.

Temoc Avila, an activist in Mexicali, said it’s a bad idea to house waste in the middle 
of an active earthquake zone, near an aqueduct that carries Colorado River water, and in 
a part of the desert where rains can send runoff coursing down from the Sierra Cucapah 
mountains. He said the company apparently didn’t consider the potential risks of put-
ting waste next to the aqueduct.

“They want to bring all of the United States’ hazardous wastes to Mexicali,” Avila said. 
“I’m convinced it shouldn’t be built.”

Other people in Mexicali say although it wouldn’t make sense to bring more toxic waste 
from elsewhere, the city desperately needs to get a grip on the out-of-control dumping.

The symptoms are everywhere to see: smashed cars and piles of scrap metal in the 
yonkes; old box springs and shattered plastic buckets along roadsides; mounds of plastic 
trash and tires scattered in the desert. All of it reflects a pattern of neglect that’s adding 
to the pollution along the dusty, smoke-filled streets near the border.

A lawsuit and a fine

  Blanca Ramírez says when there are explosions at the nearby steel mill, her house 
shakes. She suspects the blasts may have left cracks in the walls. ZOE MEYERS/THE 
DESERT SUN

The Grupo Simec steel mill was one of three companies named in a lawsuit in 2014, 
when law professor Fidel Alfaro Meléndrez and a group of more than 50 university law 
students sued Mexican environmental authorities and accused them of failing to control 
pollution.

In their complaint, they wrote that the steel mill and two gas-fired power plants “are 

Blanca Ramírez says when there are explosions at the nearby steel mill, her house 
shakes. She suspects the blasts may have left cracks in the walls.

ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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polluting the air we breathe, causing harm to the environment and society in general, 
translating into respiratory illnesses and losses of human lives.”

They lost the case last year. But Alfaro Meléndrez said he’s considering suing again to 
press for change.

The steel mill is causing severe pollution, he said. “I don’t know how that company 
keeps operating.”

After the lawsuit was filed, government regulators cracked down. During an inspec-
tion in September 2015, officials from the Federal Attorney for Environmental Protec-
tion, or PROFEPA, ordered the steel mill temporarily shut down and fined the company 
350,000 pesos, or about $21,000, for violations including failing to properly equip the 
plant to control emissions.

The agency said in a statement that smoke was coming out “through doors, walls and 
holes, without being captured by any emission-control equipment.”

Just nine months later, the plant caught fire. TV news footage of the blaze in June 2016 
showed thick smoke pouring out of the plant. The smoke spread across Mexicali, cover-
ing the city.

During the fire, Blanca Ramírez saw dark clouds swelling toward her house. She rushed 
to her car with her mother and drove away to safety.

The steel factory soon reopened. Even when the plant is operating normally, Ramírez 
said, smoke keeps drifting through her yard. And from her house, she said she some-
times hears what sound like explosions, “like a firecracker inside something.”

She doesn’t know what causes the blasts but supposes some of the crushed cars may 
explode if they have gas in their tanks when they reach the furnace.

The blasts are so strong the windows of her house vibrate.
Ramírez said she feels powerless.
“It’s hard not being able to do anything, not being able to control that problem,” she 

said. “And I think this doesn’t just affect us. It affects all of Mexicali.”
She said she wishes something would be done to cut down on the smoke billowing 

out of the plant. If the air were cleaner again, she said, it would be like giving back to her 
family a part of what was taken away from them.

Help us investigate: Do you have a tip to share about pollution along the U.S.-Mexico 
border? Contact reporter Ian James at ian.james@desertsun.com, 602-444-8246 or on 
Twitter at @ByIanJames.
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10 ideas for solving 
the pollution crisis on 

the U.S.-Mexico border

In dozens of interviews with experts, residents and activists, ideas emerged for ad-
dressing the air and water pollution and rampant illegal dumping. Some of the ideas 
relate to the entire U.S.-Mexico border. Others are specific to the situation in Mexicali 

and Calexico.
Here are 10 ideas for solving the border’s pollution problems, ranging from better air-

pollution monitoring to more funding for failing sewer systems:

1. Better monitoring
Experts say for a city of its size, Mexicali needs many more air-quality monitors to 

track pollution. The state environmental agency lacks mobile air-monitoring equipment 
to check on emissions from factories. The state government has just four air-monitoring 
stations operating in all of Mexicali. Just north of Mexicali in California’s more sparsely 
populated Imperial County, there are five air-monitoring stations run by the local air-pol-
lution control district, plus about 40 air monitors in a network set up by the nonprofit 
group Comité Cívico del Valle.

