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ABSTRACT 

In recent years, both global economic restructuring 

and the economic, political, and social implications of the 

urban landscape have been at the forefront of geographical 

inquiry. This dissertation links these two levels of 

analysis in an examination of industrial restructuring and 

the colonia labor force in El Paso. El Paso's economic role 

has been dramatically restructured. Once a center for 

natural resource extraction, the city is now an assembly 

site for labor intensive manufacturing activities. Data 

from a survey of 173 colonia households provide information 

regarding the colonia labor force. The low cost of housing 

and the malleability of colonias household structure allows 

colonia residents to accept minimal incomes an~ endure high 

rates of unemployment. In the colonias, a labor force 

characterized by its relative powerlessness in the American 

economy is created. The formation of the colonias is 

consonant with the restructuring of El Paso's economy. 



Colonias 

CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

"Colonias are rural and unincorporated subdivisions 

characterized by substandard housing, inadequate 

plumbing and sewage disposal systems, and inadequate 

access to clean water. They are highly concentrated 

poverty pockets that are physically and legally 

isolated from neighboring cities" (Texas Department of 

Human Services 1988:iii). 

"Colonias are subdivision communities located in 

unincorporated areas adjacent to U.S. cities along the 

U.S.-Mexico international boundary. Many of these 

communities have inadequate public works services, 

particularly water supply and wastewater treatment" 

(Copeland and Courpas 1987:i). 

Colonias began forming in El Paso County around 1960, 

but did not experience rapid growth until the 1970s and 

particularly the 1980s. In 1960, there were five illegal 

subdivisions in El Paso CCl!nty in 1960; by 1979, there were 

14 



an estimated 2,400 substandard housing units in that part 

of the county outside the El Paso city limits (El Paso 

Times 5/31/79:A7; El Paso Herald Post 2/21/84:A2). El Paso 

County now has about 250 co10nias and a colonia population 

of about 70,000 (U.S. General Accounting Office 1990:22). 

Map 1 is a political map of El Paso County and Map 2 shows 

the location of colonias in the county. 

Colonias are found elsewhere in Texas and New Mexico 

along the border with Mexico. The Texas Department of Human 

Services estimates that there are more than 71,000 people 

living in 277 colonias in Wilacy, Hidalgo and Cameron 

Counties in Texas' Lower Rio Grande Valley (Texas 

Department of Human Services 1988:Table 1-4). Others 

estimate that Lower Rio Grande Valley colonia residents 

number over 100,000 (Copeland and Courpas 1987:5; Colonias 

Housing and Community Development Assistance 1988:30). 

Recent estimates put New Mexico's coloni3 population at 

14,600, all in Dona Ana County (U.S. General Accounting 

Office 1990:27). Colonias are not present in California or 

Arizona (Johnson 1991; U.S. General Accounting Office 

1990:32-34). 

The colonia phenomenon is just beginning to attract 

the attention of researchers. To date, research efforts 

have been concerned with bringing the basic facts of 

colonia life to light (see Colonias Housing and Community 

15 
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Development Assistance 1988; Copeland and Courpas 1987; 

Floerchinger 1985; Texas Department of Human Services 1988; 

U.S. General Accounting Office 1990). Because the most 

striking of the conditions common to colonias is the lack 

of sewage facilities and safe water, these issues have been 

the focus of most attention and, as the definitions offered 

above indicate, have come to identify colonias (Colonia 

Housing and Community Development Assistance 1988; Copeland 

and Courpas 1987; Texas Department of Human Services 1988). 

Media coverage of the colonia situation, both local and 

national, also concentrates on sanitation and water supply 

(see El Paso Herald post 4/7/87, "Special Section, El 

Paso's 10,000: Third World Lurks on Outskirts of Sun City"; 

New York Times 1/3/89, "New Hopes on Texas Border for 

Sewers and Clean Water," p. 1; Washington post 8/17/87 "El 

Paso's Perimeter of Poverty," p. A1). 

This research is, in part, intended to extend 

discussion of the colonias past demographic surveys and 

water issues. Its purpose is to examine the relationship 

between El Paso's colonias and economic restructuring in El 

Paso. Since 1950, El Paso's ~conomy has been dramatically 

restructured. The extractive industry based on regional 

natural resources which drove the city's early growth has 

been replaced by labor intensive assembly operations drawn 

by the border's abundant supply of cheap labor, The 
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colonias, a new type of urban space and a unique setting 

for the reproduction of labor power, supply a rapidly 

growing labor force for El Paso's economy. The role of 

colonia workers in the industries reshaping the El Paso 

economy is the focus of this research. The hypotheses 

guiding this project are derived from directions taken in 

the industrial geography and urban geography literatures. A 

review of these literatures will introduce these 

hypotheses. The research undertaken to address these 

hypotheses will be described at the end of this chapter. 

Review of the Related Literature 

This dissertation is concerned with the relationship 

between economic restructuring on one hand and the 

transformation of urban space and localized labor forces on 

the other. Large literatures have formed around the 

geography of industrial change and around the social and 

economic implications of urban space. Altho~gh these 

literatures are complementary, they are not well connected. 

