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Maquilapolis Film Screening Guide 
 

About the Film 
In Maquilapolis: City of Factories, a powerful 52 minute documentary, American and Mexican-
American filmmakers join with female Tijuana factory-workers to tell the story of globalization 
through the eyes of the workers. With a sharp decline in wages in Mexico since the inception of 
NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement) about 1.3 million1 workers have turned to jobs 
in Tijuana’s maquiladoras. Maquiladoras, or maquilas for short, are foreign-owned assembly 
plants created for the purpose of exporting goods to other countries. These factories take 
advantage of Mexico’s less onerous labor and environmental regulations. As a result, workers 
often tolerate long hours, a toxic work environment, pollution in their communities, and the 
constant threat of their jobs moving offshore.  
 
Maquilapolis documents the heroic efforts of several female workers to confront these daily 
violations of worker’s rights as well as the environmental devastation and threat to their families 
and communities. As promotoras — or advocates — these women show that there is hope for 
improving the lives of maquila-workers and their communities. The Sierra Club urges you to 
watch this documentary, share it with your community, and take action. 
 
 

 
 
 
Your Party’s Focus 
In 1995, with the help of Fast Track Trade Promotion Authority, which gives the President the 
power to negotiate trade agreements, NAFTA came into effect between Mexico, the U.S. and 
Canada. NAFTA was intended to facilitate trade between the member countries by eliminating 
tariffs and other potential barriers to trade. However, more than a decade later, NAFTA has 
become the poster-child for far-reaching trade agreements that put corporate profit before 
environmental safeguards, health protections, and workers’ rights. While NAFTA’s impacts have 
been felt in all three member countries, Mexico’s border region is evidence of just how 
destructive this free trade model can be. 

                                                 
1 Vicky Funari, interview held by SF360, San Francisco, California, 2006. 
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The purpose of your party is to promote awareness not only about maquilas, but also the root 
cause of their development and propagation – irresponsible free trade. Your house party and 
screening will give attendees an opportunity to better understand the effects of NAFTA and other 
free trade agreements modeled after NAFTA, and to take action to prevent their expansion. By 
examining the destruction wrought by NAFTA, attendees will better understand the threats posed 
by trade agreements that follow its model. Additionally, your house party will serve as an 
opportunity to notify attendees about an upcoming border tour in Tijuana, organized by the 
Sierra Club’s Responsible Trade Program, where participants will have the chance to tour 
factories and witness, first hand, the impact of NAFTA on the environment and communities. 
 
How to Plan your Party 
Hosting a Fair Trade house party and film screening is a great way to begin or promote a Fair 
Trade campaign in your chapter or community. A home provides a warm, informal setting that is 
conducive to camaraderie, networking, and developing a base of active (or new) volunteers who 
are invested in working for fair trade. 
 
Here are some steps for organizing a fun and successful Maquilapolis screening and Fair Trade 
house party: 
 
1. Set a Date: Set a time and date that you think would accommodate the most people in your 
target audience. Give yourself at least 4 weeks to get ready. 
 
2. Set a Place: Ask around and get an appropriate home – if not your own or use your local 
chapter’s office. Visit the home or office as soon as possible to see the layout and find out what 
the homeowners or office manager will be willing to do. 
Depending on the content of your party, you will want to consider: 

·   Where will the presentor/faciliator stand and where will the audience be located? 
·   Are more chairs needed? (Members may lend some for use, or they can be cheaply 

rented)  
·   Is there a small table that can be placed near the door for sign-in sheet? 
·   Is there a table for literature and refreshments? Feel free to serve whatever is easiest for 

you to put together and/or you can order fair trade products if it fits in with your agenda. 
(http://store.gxonlinestore.org/)? 