2. More funding for regulatory agencies
Mexican environmental agencies are perpetually underfunded and understaffed, both 

at the federal and state levels. Baja California’s environmental agency, for example, has 
just four inspectors for all of Mexicali, and its budget is minuscule compared with other 
state agencies.

3. More data, more transparency
Mexico’s federal environment agency releases data on self-reported pollution emis-

sions by the minority of industrial plants that are federally regulated. However, no com-
pany-specific information on pollution is publicly available for state-regulated compa-
nies in Baja California. In many cases, little or no information is publicly available about 
the chemicals that factories are using and the pollution they are releasing into the air and 
water. The public in Mexicali also lacks complete information about government enforce-
ment of environmental regulations, including information about violations at specific 
factories, fines issued, and any corrective actions taken by companies.

4. Surveying pollution discharges
Environmental regulators in Mexico could improve oversight by preparing a thorough 

survey of all wastewater discharges from industrial plants. This would involve not only 
self-reported information, but also reviews by regulators to ensure that companies are 
complying.

POISONED CITIES DEADLY BORDER

Click here to read at desertsun.com

If you encounter a paywall, please see an exact duplicate of the work here. 

Click here to read at usatoday.com
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A similar approach could help improve oversight of air emissions from factories. State 
regulators in Mexicali say they have encouraged companies to adopt “self-regulation” 
practices, which involve gathering data and hiring a consultant to prepare a study, which 
is submitted to the government to demonstrate compliance with rules. But as Mexican 
university professor Luz María Ortega Villa put it, “Self-regulation doesn’t work.” Ameri-
can water-quality consultant Robert Bowcock agreed that it’s important for Mexican 
regulators to take charge of checking and ensuring companies are complying with rules. 
“Self-reporting, it’s a dangerous game,” he said.

5. Combating corruption
Some residents in Mexicali say fighting corruption is vital to any effort to reduce pollu-

tion. They say corruption may be one of the reasons why more polluters aren’t facing fines 
and sanctions, and they suggest bigger efforts to weed out corruption in state and local 
agencies. Mexican President Andrés Manuel López Obrador campaigned on promises of 
ending corruption. One way the new administration plans to fight corruption among po-
lice officers, for example, is by offering them higher salaries. Political analysts have also 
suggested that efforts to punish acts of corruption will be critical for an effective strategy.

6. Strengthening environmental standards
The newly signed United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement, which has yet to be ap-

proved by Congress and the legislatures of Mexico and Canada, could include stronger 
environmental measures, including mandating that Mexico fully enforce its pollution 
regulations.

7. Cut down on other sources of pollution
Not all pollution in the border region comes from factories. Other strategies for cutting 

down on air pollution would also help, such as paving more dirt roads, reforming the inef-
fective smog-check system and improving policing to stop illegal burning of trash heaps 
and farm fields.

8. More funding from U.S. and Mexican governments
A recent study found that Mexicali’s overburdened and deteriorating sewer system 

needs about $80 million in upgrades. More funding from both the Mexican and U.S. gov-
ernments could help prevent spills of raw sewage, which have increasingly fouled the New 
River. U.S. government funding for the Border Environment Infrastructure Fund – which 
supports construction of water and wastewater projects on both sides of the border – 
has dropped during the past decade. The decline has left a lack of resources for needed 
upgrades of sewer systems along the border. Increasing U.S. funding for this program 
through the North American Development Bank would help with the countries’ joint ef-
forts to clean up water pollution. The program requires a dollar-for-dollar match by the 
Mexican government for projects in Mexico, ensuring the government’s share in the costs.