This section will trace the development of these bodies of 

scholarly work and show how the two literatures combine to 

guide the current research. 

19 



The literature review will begin with an outline of 

the study of industrial geography. Traditional industrial 

location theory will be briefly discussed. Marxist 

criticism of location theory will then be presented and 

Marxists' connection of industrial geography to the logic 

of capital accumulation will be reviewed. Of particular 

importance to the current study is Marxists' insistence 

upon the importance of localized labor forces in the 

movement of industry across the landscape. 

The second section of the literature review will 

describe how urban space has been related to social and 

economic processes. The discussion will begin with the 

Chicago School's ecological analysis of urban society. A 

number of approaches followed that of the Chicago 

sociologists, particularly significant among them the New 

Urban Economics, a set of neo-classical rent based theories 

of urban land use. In the 1970s, "rent theory" drew much 

criticism from Marxists intent upon connecting urban space 

to capital accumlation and class struggle. In turn, 

Marxists have been attacked for assigning too much 

explanatory weight to social and economic structures. 

Structurationist and realist critics have called for 

treatments of urban space which more clearly identify the 

mutually structuring relationship between society and 

space. These developments in the treatment of urban space 
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will be joined with those in industrial geography to frame 

the current study of the colonias and El Paso's economy. 

While complementary, these two literatures have remained 

separate. Their linkage in this study is intended to 

enhance the utility of each in enabling us to better 

understand our surroundings. 

Industrial Geography 

Industrial location theory has been the dominant 

analytical framework within industrial geography. Borrowing 

assumptions and expectations from Neo-Classical Economics~ 

location theory is based on micro-economic modeling and 

directs attention to the economic rationality of the 

individual industrial firm. The development of location 

theory is representative of geographers' interest in 

building generalizing models of spatial activity (King 

1970:8-11). 

Location theory is rooted in the work of Alfred Weber. 

To Weber, the geography of industry results from firms 

making decisions aimed at minimizing transportation costs 

to markets, materials and labor (Conkling and Yeates 

1976:89). Weber's fundamental emphasis upon firms' search 
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for the lowest cost location defines industrial location 

theory to the present (Lever 1985:16). 

Since Weber, researchers have refined micro-economic 

models of industrial location. Beginning with the early 

work of Hoover and Isard, geographers have developed more 

detailed analy~es of the relationship between 

transportation costs and distance, the effects of 

agglomeration and deglomeration, and the geography of 

demand for industrial goods (Conkling and Yeates 1976:97-

98,105; Hoover 1937; Richardson 1969:45-60,78-79). More 

recently, location theorists critical of the simplistic 

assumptions of Neo-Classical Economics regarding decision 

making have tried to account for behavioral factors such as 

decision makers' imperfect knowledge of their 

opportunities, the variety of institutional environments 

within which locational decisions are made, and the 

possibility that decision makers are not always motivated 

exclusively by profit (Lever 1985:20-26). 

Location theory consists of models portraying the 

industrial landscape as one operating in predictable 

equilibrium as each firm makes rational economic decisions. 

Its development ;s perpetuated by the continual refinement 

of its models so that they may better represent observed 

reality (King 1970:20). 
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Marxists have criticized location theory for its 

consensual depiction of the geography of production. They 

argue that industrial geography must move beyond the micro 

level of individual firms and take into account the 

conflictual processes of capital accumulation and class 

struggle which structure capitalist society (Massey 

1984:44; Smith 1984:119). 

Location theory, these critics argue, has, because it 

assumes that all economic actors are free agents, obscured 

the overriding importance of the spatial constraints upon 

labor in the production process. Because labor enjoys much 

less freedom of movement than does capital, differences in 

the cost, quality, and composition of localized labor 

forces must be put at the forefront of analysis (Clark, 

Gertler and Whiteman 1986:70; Storper and Walker 1984:23). 

Indeed, this link between the local labor force and 

the global economy is the cornerstone of radical industrial 

geography. The composition of local economies is seen not 

only as conditioned by global forces, but also of central 

importance in perpetuating these larger economic processes. 

Geographic variation in industrial profit rates, due to 

differences in either fixed capital or labor force, is 

essential to the continued operation of the capitalist 

economy. This is so because industry is able to resolve 

accumulation bottlenecks in one locale by moving to another 
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(Massey 1979:234; Massey and Meegan 1982:124). Because of 

these geographic differences, economic crisis, although it 

is felt locally, doss not engulf the economy as a whole 

(Clark, Gertler and Whiteman 1986:33; Smith 1984:128). 

Many have argued that, of late, areal variation in 

labor cost and quality has become considerably more 

important than the built environment of production in 

determining the expression of economic restructuring and 

the resultant uneven development. The original form of 

uneven development generated by industrial capitalism was 

characterized by the geographic concentration of entire 

industrial sectors. As sectors grew, firms took advantage 

of localized raw materials, skilled labor pools and 

existing infrastructure. In this way, regional economies 

were tied to the fate of industrial sectors. For example, 

Detroit's destiny is with the auto industry and 

Pittsburgh's plight with steel production. Sectoral decline 

has meant regional decline and the emergence of an unevenly 

developed industrial landscape (Massey 1979:238; Scott and 

storper 1986:306; Smith 1984:113-120). 