·   Does the host have a DVD player and if not where can you find one? 
·   If serving items are needed, it’s nice to use real glasses and china, if possible. Otherwise, 

get biodegradable serving utensils (they can be ordered at www.greenhome.com) 
 
3. Identify your Facilitator : The facilitator of your party might greet incoming guests, introduce 
the documentary and give a brief synopsis of it, run the DVD, and lead the discussion. This is a 
role that you as the host can easily fulfill, yet if you do not feel comfortable the Sierra Club has a 
wide range of resources and suggestions to help you find one. 

·  We can prep you on how to be a facilitator and provide you with the information you 
need to feel more knowledgeable on the subject matter. Call Susan Ellsworth for more 
information at 202-548-6593 or email her at susan.ellsworth@sierraclub.org. 
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·  Many local trade unions or fair trade organizations have representatives that could 
facilitate the screening. You can find them in the phone book or by a quick search online. 

·  The Sierra Club may have local volunteers or contacts that would be willing to facilitate a 
screening. Please contact Susan (see above for contact information) for more information. 

·  For a fee, you can either ask the Maquilapolis’ directors, Vicky Funari or Sergio de la 
Torre, or the women in the film to facilitate the screening. While this would lead to a 
great experience, the Sierra Club would be unable to pay for the total costs of having 
them come to the screenings, so we would recommend this only if you have the sufficient 
funds. Please contact Susan (see above for contact information) for more information if 
you are interested in this. 

 
4. Create Invitations: Make a catchy Fair-Trade invitation of your own to send out over email 
or snail mail, or use the Sierra Club’s generic post-card invitations (contact Susan at 202-548-
6593 to obtain copies). 
 
5. Get the Word Out: Once you have your date, location and invitation figured out, work hard 
on publicity. Track down committee lists, chapter lists, active volunteers, friends, and other 
groups who might have interest. You can also post it on your chapter’s website or blog or try to 
locate old sign-in sheets from previous events. Send the invitations to as many folks as possible 
about 3 or 4 weeks before the party and make follow-up calls a week before the event. Assign 
calling lists to your fellow volunteers to ensure that as many calls as possible are made. Also, if it 
is possible, you can send out a follow-up email a week before your party. 
 
6. Get Ready: Make sure the room(s) you plan on using for the party are comfortable and 
inviting, that you have all the materials and supplies printed out and ready, and that you have 
watched the video once already. If you are interested in featuring any fair trade products at your 
event, such as coffee or chocolate, visit http://www.transfairusa.org/content/shop/products.php to 
order these in advance. For resources such as Fair Trade factsheets or sign-in sheet check out the 
appendix included at the end of this document or contact Susan at 202-548-6593 or by email at 
susan.ellsworth@sierraclub.org. You will want to provide a variety of different ways in which 
attendees can take action ranging from directions on how to call or write your public official, to 
sample letters to the editor, to instructions on how to purchase fair trade goods (see appendix). 
We can lend you the DVD Maquilapolis for free by contacting Susan or you can purchase the 
DVD at http://www.newsreel.org. 
 
7. Get the Party Started!: There are two versions of Maquilapolis, a 52 minute version that you 
can run straight through from beginning to end or a 68 minute version that is separated into 
chapters so that you can select the most compelling chapters for your guests to view. Watching 
the 52 minute version may be easier for you as the host since it requires less activity, yet, as it 
takes up more time, leaves less time for discussion. The 68 minute version will require you or the 
facilitator to be more proactive in selecting the different chapters to watch and knowing when to 
stop each chapter, but will leave more time for discussion afterwards since you are only watching 
select chapters. Which version you choose to watch is completely up to you to decide based on 
your own needs and preferences.  
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It is a good idea to watch the film in advance so that you are familiar with starting and stopping 
the film, selecting chapters, etc. 
 
