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Agricultural Migrant Workers and the Struggle for Dignity:

Mexican-Canadians Build Enlace Community Link

In Cuernavaca, Mexico a woman asks a stranger for directions to a bank.  Instead of offering directions, he strikes up a conversation with her with the pretense that he recognizes her.  Although she is a native of Mexico she is not from Cuernavaca, she is only there on a day trip, and so it is unlikely that he knows her.  But he smiles a self-assured smile, saying, “Yes, I know you are not from here because I met you in Canada.”  Remarkably he is right; the woman makes her home in Canada and it turns out that indeed, they have met.  He explains that he spends approximately eight months of his year in Canada working on a farm like thousands of other Mexicans who travel to Ontario each year as agricultural labourers.  The woman is a member of the Toronto-based non-profit organization Enlace Community Link, a group of volunteers that works to support newly arrived Mexicans to Canada.  Ever since its foundation over five years ago, Enlace has focused on outreach to migrant communities like those that this man belongs to which sprout up across Southern Ontario every year, during the agricultural growing season.  For over thirty years, these communities have been growing exponentially, becoming less and less ephemeral and more and more a visible fixture in rural Ontario.  

Talk to anyone who has grown up in St. Catharines, Niagara on the Lake, Simcoe, Leamington or anywhere in rural Southern Ontario and you will learn about the ‘Mexican invasion’ which has accelerated since Mexico entered the government-to-government Seasonal Agricultural Worker’s Program (SAWP).  Opened to Jamaica in the 1960s, the SAWP expanded to include other Caribbean nations and Mexico by the mid 1970s.  The crisis in Mexico’s campo that had been brewing for decades became intensified by that country’s economic crisis of the 1980s and exacerbated all the more with the inauguration of the North American Free Trade Agreement in the 1990s.  More and more big businesses make small land-holder production unviable or unattractive and push people towards migration as a means of making a living.  As a result, Mexican migration northward has become intense, providing the fuel necessary to feed the SAWP, and render it a success in economic terms.  
Some ruralites would hesitate to admit it, but Mexican migrants have become an integral part of Southern Ontario’s farming communities.  And not simply as a physical presence that makes an appearance at church on Sundays, at the bank on Thursday nights, at the grocery store on Friday nights and on bikes along local roads and byways: migrants contribute immensely to local economies and often keep them afloat.  Pumping 82 million dollars into Ontario’s rural economy annually through the purchase of goods and services during their stay
, migrants are an indispensable part of rural life.  As the force of labour that keeps the Ontario agricultural industry -‘the nation’s fruit basket’ – in business, migrants also make an indispensable contribution to Canada’s identity and sovereignty.  

Unfortunately, however, the SAWP does very little to ensure that these individuals receive the support and respect that they deserve.  The interests of the governments involved defer to the interests of farmers and the profit margin which often means long hours, little pay and few benefits for the workers.  Although many workers are thankful for the opportunity to work, reciting accounts of positive experiences and expressing excitement about not being idle, there are many whose experiences include abuse and exploitation on a daily basis.  For these workers, the SAWP does not present as an opportunity to convert their skills and hard work into purchasing power back home; it is seen more as a jail sentence where his or her only ‘crime’ is that of being a citizen of a developing country struggling for a grip on globalization’s spoils.  Absent from the SAWP is any viable mechanism which might work effectively to put an end to experiences of exploitation and abuse.  In the end, workers are beholden to the goodwill of their employer which, too often, is not forthcoming.    

This is where Enlace Community Link enters the scene: to provide support for migrants who are struggling to adjust to life in a strange country.  Upon arrival in Canada, migrants face estrangement from their families and the reality of being ostracized from their host communities due to discrimination, long working hours and language barriers, all of which create obstacles to social integration.  Whether they are in Canada for the first time or for the twentieth time, Enlace seeks to reach out to Mexican migrants, indiscriminately, in an effort to offer them a sense of dignity – a right that they well deserve.  

But who is Enlace to offer this to disenfranchised Mexican migrant farm workers?  Philanthropic and humanitarian work is often beset by the ‘status’ of its purveyors who are always at risk of reclining on their own privilege in order to reach out.  How, then, is Enlace able to respond to the needs of migrants and avoid these pitfalls that are part and parcel of humanitarian work?  
Perhaps the element that gives Enlace an edge on outreach to Mexican migrants is the fact that almost all of its members are of Mexican origin.  Many of Enlace’s members know what it is like to come to Canada with hopes of improving their lives.  Almost all of the members are ex-patriots or children of ex-patriots who identify with the pain of leaving their Mexican home behind and the particular sense of ‘losing Mexico’.  Not just any diaspora, the Mexican-Canadian diaspora of Ontario share with migrants memories and stories from similar home towns and historical events.  While the rural communities of Southern Ontario too often see difference when they look at Mexican migrant workers, Enlace members see commonalities and shared histories.  