Recently, observers have noted a shift in the nature 

of the spatial division of production. Instead of sectoral 

concentration serving as the basis for regional 

differentiation, intrasectoral divisions of labor now 

define the landscape of production (Clark, Gertler and 
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Whiteman 1986:23; Massey 1979:234; Scott 1986:27). Firms, 

using advances in communication, transportation, and 

industrial design, are now able to separate their 

production processes. Consequently, a new hierarchy of 

regional economies has emerged based on this intrafirm 

spatial disintegration. Local economies are deflned not by 

what they produce, but by the stage that they perform in 

the production process (Casson et al 1986; Clark, Gertler 

and Whiteman 1986; Delli Sante 1984; Frobel et al 1980; 

Massey and Meegan 1982; Petras 1981). That is, localized 

industrial complexes are no longer characterized by the 

production of a single product and the performance of 'many 

of the activities involved in its manufacture. Instead, 

local economies now may produce a wide variety of products 

but perform the same stage of production for each. 

Consequently, the quality and cost of local labor has 

become a crucial determinant of many regions' industrial 

development, rivaling the locational pull of available raw 

materials or existing industrial infrastructure (Castells 

1977:133-136; Clark, Gertler and Whiteman 1986:23; Markusen 

1987:25; Massey 1984:43; Rodriguez and Feagin 1987:192). 

Recent research in industrial geography has been 

intended to show that the localized differentiation of the 

labor force plays a crucial role in the geography of 

production. Locally defined differences in labor are 
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crucial in reproducing the conditions for capitalist 

production. At the same time, local workforces are 

elemental in positioning local economies within the larger 

economic structure. The industrial geography literature, 

however, reveals little about the way in which localized 

labor forces come into being. The constitution of the local 

labor force is, instead, addressed in the work of urban 

geographers, urban economists and urban sociologists. As 

the study of the social and economic implications of urban 

space has changed, it has connected the formation of urban 

space with the reproduction of labor power. This body of 

literature sets industrial geography's far-flung discussion 

of the areal variation between localized labor forces in 

the concrete of urban neighborhoods. 

The Social and Economic Implications of Urban Space 

Only within the last two decades have urban 

geographers sought to connect their analyses of urban space 

to production and accumulation. This development represents 

not only a new direction in the study of residential areas 

but also a reaction to the way in which the social areas 

that make up the city had been previously examined. 
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The Chicago school of urban sociology, led by Park, 

Burgess, Wirth, and McKenzie, broke ground in urban 

studies. Writing in the 1920s and 1930s, Park and his 

colleagues were at once influenced by 19th century 

sociology's overriding concern with the fragmentation of 

social coherence and community in the face of a rapidly 

modernizing world and intrigued by orderly ecological 

models of the physical environment. In their study of the 

city, they joined their preoccupation with social order 

with their fascination for natural order. The Chicago 

sociologists interpreted urban social space as composed of 

a set of cohesive "natural areas," each bound by a set of 

particular cultural characteristics and sentiments 

(McKenzie 1925:77; Park 1925:6). These natural areas 

arranged themselves by the processes of competition, 

invasion, and succession so neatly observed in plant 

ecology. In human society, these ecological processes were 

driven not by the laws of nature but implied in those of 

economics (Burgess 1925:61). Chicago school ecology, with 

its emphases on moral consensus among social groups and an 

economically given equilibrium paralleling that of nature, 

portrayed the city as a differentiated yet smoothly 

functioning collection of social spaces. 
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Several general criticisms have been made of the 

Chicago school. Some have made a "cu1tura1ist" critique of 

the Chicago school, attacking their lack of attention to 

sentiment in influencing urban land use (Firey 1974; 

Jonassen 1974). Others have charged the Chicago school with 

ignoring the social relations underlying capitalist 

production. By making the cohesiveness of urban 

neighborhoods the object of study and by ascribing urban 

change to a rational land market, class conflict and the 

disruptive process of capital accumulation were left 

unaddressed (Caste11s 1977:118-122; Gottdiener and Feagin 

1988:168-173; Harvey 1972:13; Mingione 1977:94). 

Undeniably, however, the Chicago school ;s an important 

starting point in the study of urban space. Park, Burgess, 

MacKenzie, and Wirth demonstrated that there is an order to 

the geography of the city and that fragmented social spaces 

are suitable for systematic analysis. 

A subsequent approach to the residential 

differentiation of the city, social area analysis, has been 

criticized on similar grounds. Social area analysis, 

developed during the 1950s and 1960s, is a descriptive 

device which categorizes census tracts along three 

dimensions, socio-economics, familism, and ethnicity (Bell 

1969). Residential differentiation is then explained by the 

locational preferences which correspond to positions along 
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these dimensions. For example, suburbanites were found to 

place a high value upon familism (Bell 1958). This 

exclusively inductive and quite tautological approach, by 

saying nothing about the relationships underlying social 

organization, accepts them as naturally given. Remaining at 

the level of ourficial appearances, social area analysis ;s 

insured against addressing the relationships structuring 

capitalist society (Byrne and Parson 1983:142; Scott 

1980:120). 