Here is a basic party plan for you to follow: 
 If you decide to watch the 52 minute version: 

1. 20 min: Arrival- Guest sign in, refreshments, socialize, take seats 
2. 3 min: Intro for film 
3. 52 min: Film 
4. 20 min: Discussion 
5. 10 min: Take Action! Write letters to public officials asking them to support clean, green 

and fair trade, or write Letters to the Editor 
6. 10 min: Introduce and sign up for tour, socialize 

 
If you decide to watch select chapters: 

1. 20 min: Arrival Guest sign in, refreshments, socialize, take seats 
2. 3 min: Intro for film 
3. 35-40 min: Selected scenes from film (we recommend chs. 1, 2, 5, 6, 7, 10, 12, 13) 
4. 35-40 min: Discussion 
5. 10 min: Take Action! Write letters to public officials asking them to support clean, green 

and fair trade, or write Letters to the Editor 
6. 10 min: Introduce and sign up for tour, socialize 

 
 Make sure that you achieve the purpose of your party while having fun! 
 
8. Set a Goal: At the end of your party, set a goal for those in attendance on what to do next. 
Examples include: attending the border tour in Tijuana (see page 7), organizing a letter-writing 
campaign to your public officials, hold a follow up event focused around trade, form a trade 
committee in your chapter, or find a representative to attend the border tour. 
 
9. Follow-Up: After your Fair Trade party, shoot Susan Ellsworth a quick email at 
susan.ellsworth@sierraclub.org letting her know how it went. We love to hear 
about both your progress and your road-blocks! Also, send a photocopy of the sign-in sheet that 
you got at the party to Susan at 408 C Street, NE, Washington DC 2002. You can also use the list 
to create a phone tree, which is a list which sets an order for information dissemination. For 
example, you will call Jane with information, Jane will call Joe with this information, Joe will 
call Mark, and so on. This will make future campaign efforts a lot easier for you! 
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Tires hold on the tarpaulin roof of a house in colonia Lagunitas 

 
Sample Discussion Questions 
Choose 2-3 
 
·  What struck you as the biggest obstacle faced by the women in the maquiladoras? Why? 
 
·  Even after her victory against Sanyo, what problems does Carmen still face? What type of 

assistance (i.e.-support networks, training, access to legal expertise?) does she and the other 
maquila women need to be able to form an organization that can work to change these 
problems? Where would they get this assistance?* 

 
·  What should the Mexican government do for the workers in Tijuana’s maquiladoras? Who 

else might be responsible, and what should they be doing? Outline what you perceive as the 
roles of the following: the corporations who own or purchase products from the 
maquiladoras, the U.S. government, U.S. consumers, religious institutions, and human rights 
organizations.** 

 
·  How can everyday American citizens help ease the burden on maquiladora workers and 

others that are in a similar position? 
 
·  What standards, specifically, need to be included in future trade agreements to ensure that the 

environmental and humanitarian problems that have stemmed from NAFTA’s maquiladoras 
do not happen to other countries? 

 
*Content courtesy of Women’s Edge Coalition 
**Content courtesy of American Documentary | P.O.V. www.pbs.org/pov 
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Join the Sierra Club’s Responsible Trade Program as we explore the US-Mexico 
border and see, first-hand, the effects of NAFTA on the region. This two day tour 
will begin with a kickoff dinner in San Diego on Friday night. On Saturday visitors 
will explore the border, getting the opportunity to see maquiladoras, the workers’ 
settlements, and toxic dumping sites. After a night to rejuvenate and relax at the 
hotel, visitors will get to speak with people affected by the maquiladoras and can 
discuss and reflect on ways to take action.  

Guests will be able to enjoy traditional Mexican cuisine and independently 
explore San Diego and Tijuana. 

Interested parties should indicate their interest by checking the appropriate box in 
the sign-in sheet provided by the host. 