9. Invest in cleaning up the New River
California officials plan to build a project that involves encasing the New River in an un-

derground pipe and rerouting it away from the Calexico neighborhood where people have 
long coped with the stench. Building this project quickly would help reduce the odors in 
this neighborhood. A thorough cleanup of the river, however, would require a bigger effort 
and more funding.

10. More research
The health effects of pollution in Mexicali and Calexico haven’t been well studied. Epi-

demiological research at the city level and the neighborhood level would provide more in-
formation about how the pollution is affecting people’s health, which would in turn help 
with local decisions on policies to reduce pollution.
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T o capture the scope and depth of the reporting, The Desert Sun and the 
USA TODAY Network approached the project in an unprecedented way. 
We let readers decide.  

Rather than a traditional presentation that began with written stories, we 
invited readers in and put them in control. We asked, “How much time do you 
have right now?”  

From there, readers began a digital journey through the scientific and hu-
man discoveries, and no two journeys would be exactly alike.  

In the end, digital metrics showed readers who encountered this experience 
wanted more. Their most common ultimate destination? Exactly where we 
hoped they would land: The in-depth stories themselves.  

THIS ITEM IS A DIGITAL INTERACTIVE

Click here to read at desertsun.com
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How we did this story

Journalists at The Desert Sun in Palm Springs set out in late 2016 to examine the 
polluted New River, which flows from Mexicali across the border into the United 
States.  

For years, the river has been plagued by toxic pollutants and raw sewage spills. The 
team wanted to know why — and how the pollution is affecting people who live nearby.  

These central questions led to “Poisoned Cities, Deadly Border,” an investigation of 
pollution on the border and its effects on people’s health. 

The reporting revealed that the pollution — in the water, in the air, and all around the 
region — is linked to the rise of industry in Mexicali, that government regulators are fail-
ing to crack down on polluters, and that people on both sides of the border are paying a 
heavy price. 

POISONED CITIES DEADLY BORDER

Click here to read at desertsun.com

If you encounter a paywall, please see an exact duplicate of the work here. 

Click here to read at usatoday.com

THIS ITEM IS A STORY

We went to examine a toxic river. What we found was 
something bigger: A pattern of unchecked pollution leading to 

illnesses and deaths on both sides of the border.

Zoe Meyers photographs Michelle Dugan-Delgado as she visits her sister’s grave in 
Coachella. Marie Dugan died of an asthma attack in 2009. IAN JAMES/THE DESERT SUN

https://www.desertsun.com/in-depth/news/environment/border-pollution/poisoned-cities/2018/12/05/poisoned-cities-deadly-border-how-we-did-investigation/1444538002/
https://www.usatoday.com/in-depth/news/environment/border-pollution/poisoned-cities/2018/12/05/poisoned-cities-deadly-border-how-we-did-investigation/1444538002/
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The city has grown rapidly around its maquiladoras, which manufacture products 
that supply Mexico and the United States.  

Emissions from factories’ smokestacks combine with traffic exhaust, dust, smoke 
from trash fires and other pollutants. Often, the air is hazy. That pollution is linked to 
high rates of respiratory illnesses and deaths. But the system of regulation in Mexicali 
does little to check on what those factories release into the air and water, and does little 
to punish polluters. 

Government agencies on both sides of the border could be taking much bigger steps to 
clean up the polluted air and water. But so far, little has been done.  

How we did the reporting 

“Poisoned Cities” became a report unprecedented in its scope, depth and presenta-
tion.  

The research involved a detailed examination of documents and data obtained from 
Mexican, U.S. and California government agencies. 

The investigation reveals how air pollution around Mexicali — and the neighboring 
California city of Calexico — compares with that of other cities. The team’s analysis of 
public health data uncovers startlingly high rates of death from respiratory illness in 
Mexicali compared with elsewhere in the country.  

The research also lays out the high levels of toxic pollution in the New River, a water-
way that has been fouled by increasingly frequent spills of raw sewage. It documents 
how spending meant to address the problems has declined dramatically, and how gov-
ernment agencies haven’t followed through on promises of cleaning up the river, despite 
years of demands by residents in Calexico.  