Of course it would be simplistic to suggest that Enlace members identify entirely with migrants: while Mexican-Canadians ‘gain Canada’ after losing Mexico, migrants are never eligible for any compensation for their loss of national and cultural identity.  As one migrant worker put it in a letter he wrote to Enlace upon returning to Mexico: no soy hombre ni de aquí, ni de allá (I am not a man, neither from here, nor from there).  Therefore, it would be erroneous to suggest that members of Enlace know how migrants must feel.  Yet, what Enlace can do, however, is identify the remote similarities and share moments of familiarity – partaking a Mexican meal, celebrating a Mexican holiday, speaking with workers in their own language about familiar places and current events.  In so doing, Enlace serves to reveal to workers that they are valued as human beings.  It is in this work that Enlace applies itself the most and manages to make the greatest difference in the day-to-day lives of workers.  

Conscious of the limitations that social divides place on their relations with migrant workers, Enlace seeks to ensure that the divisions do not become more pronounced.  Therefore, a central pillar of Enlace’s mission is the no hacer politicas clause.  What this means is that Enlace has taken a conscious step back from the politically charged debate around migrant worker rights, occupying a neutral space.  Although Enlace considers this debate to be an important and necessary one, it has also established that a valuable and necessary activity includes building opportunities for workers to feel free from politicization.  Becoming political subjects might inevitably come with the territory of being a migrant but it does not, however, come without negative drawbacks.  Enlace’s policy of neutrality is not meant to solve the dilemma of politicizing migrants but, instead, to seek out and safeguard spaces of dignity for migrant workers.  Neutrality does not come easily, however, and often causes internal debates and struggles within the organization.  
Every month Enlace members assemble in a downtown Toronto coffee shop for hours in order to hash out upcoming plans and events.  Members can be found sharing photos of group events but also of their own families, new babies and recent trips.  There is much camaraderie among the group members, which almost always means that emotions run high.  The old adage ‘never mix business with pleasure’ flies out the window here.  Enlace members are often deeply dedicated to their work precisely because of the many aspects of a member’s life the organization fills: the cultivation of relationships, the opportunity to practice, promote and celebrate their culture from which they are estranged, the chance to give back to a society from which they have benefited variously – Mexican and Canadian, alike.  The organization is also self-sufficient, as all funding comes from money raised by Enlace members through events which makes Enlace members that much more proud of the organization’s achievements. Some members are professionals, some are students, some have families, others are new to Canada, while some have been here for decades: men and women, young and old, all give of their time freely and to the extent that their capacity allows.  
As a result, Enlace is as much a vehicle for its members as it is for migrants.  But instead of becoming self-absorbed, Enlace seeks to channel this energy towards effecting change and making a difference.  The large personal stakes that members have in the organization also inevitably means that clashes, debates and internal criticisms are inevitable.  It is a rare meeting if one finds oneself halfway through without stopping to wonder whether the organization will be able to go on at all, nevermind complete the day’s agenda!  Deep differences of opinion can sometimes threaten the functioning of the group.  
Yet, despite the clashes and the hot debates, the constant threats to unity and the persistent danger of becoming politicized by various extraneous forces, the organization has managed to survive and grow.  It does not do this in spite of the internal struggles, but perhaps because of the openness and encouragement of personal opinions.  Enlace strives, at each meeting and each activity, to provide objective space so that members might give freely of their opinion.  To paraphrase one of the group’s founding members, this openness ‘is not about allowing every member to assert him or herself and force opinions unilaterally, but rather about creating an opportunity to hear multiple points of view so that the best possible decisions might be made’.  Of course, as with any progressive organization, there is risk in maintaining such plurality, but without providing room for each member to exercise their opinions, there would be no effective decision-making at all.  
This is, by no means, a perfect process, and sometimes it is not even the ideal process.  Some members become over-extended, and although no member is expendable, a handful are much less expendable than others, committing equal amounts of time to Enlace as they commit to their full-time jobs and families, if not more.  Nevertheless, these drawbacks, no matter how insurmountable, are balanced by an experimental style of operating; a ‘laissez faire’ kind of approach where ‘let’s give it a go and see what we can do’ is the modus operandi because there is only ever work to be done.  At the end of the day, dedication to this work often extinguishes conflict.  
Among the members of Enlace, there exists a need for the practice of cultural legacy, and there is a need outside the organization, as well, in the fields and communities of Southern Ontario, along the check-out lines in Canadian supermarkets, for a greater respect for the long processes of food production and the people of Mexican and Caribbean origin who make those processes possible in Southern Ontario.  The story of the highly improbable coincidental meeting in Cuernavaca between a member of Enlace and a migrant who remembered her is not intended to be an indicator of a successful, expansive and far-reaching organization.  What it is, however, is an anecdote about possibility; a reminder that anything is possible in a world where people reach out and give freely of themselves.  And with this in mind, Enlace continues along its course, in search of possibilities for growth and change in Mexican-Canadian relations of which it is a microcosm.  
* The author would like to thank all the members of Enlace Community Link Inc. for their feedback and support, and  especially Lourdes Borofsky, founding member of Enlace,  for her enthusiasm and insight.
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