 

If you have any questions about the border tour call Susan Ellsworth at 202-548-6593 or 
email her at susan.ellsworth@sierraclub.org. 
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Resources 
Sierra Club Responsible Trade 
www.sierraclub.org/trade 
 
Maquilapolis 
www.maquilapolis.com 
 
Environmental Health Coalition 
www.environmentalhealth.org 
 
Women’s Edge Coalition 
www.womensedge.org 
 
American Federation of Labor- Congress of Industrial Organizations 
www.alfcio.org 
 
The Commission for Environmental Cooperation 
www.cec.org 
 
Cento de Informacion para Trabajadoras 
www.cittac.org 
 
Global Exchange 
www.globalexchange.org 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

If you have any questions, comments and/or concerns about the issue, film screenings, border 
tour, or guide content feel free to call Susan Ellsworth at 202-548-6593 or email her at 
susan.ellsworth@sierraclub.org. 
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Appendix 
 

Letter about Legal Language for Facilitator/Speaker • 10 
 
 

Sample Flyer or Email Invitation (for emailed invitations) • 11 
 
 

How to Order Fair Trade Products   • 12 
 
 

Sign in Sheets  • 13-14 
 

NAFTA’s Impact on Mexico Factsheet  15-17 
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COMPLIANCE GUIDELINES FOR HOUSE PARTY HOST 
 
Dear Host: 
Thank you for agreeing to host the Maquilapolis House Party/film screening to inform 
your friends and neighbors about free trade injustices. This event is designed to inform 
Sierra Club members, the public, and the press about irresponsible free trade. This project 
is funded with charitable 501(c)(3) funds and is to be used as a means to educate the 
public about these threats and encourage people to join in our public education efforts 
and to ask for Administrative actions on issues. Any effort to tie the material to 
legislative or electoral activities is prohibited. To meet the legal requirements that fund 
this public education activity, the Sierra Club requests that speakers adhere to the 
following guidelines. Please: 
 

·   Make clear at the beginning of the event that this is an educational event and, 
therefore, there cannot be references to electoral support or opposition regarding 
the Presidential race or any candidate for office. 

·   Do not issue a legislative call to action on a bill or other legislation policy 
pending at the local, state or federal level. You may identify pending 
environmental legislation so long as there is no call to action, such as contacting 
your public official on certain bill. 

·   Do encourage and empower people, together we can make a difference. 
·  Do not make reference to registering voters or encourage any voter registration 

activity. 
·  Have a great time! 
 

Thank you again, for hosting this event. Your involvement and support and your 
dedication to helping assure that our neighbors and the American public are fully 

informed about free trade injustices. It can make a real difference.
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2 Vicky Funari and Sergio de la Torre, Maquilapolis (2006). 
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How to Order Fair Trade Products 
 

Fair-Trade supports workers, local communities, and the environment. Farmers and 
entrepreneurs alike who produce and sell Fair Trade products are flourishing, and are investing 
and protecting the land, air and water they and their local communities rely on. The Fair Trade 
system benefits over 800,000 farmers organized into cooperatives and unions in 48 countries. By 
purchasing products that include the “Fair Trade Certified” label, you are supporting sustainable 
business models that benefit everyone and are taking a stand against a trading system that 
unjustly benefits multi-national corporations.  
 

**************************************** 
 
Refreshments are often nice to offer guests to make them feel comfortable. We would 
recommend serving food that is easy to prepare and that you feel most comfortable sharing with 
your guests, whether it’s home-brewed ice-tea, cheese and crackers that you have at home, or 
pre-made hors d'oeuvres platters that you can easily buy at the store. You could organize an hors 
d’oeuvres potluck, or, going along with the theme of the screenings, you can order fair trade 
goods online. The main idea is for this party to be fun and easy for you. 
 
If you decide to order fair trade products, here are some simple steps to ordering: 

1. Visit http://store.gxonlinestore.org/  
2. Click on “Fair Trade Coffee Shop” near the top of the page, depending on what you 

would like to offer your guests. 
3. Scroll down the menu of products offered and click on the category of items that you are 

interested in (i.e.-Fair Trade Tea). 
4. Click on the item you would like to purchase and click “Add to Cart” for the item of your 

choice. Make sure to select “No” for the gift packaging option and enter the appropriate 
quantity. 