In the 1960s, urban geographers eager to liberate 

geography from its descriptive, atheoretical doldrums 

employed the principles of Neo-classical economics to 

develop predictive models of urban land use. The New Urban 

Economics, like industrial location theory, models micro

economic decision making. In simple terms, the New Urban 

Economics, or, "rent theory," holds that individuals 

representing competing land uses have different sets of 

values and needs for urban space and the satisfaction of 

these values and needs is contingent upon the relative 

location of urban land. That is, competing land uses will 

offer different "bid rent curves" for urban space. By 

comparing these bid rent curves, the arrangement of land 

uses within the city becomes explicable and even 

predictable. This general model has been used to analyze 

any number of locational problems, some of the more 
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prominent being urban residential patterns (Berry and 

Kasarda 1977), the location of the urban / agricultural 

boundary (Alonso 1971; Muth 1970), and the location of 

firms within the city (Alonso 1972). 

Although this model is internally coherent, it too has 

been the subject of withering attack from structuralist 

critics. Marxists charge that equilibrium models based on 

individual decision making ignore the considerable 

structurally imposed constraints upon individual behavior 

(Gray 1975:229; Walker 1981:387). Also, the model's 

identification of technological advances in transportation 

and communication as ultimate determinants in altering land 

use patterns ignores social relationships (Gottdiener 

1985:15). Finally, rent theory, like urban ecology and 

social area analysis, by treating the distribution of urban 

land uses as resulting from consensual decision making and 

as, therefore, somehow natural, fails to address the very 

real inequalities and injustices that embody and, to no 

insignificant degree, are recreated by the arrangement of 

urban space in capitalist society (Harvey 1973:134). 

These criticisms, then, provide the starting points 

for subsequent directions in the study of urban space. 

First, Marxists have striven to relate capitalist social 

and economic structures to urban space and to show how 

fundamental the connections between these structures and 
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urban space are. They, in turn, have had their critics who, 

while maintaining a commitment to a structural analysis of 

urban space, recoil from the perhaps overstructura1, at 

times functionalist interpretations proferred by Marxists. 

This latter group is intent not only upon demonstrating 

that urban space is a product of structural forces, but 

also upon i1lustraing the ways in which the spatial 

arrangement of social phenomena contributes to the 

reproduction of the economic and social relationships 

structuring society. 

Beginning in the 1970s, Marxists, led by Harvey, 

stridently sought to make the study of the city's internal 

differentiation relevant to the critical discourse on 

capitalism. Namely, they went about confirming the part 

that urban spac:e plays in the twin processes of capital 

accumulation and class struggle. Space is portrayed as 

facilitating c~pital accumulation by providing a productive 

outlet for accumulated capital (Harvey 1981). Urban space 

becomes an object of exchange value for capitalists. In 

this scenario, the state and its planning agencies are 

depicted as compliant accessories, undertaking unprofitable 

projects such as highway construction and public service 

provision which are nevertheless instrumental in increasing 

the exchange value of urban land (Caste11s 1978; Dear and 



Scott 1981; Harvey 1985; Scott 1980; Walker and Heiman 

1980). 

Numerous examples of accumulation-based treatments of 

urban space exist in the literature. Perhaps the best known 

are suburbanization studies. Marxists demonstrated that 

liberal analyses which attributed suburbanization to 

emerging lifestyles, personal preferences, and advances in 

transportation technologies ignored the more comprehensive 

explanation afforded by an examination of capital 

accumulation. Suburbanization, a nationwide frenzy of mass

produced housing construction on cheap land supported by 

state investments in highways and mortgages, offered 

tremendous profit potential. This change in the nature of 

the North American city was so widespread and so 

fundamental precisely because it served the purposes of 

expanding capitalism. According to Marxists, the post-war 

suburbanization boom was an important vehicle for 

productively investing capital overaccumulated during the 

Great Depressioll (Harvey 1977; Walker 1981; Walker and 

Heiman 1980). 
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Similarly, gentrification has been diagnoRed as a 

symptom of capital accumulation. As in the case of 

suburbanization, liberal commentators have developed demand

led interpretations of gentrification as the result of 

changing lifestyles and preferences (Sternlieb and Hughes 



1983). Smith has argued instead that gentrification, like 

suburbanization, has occurred because it offers a 

productive outlet for accumulated capital. As landlords 

allow inner city housing to deteriorate by maximizing 

residential density and minimizing repair, a "rent gap" 

develops. That is, the rent charged for inner city land 

falls short of the land's value due its proximity to 

downtown. In this way, the "back to the city movement" is 

as much a return of capital as a return of the middle class 

(Schaffer and Smith 1986; Smith 1987). 