The investigation also holds Mexican environmental regulators to account, revealing 
that while officials say they regulate factories, they lack the necessary tools to track pol-
lution or verify what companies are releasing into the air and water. The project’s analy-
sis shows state environmental regulators in Baja California have the power to issue big 
fines, but don’t do so. Documents revealed that over a two-year period, the biggest fines 
were less than one-tenth the maximum allowed. 

The reporting team also spent months witnessing the pollution’s toll on the ground.  

Reporter Ian James spent months investigating the effects of pollution in 
communities in Mexicali and California’s Imperial Valley. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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Reporter Ian James and photographer Zoe Meyers met with people in Mexicali who 
worry about how their children are exposed daily to the hazy air. They interviewed re-
searchers, activists and asthma doctors. They talked with people who work as trash pick-
ers in Mexicali’s dumps. They crisscrossed the city chasing the sources of black smoke 
plumes as trash fires erupted. They walked a Calexico neighborhood along the toxic New 
River, documenting house-by-house the stench and sickness residents attribute to the 
polluted water. 

They collaborated with a larger team of journalists across the USA TODAY Network to 
tell this story in a new way that would reveal the human toll of pollution along the border. 

Because many people will never see the pollution in Mexicali up close, “Poisoned Cit-
ies” takes them there in virtual reality: to stand on the banks of the toxic river, or in a 
school playground that sits steps away from a factory smokestack.  

The project encompasses years of work and includes hours of material. But an inno-
vative new digital design brings the reporting to life from the first moment. It leads you 
through a matrix of experiences — videos, interactive graphics, photography and virtual 
reality — that bring the problems of the border into focus. 

The poisoned cities on the border have affected many lives. The reporting in “Poisoned 
Cities” will reach many more.  

The reporting and most of the photography and video work in Mexicali and Calexico 
were done by Desert Sun journalists Ian James and Zoe Meyers.  

The data used in the project came from a wide range of sources, including Mexican, 
U.S. and California government agencies. Here’s more information about the data, how 
it was obtained, and how it was analyzed. 

Teams from The Desert Sun, The Arizona Republic and the USA TODAY Network 
worked with the data, created graphics, edited stories and videos, and designed and 
produced the project.  

Here’s more information about the data, how it was obtained, and how it was ana-
lyzed.

Zoe Meyers shares some of her photos with children who were playing in 
a yard next to a factory in Mexicali. IAN JAMES/THE DESERT SUN

https://github.com/USATODAY/poisoned-city-deadly-border
https://github.com/USATODAY/poisoned-city-deadly-border
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Following Desert Sun 
investigation, California 

takes new steps to combat air 
pollution along the border 

California’s top air regulators are launching a new plan to combat pollution along 
the Mexican border, providing dozens of air-quality monitors to track pollution 
levels south of the border in Mexicali. 

The first 25 air monitors from the California Air Resources Board were delivered to 
city officials in Mexicali this week, and soon a total of 50 new monitoring devices will 
be measuring pollution at sites throughout the city and the surrounding countryside. 

The push to expand air monitoring near the border is taking shape as part of a larger 
initiative involving environmental agencies in California and Mexico. Officials from 
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both sides of the border have recently discussed ways to work more cooperatively in a 
region plagued with some of the worst particle pollution in North America. 

The decision followed an investigation by The Desert Sun that examined the severe 
air pollution on the border and the effects on people’s health. 

Members of the California Air Resources Board also decided this month to appoint 
a high-ranking regulator to a new position overseeing efforts to clean up the air in the 
border region.  

“I think it’s long overdue that we have some mechanism to interact with that long bor-
der that we have with Mexico, and to be as helpful as we can be — within our restrictions 
— to do that,” board member Hector De La Torre said during a meeting in Sacramento on 
Dec. 13. “I absolutely think we need to have someone here who is responsible and watch-
ing all of those issues.” 

The idea of hiring a new assistant executive officer to focus on the border was raised 
at the meeting by Luis Olmedo, executive director of the environmental health nonprofit 
Comité Cívico del Valle. The suggestion drew enthusiastic support from several board 
members. 