5. Click the “Keep Shopping” button on the bottom left of the page if you would like more 
items and repeat steps 2-5. When you have selected all your items, click on the “Check 
out” button on the bottom right of the page. 

6. Enter your shipping and billing address (if different) and payment information. 
7. Click “Continue” and you should receive a confirmation page. You are done! 

 
If you would like to browse some other websites for fair trade food, here are some suggestions: 
http://www.transfairusa.org/content/shop/products.php 
http://www.agreatergift.org/Gourmet.aspx 
http://www.aworldaway.net/m_9.asp 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 13 

WELCOME TO THE SIERRA CLUB’S 
RESPONSIBLE TRADE PROGRAM! 

Please print clearly! 
 

NAME 
 

ADDRESS 
 

PHONE 
 

EMAIL 

Are you a 
Sierra Club 
Member? 

Do you wish to stay informed 
about the mid-fall border 

tour? 
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WELCOME TO THE SIERRA CLUB’S 
RESPONSIBLE TRADE PROGRAM! 

Please print clearly! 
 

NAME 
 

ADDRESS 
 

PHONE 
 

EMAIL 
Are you a Sierra 
Club Member? 

Do you wish to stay 
informed about the 

mid-fall border tour? 
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NAFTA’s Impact on Mexico 
 

In 1995, the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) came into effect between Mexico, U.S. and Canada.  
The Sierra Club opposed NAFTA at the time because we were concerned that the environmental provisions in the 
agreement would not adequately protect the environment or the health of our families and communities. More than 
a decade later, NAFTA has created a legacy where corporate profits are promoted at the cost of environmental 
safeguards, health protections, and workers’ rights. While these impacts from NAFTA have been felt in all three 
countries, Mexico has been affected the worst.  
 
Increased Pollution and Decreased Wages 
NAFTA was initially publicized as the best way for economic development – as well as environmental 
improvement – in Mexico.  Neither of these promises have come true.  
 
Under NAFTA, the vast majority of investments into Mexico were 
in maquiladora factories – export oriented manufacturing and 
assembly plants.  The number of maquiladoras more than doubled 
from 1700 to 3600 between 1990 and 2001.  Over 2700 of them 
were constructed along the already environmentally strained and 
overpopulated border region between Mexico and the United 
States.1 The overcrowded cities and towns associated with these 
maquiladoras continually struggle to meet basic sewage and waste 
disposal needs, resulting in a hepatitis A infection rate more than 
double the Mexican average.2    The increase in trade has also meant 
an increase in traffic and the accompanying air pollution.    
 
Toxins created by the maquiladora factories are leaking into the land and water at alarming rates. According to 
Mexican government figures, the cost of NAFTA-related environmental damage in 1999 alone was an estimated 
$47 billion. It is likely that annual pollution damages over the past decade exceeded $36 billion per year. This 
damage is greater than the economic gains from the growth of trade. 3 
 
Despite the increase in pollution, NAFTA did nothing to strengthen Mexico’s environmental protections.  In fact, 
enforcement of environmental protections declined noticeably after NAFTA, and was often ignored by both 
corporations and the Mexican government.  For example:  While Mexican law requires that hazardous waste 
created by foreign owned factories in the maquila zone must be shipped back to the country of origin for treatment, 
only 12% of 8 million tons of hazardous waste receives adequate treatment, and only 30% is returned to the country 
of origin.4 Total environmental inspections plummeted by 45% after 1993, and inspections in the maquila zone 
decreased by 37%.5 Although spending on environmental protection in Mexico grew between 1988 and 1993, it fell 
by nearly half between 1994 and 1999. Today, Mexico spends less on environmental protection than any other 
country in the Organization of Economic Development and Cooperation (OECD), which includes Turkey, the 
Slovak Republic as well as large developed countries. 6 
For workers in Mexico’s manufacturing sector, NAFTA did not improve working and living conditions.  Wages 
and purchasing power have fallen for most Mexicans over the past decade. The average wage paid to 
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manufacturing worker declined from $5 per day to only $4 a day – with neither one being a living wage.  Currently, 
Mexico is losing its manufacturing jobs to China, where wages are four times lower. 
 