Finally, as Harvey has demonstrated in his study of 

Second Empire Paris, the essential relationship between 

urban land use and capital accumulation is not restricted 

to contemporary capitalism but offers insight into the 

urban histo~~cal geography of capitalism as well. Harvey 

demonstrates how the clearing of inner city Parisian slums 

and the construction of Paris' grand boulevards were 

interventions necessary to facilitate the flow of capital 

and goods through the city (Harvey 1985). 

Just as Marxists have tied urban land use to the 

requisites of capital accumulation, they have connected 

capitalist class relations to urban space. Working class 

neighborhoods become battlefields in class warfare, 

battlefields that Marxists, intent on demonstrating the 

omnipresence of capitalism's logic, present as dominated by 
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the capitalist class. For example, many have remarked upon 

the way in which the arrangement and composition of working 

class neighborhoods has helped forestall open class 

conflict. Working class suburbanization dispersed the 

working class, removing them from central city 

neighborhoods, a primary source of class identification 

(Walker 1981:393-394). Also, working class homeownership 

splits the working class. Working class homeowners find 

their interests bound, in part, to those of the capitalist 

class and divorced from those of many of their co-workers 

(Cox 1981:445; Harvey 1985:42; Mingione 1977:101). 

Finally, Marxists have pointed out that the 

composition of neighborhoods is crucial in reproducing the 

class structure. Neighborhood schools, social networks, and 

social status combine to instill skills and attitudes in 

neighborhood residents, skills and attitudes that 

acculturate people to their role in the labor force. This 

process of space-based class reproduction occurs not only 

in working class neighborhoods but also in upper middle 

class suburbs (Scott 1980:124-126; Walker 1981:390-392). 

As alluded to above, Marxists' treatment of urban 

space has drawn a substantial amount of criticism in recent 

years. Basically, Marxists have bee: charged with 

overemphasizing the explanatory power of capitalism's 

logic. Space becomes little more than a slate upon which 

24 



the exigencies of capital accumulation and class struggle 

are inscribed (Ball 1986:452; Gottdiener 1985:15; Gregory 

1982:197-201; Logan and Molotch 1987:10; Soja 1980:217, 

1985:111, 1987:291). 

While critics realize that Marxism's functionalistic 

excesses result, in part, from a commitment to correct the 

non-structural spatial fetishism that had dominated urban 

geography (Soja 1980:209), they insist upon tempering 

Marxists' avid stucturalism with an appreciation for the 

ways in which the spatial arrangement of social phenomena 

contingently recreates overarching social and economic 

relations. In the 1980s, geographers and sympathetic 

sociologists called for a place in social theory for space, 

arguing that just as social relations inescapably structure 

space, spatial relations structure society and must be 

accounted for in order to properly examine social relations 

(Dear 1988:269; Giddens 1979, 1984; Gregory 1982:216-217; 

Soja 1983:1271, 1985:92; Thrift 1983:49; Urry 1981a:458). 

However, this recent movement towards a retheorization 

of space in society is not all of a piece. Several distinct 

efforts can be distinguished. While each takes a somewhat 

different tack in its approach to the study of social and 

spatial relations, as a group they are united in their 

emphasis that the space which society occupies -is not 

simply a manifestation of the logic of social structures 
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but is a significantly autonomous medium through which 

these social relations are recreated. Extending from this 

underlying position, these observers recognize that spatial 

relations can influence the form of social relations and 

that to adequately examine social change, space must be 

considered. 

Early on, Lefebvre pointed out space's role in social 

structuration (Lefebvre 1973). He focused his studies upon 

the way in which capitalist social relations are 

successfully reproduced. Space, he asserted, plays a 

central role in this survival of capitalism. By "occupying 

a space," by extending its relations of production into 

space, capitalism perpetuates itself. However, Lefebvre did 

not, unlike many Marxist geographers writing in the 19708 

and early 1980s, impose a functional interpretation upon 

the relationship between society and social space. Indeed, 

Lefebvre identified capitalism's successful domination of 

space not as the inescapable fulfillment of capitalism's 

logic but as an historic outcome helping to forestall 

Marx's prediction of capitalism's collapse (Lefebvre 

1973:21). By the same token, Lefebvre also saw the seeds of 

social change in capitalism's occupance of space. The 

conflict between capitalism's globalizing momentum and the 

uniqueness and autonomy of particular places is real and 

carries the potential for dramatic change (Lefebvre 
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1973:19). Lefebvre's arguments for a space-sensitive social 

theory have been championed in much important recent work 

(see Gottdiener 1985; Soja 1980). 

Structuration theory, most associated with the 

sociologist Giddens, has also argued for the inclusion of 

space in social theory. Giddens' fundamental concern is 

with the way in which social structure and human agency 

intersect in the constitution of society. He insists that 

this intersection, this social structuration, be located in 

time and space (Giddens 1979:64). At both the macro-level 

of "presence availability," areal variation in the access 

to resources, and the micro-level of "locales," actual 

sites for social interaction, the specificity of spatio

temporal settings are of crucial importance in shaping 

societal reproduction (Giddens 1983:78, 1984:118-123). 