“I think we need boots on the ground,” board member Diane Takvorian said. 
The Desert Sun’s investigation revealed that people are dying of respiratory illnesses 

at a higher rate in Mexicali than the Mexican national average, and that deaths from re-
spiratory illnesses are on the rise. It also showed that while the air is making people sick 
on both sides of the border, a pattern of weak government oversight and lax enforcement 
in Mexicali is allowing the pollution to continue unabated. The city has just four state-
run air-monitoring devices, leaving pollution levels unmeasured in many areas down-
wind from factories. 

California Assemblymember Eduardo Garcia, a Coachella Democrat who sits on the 
16-member Air Resources Board, cited the series during the meeting. 

“This last week in our local paper The Desert Sun — and you all have those links in 
your email — there has been a series of articles that have been written about the hazard-
ous conditions that are taking place on our border region,” Garcia said. 

While President Donald Trump is pushing for construction of a border wall, Ruiz said, 
it’s important for California to take a different approach and work cooperatively with 
Mexico to address the pollution and related health problems in border communities.  

Smoke pours out of the Grupo Simec steel mill near Mexicali. ZOE MEYERS/DESERT SUN
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“I always like to say there is absolutely no wall big enough or tall enough — that’s being 
asked for as we speak in Washington, D.C. — that can address these issues that are be-
fore us,” Garcia said. “But our actions, our policy directives, these types of collaborative 
approaches can resolve some of these problems.” 

Olmedo also said he emailed the series to some of the board members before the meet-
ing, which he thinks may have helped as he made his case for assigning a regulator to 
focus full-time on the border.  

“The fact that it carries the power of the newspaper and the great investigative jour-
nalism, that sealed the deal,” Olmedo said. “It definitely contributed.” 

Several months ago, environmental regulators from California agencies and Mexican 
agencies began attending a series of meetings in Calexico to talk about ways of cooperat-
ing more to reduce air pollution on both sides of the border.  

Their efforts began in May, when the California Air Resources Board discussed a lo-
cal air-quality plan. The annual assessment showed, as it has for years, that the air in 
Calexico would meet the annual standard for fine particulate matter, known as PM2.5, if 
it weren’t for emissions from Mexicali coming across the border.  

Board members said more should be done to protect residents’ health. They told their 
staff to work with the Imperial County Air Pollution Control District, as well as other 
agencies and groups in the Imperial Valley and Mexicali, to consider what additional 
steps can be taken to address the pollution problems.  

After convening four meetings in Calexico, the California Air Resources Board, or 
CARB, released a draft “work plan” for improving air quality in the border region. The 
draft, which was released Dec. 5, lays out recommendations for immediate steps and 
long-term strategies on both sides of the border, ranging from better monitoring to 
strengthening enforcement.  

A new anti-pollution plan  

The plan calls for measures to reduce smoke from trash-burning and agricultural 

José García Núñez works on his family’s grass farm next to the Industrias Zahori 
factory in Mexicali. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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burns, and recommends changes to Baja California’s ineffective vehicle smog-check 
program, including adding fines for noncompliance.  

Under the plan, Mexicali will be added to Imperial County’s contract for air-quality 
alerts and forecasts, enabling the city’s residents to get pollution alerts by email and a 
mobile app. As it stands now, some residents in Mexicali sign up to receive alerts from 
Imperial County because the monitoring system works better north of the border. 

The plan points out that unpaved roads in Mexicali are a major source of dust and 
says paving them should be a priority. As an initial step, the city recently budgeted the 
equivalent $5 million to pave 15 miles of dusty roads.  

The city of Mexicali and CARB are also teaming up to install the new air monitors in 
the city. CARB officials have agreed to loan the city 50 PurpleAir sensors to track pollu-
tion levels, and to provide training on how to use them and retrieve the data. The project 
will cost the agency an estimated $30,000 during 2018 and 2019.  

Kurt Karperos, the board’s deputy executive officer, said the monitors will provide 
much more detailed information about areas where the pollution levels are highest. 

