
On January 1, 1994, the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) entered into effect promising to strengthen friendship 
and cooperation among the United States, Mexico, and Canada, 
eliminate trade barriers, create new employment opportunities, 
improve working conditions and living standards, strengthen the 
development of environmental laws and regulations, and enforce 
basic workers’ rights [1].The agreement created the world’s larg-
est free trade 
area, which now 
links 444 million 
people produc-
ing $17 trillion 

worth of goods 
and services [2]. According to the Office of the United States Trade 
Representative, trade tripled among all three countries, from $297 
billion to $930 billion between 1993 and 2007. GDP and per capita 
GDP also continued to grow following the implementation of NAF-
TA.  However, after 15 years, it is unclear that these material gains 
have been distributed evenly among Mexico’s citizens.  For example, 
while the maquiladora industry created approximately 800,000 jobs 
in Mexico between January 1994 and 2002, the Mexican agricultural 
sector lost about 1.3 million jobs during the same period.  Further-
more, employment growth in the agriculture, manufacturing, and 
service sectors decreased in the period following the implementa-
tion of NAFTA.  Such trends have continued to contribute to the 
significant migration of Mexicans to the United States [3].
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In response to the anticipated social injustices represented by NAFTA, the 
revolutionary Zapatista Army of National Liberation (EZLN) led an uprising 
against the Mexican government in 1994 in the state of Chiapas, a highly 
indigenous and marginalized state in the southern part of Mexico. NAFTA 
represented many threats to the people of Chiapas. The elimination of trade 
barriers and the corresponding availability of inexpensive agricultural prod-
ucts from the US served to reduce the income and living standards of many 
Mexican farmers who could not compete with the mechanically harvested 
crops and artificial fertilizers from the United States. Between 1993 and 2002, 
employment in the in the agricultural sector declined by 19.2% to 6.8 million. 
Furthermore, NAFTA led to the removal of Article 27 section VII within the 
Mexican constitution, which had protected the Lacandon Jungle in Chiapas 
from private ownership and exploitation and had also guaranteed land repa-
rations to the indigenous people 

[4].
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