Giddens' explicit inclusion of space and place into social 

theory has attracted the attention and energies of a host 

of geographers (see Dear and Moos 1986; Gregory 1982; Pred 

1984, 1986; Moos and Dear 1986; Thrift 1983). However, 

others, while generally sympathetic to Giddens' project, 

point out that it is overgeneral and fails to provide clear 

guidelines for locating structuration in space or root 

spatio-temporal structuration in the social relations 

structuring capitalist society (Gottdiener 1985:196; 

Gregson 1986:197; Soja 1983:1270). 



Realism is yet a third school which has called for the 

dialectical examination of the relationship between society 

and space. Realists hold that society is structured by a 

set of "necessary" relationships, such as the relations of 

production, but that the manifestation of these necessary 

relationships is conditioned by contingent circumstances 

(Sayer 1984). Space and place are two of those contingent 

circumstances which must be accounted for in order to 

understand social reality (Sayer 1987:399; Thrift 

1987:405). Ironically, this approach has been criticized 

both for ieducing social phenomena to social structures and 

for abandoning structural analysis in favor of 

particularistic explanations (Harvey 1987; Saunders and 

Williams 1987; Smith 1987). Nevertheless, much recent work 

in urban studies has adopted the tenets of realism, 

treating urban phenomena as structured by underlying social 

relations but incomprehensible unless the content and 

organization of urban space is considered (see Castells 

1983, Gottdiener 1985; Thrift 1986). 

Again, in the context of this discussion, the 

similarities in these approaches outweigh the differences 

between them. All insist upon the importance of space, not 

only as it reflects social structures, but also as it 

influences the form that these structures take in the 

future. Just as spatial organization is not monolithically 
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determined by structural forces, it is no~ a passive 

element lacking effect upon these forces. The form that 

space takes and the impact that this form will have upon 

social processes are each indeterminately structured. For 

this reason, each merit investigation. 

Review of Related Literature: Summary 

The interdepencies between the industrial geography 

literature and the literature on urban space are readily 

apparent. !iecent work in industrial geography documents the 

way in which spatially disintegrated capitalist industry 

spreads itself across the landscape in search of profit. 

This literature also attests to the importance of localized 

labor forces in the geography of production. In 

contemporary capitalism, the nature of regional industrial 

restructuring is contingent upon the qualities of the local 

labor force. 

To adequately understand the local labor ~orce, 

however, one must look beyond the industrial geography 

literature. The workforce must be examined contextually in 

social space. Marxist literature provides a starting point, 

identifying the essential connections between urban space, 

the local labor force, and the relationships structuring 
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capitalist society. Recent work, however, has denied the 

strident structuralism that accompanied Marxist treatments 

of urban space. Instead, realists and structurationists 

insist that space and spatial relations are not functions 

of social and economic structures and that their production 

results from combinations of historically specific 

circumstances. Space, and the relations it encompasses, 

including the reproduction of the labor force, reflects 

back upon social and economic structures in an 

indeterminate fashion, irreducible to these structures 

themselves. 

Examined together, what each of the two literatures 

lacks is addressed by the other. Industrial change is more 

completely understood in conjunction with an examination of 

the local labor force in its spatial context. The study of 

the fragmented pieces of the urban landscape becomes more 

coherent and productive when linked to larger, supralocal 

processes such as industrial change. 

These two bodies of literature, therefore, may be 

merged to develop a set of guidelines for the study of the 

relationship between El Paso's colonias and the city's 

industrial restructuring. The realization that an 

understanding of local industrial restructuring is informed 

by the examination of the reproduction of labor power in 

its spatial context comprises the first of these 

40 



guidelines. Second, the formation of the spatial setting 

for the reproduction of labor power may be most adequately 

explained by a combination of historically specific 

circumstances operating within capitalist society. Third, 

spatial relationships, in this case the contextual 

reproduction of the workforce, intersect with social and 

economic relationships in a contingent manner. 

Research Questions and Methodology 

The course of this research will follow the three 

guidelines presented above. All three guidelines inform the 

research project's central question: what is the 

relationship between El Paso's economic restructuring and 

the colonia labor force? Following the first guideline, it 

is hypothesized that qualities of the local labor force are 

related to the relocation of the industries involved in El 

Paso's restructuring. This hypothesis leads to the 

contextual examination of the colonias, the setting for the 

reproduction of an increasingly large segment of the local 

labor force. In accordance with the second guidelin~, I 

hypothesize that the creation of the colonia landscape is 

unlikely to be direct related to industrial change in El 

Paso. The formation of the colonias is not expected to have 
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been generated by industrial capital. Rather, it is 

presumed that social, economic, and political relationships 

largely unrelated to El Paso's industry are most 

responsible for the formation of the colonias. Finally, 

following the third guideline, it is expected that the 

creation of the colonia landscape will, nevertheless, be 

shown to be directly supportive of the conversion of El 

Paso into an assembly site for labor intensive industry. 