“That’s critical in terms of understanding what sources you want to control. It’s criti-
cal in understanding what you need to do for enforcement,” Karperos said. “So, we want 
to see this ongoing.” 

The plan says the new monitoring data “will allow authorities to investigate sources of 
high PM2.5 and increase enforcement where needed.” 

As part of the agreement, Mexicali’s environmental protection office will send CARB 
quarterly reports, which the document says will “ensure that actions are being taken to 
investigate and enforce the air quality regulations.” 

The California agency previously helped monitor PM2.5 levels at two sites in Mexicali 
under a temporary program, which ended in April. Now CARB officials are looking to use 
funding from the federal Environmental Protection Agency to start a contract for two 
more years of monitoring, which would generate more data for Imperial Valley’s system 
of air-quality alerts. 

 The pollution that hangs in the air along the border comes from many sources, in-
cluding dust from farm fields, smoke from blazing farmlands, exhaust from vehicles and 
trash fires that erupt in vacant lots around Mexicali. Windblown dust from the shores 
of the shrinking Salton Sea adds to the pollution, as do clouds of smoke that billow out 
of Mexicali’s factories.  

Baja California’s Environmental Protection Department has been collecting emissions 
data from about 120 companies, but it hasn’t yet made the data available in such a way 
that would allow the public to see what each business reports. 

‘We are only beginning’ 

Elizabeth Melgoza, a CARB air-quality planning official, cited The Desert Sun’s find-
ings while giving a presentation on the plan, saying the agency is getting started with a 
federally-funded contract to improve emissions estimates in Baja California.  

“As reported in The Desert Sun last week, many sources are not included in the latest 
emission inventory for Mexicali, and this contract will update and improve the emission 
estimates,” Melgoza said.  

She said the initial steps that have come out of the meetings during the past several 
months represent progress.  

“However, we are only beginning,” Melgoza said. “It is important to remember that 
CARB does not have jurisdiction in Mexico, and aside from efforts we can directly help 
with, additional changes would be needed within the government and legislation to 
make these recommendations a reality.” 

She and other officials said the draft plan is intended to be updated as work progress-
es. It’s titled the Imperial County–Mexicali Air Quality Work Plan to Improve Air Quality 
in the Border Region. It says the overarching goal is to “foster ongoing collaboration and 
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solution building so that one day all residents in this cross-border region can breathe 
healthy air.” 

Government officials from Mexicali praised the new collaborative efforts and said 
they’re taking measures to curb pollution. Luis Flores, the city’s environmental protec-
tion director, told members of the California Air Resources Board about the city’s lat-
est road-paving project, and efforts to stop sales of fireworks and crack down on trash-
burning.  

“I think you’re all aware that lately Mexicali has been considered one of the most pol-
luted cities in northern Mexico and the southern United States,” Flores said. 

The joint efforts detailed in the new plan will help significantly, he said, and the ex-
panded cross-border air monitoring network will generate information that will help re-
searchers as well as environmental regulators.  

“I think it’s a very, very wise decision because we share the same air basin, with simi-
lar conditions on both sides of the border, which affect communities on the Mexican 
side as well as the U.S. side,” Flores said. “And I think we have to take on the challenge of 
working in a collaborative way to define the new rules on how to address this problem.” 

Matt Dessert, Imperial County’s air pollution control officer, told the board that the ef-
fort to work with agencies in Mexico should help.  

“I believe that a real solution to the air quality problems in Imperial County can only be 
accomplished by working cooperatively with our neighbors in Mexico,” he said. 

Health advocates in the Imperial Valley have said the polluted air represents an en-
vironmental injustice in one of California’s poorest areas, where the population is pre-
dominantly Latino and the economy depends on agriculture.   

Children in Imperial County are taken to emergency rooms for asthma at one of the 
highest rates in the state. 

Assemblymember Garcia said the border’s pollution issues also have personal signifi-
cance for him. His parents are originally from Mexicali and his grandparents and other 
relatives still live there. He has often crossed the border to visit family.   