Devastating Mexico’s Rural Peasants  
Prior to NAFTA, small plots of land were permanently deeded to Mexico’s peasant farmers. In preparation for 
NAFTA, Mexico was required to change its constitution to allow foreign ownership of this land and allowed these 
plots to be sold or seized by creditors. In addition, NAFTA opened the door for the dumping of large amounts of 
subsidized U.S. agricultural goods on the Mexican market – lowering prices and endangering the livelihood of 
peasant farmers. For example: Corn is the primary crop in Mexico, but post-NAFTA farmers received 70% less for 
their harvests because U.S. corn imports into Mexico more than quadrupled since 1993. 7 Unable to compete with 
U.S. prices and with no employment prospects in their rural communities, more than 1.5 million Mexican farmers 
have been forced off their land since NAFTA was enacted. These disenfranchised farmers have migrated to the 

already overcrowded and heavily polluted cities and manufacturing 
zones of Mexico, worsening existing environmental and health 
conditions.  It is estimated that NAFTA created only 500,000 
manufacturing jobs in Mexico - far too few to absorb the 1.5 million 
displaced farmers. 8 Mexican farmers have called for a suspension of 
NAFTA tariff reductions, and a re-negotiation of NAFTA’s agriculture 
provisions, but to no avail.  With no employment prospects and 
worsening living conditions, many farmers believe their only option to 
earn a living is to attempt the perilous crossing into the United States.  
 
 

Impacts on Mexico’s Natural Resources  
The weakening of environmental standards by NAFTA has also 
caused the increased use of chemical intensive production methods 
in Mexico’s large commercial farms.  These methods include the use 
of harmful pesticides and fertilizers that pollute land and water 
resources.  Specifically, they contribute to high soil salinity, ground-
level ozone, lake and river acidification, and the disruption of natural 
forest processes.9 
 
The change in land ownership and the more export oriented farming 
system in Mexico have also led to a dramatic loss of forests and the 
unique biodiversity they sustain. Peasant farmers who were driven 
off their lands were forced to clear forestland for farming and fuel. 
Since the implementation of NAFTA the annual rate of deforestation 
in Mexico has risen to 1.1 million hectares – practically doubling the 
prior rate of 600 thousand hectares. 10 This places Mexico second 
behind Brazil in the rate of deforestation. 
 
 
Corporate Rights over People and the Environment  
One of the most controversial aspects of NAFTA is found in Chapter 11 - its investor rights chapter.  Under 
Chapter 11, foreign investors who believe their profits are being harmed by environmental or public health 
regulations can sue governments for cash damages within a secretive trade tribunal system.  This occurred when 
Mexico was sued by the U.S. Metalclad Corporation, a waste-disposal company. Metalclad accused the Mexican 
government of violating Chapter 11 of NAFTA when the state of San Luis Potosi refused permission to re-open a 
waste disposal facility. The State Governor ordered the site closed down after a geological audit showed the facility 
would contaminate the local water supply. The Governor then declared the site part of a 600,000 acre ecological 
zone. Metalclad claimed that this constituted an act of expropriation and sought millions in compensation. The 
company won and was awarded $16.5 million (plus interest) from Mexico.  
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We can do better! 
The solution is not to build fences between our borders and criminalize people who are forced to make desperate 
choices. Trade agreements should promote a higher quality of life for all, not simply serve as vehicles to increase 

corporate profits. Trade done right can help lift living standards while also protecting our precious natural 
resources. Contact your Public Official and tell them that the flawed NAFTA model should not be expanded and 

that our agreements must contain meaningful and binding environmental safeguards. 
 

For more information on the Sierra Club’s Responsible Trade Campaign contact responsible.trade@sierraclub.org 
or visit www.sierraclub.org/trade. 
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