That is, I hypothesize that the colonias provide a setting 

suitable for reproduction of labor which meets the 

requirements of the industries redefining El Paso's economy 

and that large numbers of colonia residents are employed in 

these industries. The colonias, according to these 

hypotheses, should prove exemplary of the way in which the 

transformation of urban space intersects with local 

industrial change. 

These guidelines and hypotheses structure the 

presentation of the research. To address the first set of 

hypotheses, an analysis of El Paso's industrial 

restructuring is required. Chapter 2 will present a 

detailed discussion of the changes that have occurred in 

the El Paso economy using local and national employment and 

wage data from 1950 to the present. This analysis will show 

that employment in low wage assembly operations, primarily 

apparel, electronics, and leather, has grown tremendously 
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in El Paso since the war while better paying industries 

such as metals and petroleum have lost much of their share 

of local employment. These changes will be contrasted with 

changes in national employment to lend some perspective to 

El Paso's restructuring. In addition, the locational 

dynamics underlying the arrival of labor intensive assembly 

in El Paso will be discussed. 

The questions raised by the second set of hyptheses 

will be addressed in Chapter 3. Based upon a combination of 

secondary sources, newspaper reports, official documents, 

and interviews with central figures in colonias issues, 

Chapter 3 is a discussion of the processes and events which 

led to the growth of the colonias in El Paso County. 

Colonia formation will be shown to be intrinsically tied to 

the local low income housing market. The demand for low 

income housing in El Paso is great and is intensified by 

the large numbers of poor Mexican immigrants to El Paso. 

The supply of low income housing, however, has not kept 

pace. The city's private low income housing stock has been 

reduced by slum clearance and public housing has not grown 

because of cutbacks in federal spending. As a response to 

this unmet demand, colonia subdivisions have been developed 

in outlying El Paso County. 
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Chapter 3 will also discuss the role of local, state, 

and federal government in regulating colonia development 

and providing services to the colonias. Historically, the 

city and El Paso County have had limited powers over 

colonia development and have lacked sufficient resources 

and commitment to effectively enforce the powers that they 

do have. At ~he same time, local utilities have been 

reluctant to provide services to the colonias and state and 

federal assistance has been sparse. Chapter 3 will provide 

a description of the political response to the formation of 

the colonias. 

Chapters 4 and 5 are concerned with the third set of 

hypotheses, the reproduction of the labor power in the 

colonias and the participation of the colonia workers in El 

Paso industry. An exhaustive survey of the social and 

economic characteristics of 173 colonia households in San 

Elizario, Texas, an unincorporated border community in the 

southeastern section of El Paso County (see Map 1), 

provides the data for the analysis presented in the two 

chapters. This survey, conducted in the summer of 1989, was 

supervised by Jeffery Brannon of the Department of 

Economics and Finance at the University of Texas at El Paso 

and was funded by the Ford Foundation. It will be discussed 

in more detail in Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 4 is concerned with the qualities of the 

colonia labor force and the circumstances under which it ;s 

reproduced. Data from the San Elizario survey show that the 

colonias population is largely comprised of Mexican 

immigrants with little education or command of English. In 

other words, the colonias are home to the least skilled, 

most vulnerable segment of the labor force. Furthermore, 

analysis reveals that arrivals to San Elizario's colon;as 

within the last five years are much more likely to fit the 

above description than are their predecessors. 

Chapter 4 is intended to demonstrate that the colonia 

labor force is distinct not only socially, but also 

spatially. That is, circumstances unique to the colonias 

make for colonia-specific housing costs, housing quality 

and household composition. In this case, these ingredients 

;n the reproduction of labor power are spatially defined. 

San Elizario survey data show that the malleability of 

colonias housing allows households to easily enlist 

additional working members. Along with the extremely low 

cost of housing, documented with census data, the 

flexibility of colonias household structure enables colonia 

households to maintain themselves with very meager incomes. 

Chapter 5 connects these qualities of the colonia 

labor force with the industries defining El Paso's economic 

restructuring. Employment data from the San Elizario survey 
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will be used to identify the types of work done by colonia 

residents. Occupational categories will then be compared 

with the workers' social characteristics and the 

composition of their households. It is hypothesized that 

there is a strong relationship between between these 

distinctive qualities of the colonia labor force identified 

in Chapter 4 and employment in the industries reshaping the 

local economy. These correlations will be intended to 

demonstrate the way in which the transformation of urban 

space, the colonias, reinforces local economic 

restructuring. 

Chapter 6 will summarize the results of the research. 

The hypotheses presented in this chapter will be evaluated 

in terms of the research presented in the intervening 

chapters. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Industrial Restructuring in El Paso 

Introduction 

Since 1950, El Paso's industrial base has been 

restructured. In general terms, labor intensive, low wage 

industries have moved to El Paso and now employ the bulk of 

the city's industrial workforce. Higher paying heavy 

industries have not grown and have lost much of their share 

of industrial employment in El Paso. This chapter will 

document these trends and their effect upon the city. 