Luis Raudel Arámbula, who has asthma, sees Dr. Daniel Martín Tamayo for a checkup 
at Mexicali’s General Hospital on Aug. 16, 2018. ZOE MEYERS/THE DESERT SUN
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Garcia thanked the Mexican officials for coming to Sacramento and said he’s thrilled 
to see steps toward more cooperation. 

Garcia traveled to Mexico in late November with a group of California lawmakers for 
the inauguration of President Andrés Manuel López Obrador. He met with newly ap-
pointed officials including Foreign Relations Secretary Marcelo Ebrard and Undersecre-
tary for Environment Sergio Sánchez.  

 Garcia said he brought up the polluted New River, which flows from Mexicali across 
the border into Calexico, and they also discussed the air pollution problems. He said the 
Mexican officials expressed support for dedicating more resources to the border region 
and to environmental regulation and enforcement.   

“One of the neat things about this new administration in Mexico is that they’re going 
to be there for a little while, and some of us are going to be here for a little while as well,” 
Garcia said. “And we’re able to establish these partnerships to be able to execute these 
plans.”  

Mary Nichols, the board’s chair, said she also met Sánchez this month at the U.N. cli-
mate talks in Poland. She praised him for being knowledgeable about air-quality issues 
on both sides of the border. 

“He made similar statements to me about his commitment and the national govern-
ment’s commitment to working on these border issues with us,” Nichols said. “So, I think 
that just reinforces the point that Assemblymember Garcia made, that we do have a 
wonderful opportunity now to build something over the next few years. That’s really 
terrific.” 

Building California-Mexico ties 

During Mexico’s presidential campaign, López Obrador capitalized on voters’ disen-
chantment with the status quo as he promised to fight corruption and reduce poverty. 
Now, as he prepares to make shifts in government spending, he has proposed budget 
cuts for some agencies, including shrinking funding for the federal environment minis-
try by about a third.  

Garcia said he hopes that if the environment ministry undergoes cuts, the new admin-
istration’s commitment to putting more resources into the border region still stands. He 
said he’s optimistic.  

“The California and Mexico relationship is stronger than ever,” Garcia said. “We’re 
working in collaboration with our counterparts.” 

The push to step up cross-border cooperation coincides with another effort by Califor-
nia regulators to target communities where people live with polluted air.  

In September, CARB adopted a blueprint for a statewide program in which it will work 
with local agencies and communities to address air pollution. The new approach was 
established under Assembly Bill 617, which Gov. Jerry Brown signed in 2017. 

The board selected the first 10 communities where the agency plans targeted actions 
to clean up the air, and the list includes an area near the border in the Imperial Valley 
comprised of Calexico, El Centro and Heber.  

The air is often hazy in Mexicali and the Imperial Valley, containing high concentra-
tions of airborne particles.  

Particulate matter known as PM10 includes all particles smaller than 10 microns across 
— about one-seventh the thickness of a human hair — while ultrafine PM2.5 particles 
are a fourth of that size and smaller. 

These particles lodge deep in the lungs, and some are small enough to enter the blood-
stream. Breathing them in can worsen asthma and cause lung cancer and other respira-
tory illnesses, and can contribute to heart attacks and arrhythmia. 

Large portions of Imperial County have been designated as “nonattainment” areas for 
PM10 and PM2.5 under the federal Clean Air Act. But this year, the Imperial County Air 
Pollution Control District requested the area be redesignated as meeting the standard 
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for PM10.  
The district said its review of monitoring data from 2014 through 2016, when it exclud-

ed wind-driven dust storms, showed that the area met the federal standard for PM10. 
The California Air Resources Board approved Imperial County’s redesignation request. 
And if the federal EPA agrees and approves the plan, the county will be reclassified as 
meeting the PM10 standard.  

But board member John Balmes said much more still needs to be done to bring the area 
cleaner air.   

“That’s a lot of particulate pollution,” he said. “It may not be a violation of the Clean Air 
Act, but we need to work to try to reduce those dust exposures.”  

  Without other changes, the county will still be considered a “nonattainment” area for 
PM2.5. And state regulators say that’s due to the pollution that keeps drifting across the 
border into California.  