Important factors driving this restructuring will be 

examined, particularly Mexican immigration and the 

locational dynamics of the industries involved. The 

remaining chapters will analyze the colonias against this 

backdrop. Chapter 3 will explore the economic and political 

circumstances leading to the formation of the colonias. 

Chapters 4 and 5 will draw on an eXhaustive survey of 

nearly 1,000 colonia residents to examine the reproduction 

of colonia labor power and the nature of the colonia labor 

force. The concluding chapters will connect this analysis 
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of El Paso's colonias tc the theme of the current chapter, 

the restructuring of the El Paso economy. 

The Effects of Restructuring in El Paso 

The El Paso space economy has undergone radical 

transformation since the Second World War. There has been a 

significant relative decline in the local standard of 

living. El Paso's median household income and unemployment 

rates, which compared favorably with national averages in 

1950, suffer in the same comparisons today. As Table 2-1 

indicates, household income in El Paso has fallen relative 

to national household income. Equivalent to national 

household income in 1950, El Paso's median household income 

comprises only three quarters of the national today. Table 

2-2 shows the very large relative increase in El Paso's 

unemployment rate. Substantially less than the United 

States average in 1950, the city's unemployment rate ;s 

approaching twice the national mark. 

As these indicators have diverged, El Paso has been 

transformed in two central ways. First, El Paso and its 

Mexican counterpart, Ciudad Juarez, have experienced 

substantial population growth, much of it due to migration 

from the interior of Mexico. The local economy has been 
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flooded with poor Mexican migrants. Second, El Paso's labor 

market, particularly the composition of industrial 

employment in the city, has been turned inside out. While 

higher paying jobs in resource based industries have lost 

much of their share of local employment, many low paying 

jobs have been added in light assembly. 

Mexican Immigration 

As Table 2-3 shows, El Paso and Ciudad Juarez have 

grown spectacularly since the war. El Paso's population has 

more than trebled while Ciudad Juarez's has in~reased 

nearly ten times over. Much of this growth is attributable 

to migration from Mexico's interior. Table 2-4 indicates 

that El Paso's Mexican born and Spanish origin (1) 

populations are growing rapidly. By 1980, nearly 20 percent 

of El Paso's population was Mexican born. Between 1960 and 

1. The u.S. census asks respondent~ if they are of "Spanish 

origin." The census does not include the term among its 

racial or ethnic categories; persons of any racial or 

ethnic group may so identify themselves. It is assumed that 

the vast majority of persons born in Mexico would classify 

themselves as being of Spanish origin. 



Table 2-1. El Paso Household Income, 1950-1988. 
Year Median household income (1) 
1950 $ 3048 0.99 (2) 
1960 5157 0.91 
1970 7173 0.85 
1980 14002 0.83 
1988 18606 0.76 
1. 1950 and 1960 data indicate median family income. 
2. El Paso median income expressed as a ratio of the 
national median income: 1.00 equals the national median. 
Sources: Rand McNally 1990 Commercial Atlas and Marketing 
Guide, 121st Edition; U.S. Population Census, 
Characteristics of the Population, 1950; U.S. Census of 
Population, Characteristics of the Population, 1960, 1970; 
U.S. Census of Population, General Social and Economic 
Characteristics, 1980. 

Table 
Year 
1950 
1960 
1970 
1980 
1987 

2-2. El Paso Unemployment, 1950-1987. 
El Paso unemployment rate 

3.8% 0.79 (1) 
6.5 1.27 
5.4 1.23 
8.0 1.23 

10.7 1.73 

1. El Paso unemployment expressed as a ratio of the 
national average; 1.00 equals the national median. 
Sources: Texas Fact Book 1989; U.S. Population Census, 
Characteristics of the Population, 1950; U.S. Census of 
Population, Characteristics of the Population, 1960, 1970; 
U.S. Census o~ Population, General Social and Economic 
Characteristics, 1980. 
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1990, 277,540 people were added to the city's population, 

274,626 people of Spanish origin and 2,914 non-Hispanics. 

Moreover, the colonias are rooted in Mexican immigration. 

Of 173 household heads surveyed in San Elizario's colonias, 

62 percent were born in Mexico and 97 percent are of 

Mexican ethnicity. 

The data presented above attest to the pervasive 

impact of Mexican immigrants upon El raso and the colonias. 

An understanding of El Paso's colonias, El Paso's changing 

economy, and the relationship between the two requires an 

understanding of Mexican immigration to the United States. 

"The changing conditions giving rise to international 

labor migration can not be understood in isolation, 

but only as a part of a much broader economic process. 

This process corresponds to the gradual articulation 

of a capitalist economy on a world scale and the 

progressive incorporation of particular countries or 

regions to it" (Portes 1983:74). 

As Portes argues, Mexican immigration to the United 

States must be located in the global capitalist system. 

Within this system, Mexico is a peri~heral country -

political and economic power centers lie in the United 

States, Europe and Japan. As peripheral, predominantly 

agrarian countries attempt to urbanize and industrialize 

within the capitalist system, rural populations are set 
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Table 2-3. El Paso and Ciudad Juarez Population, 1950-1990. 

El Paso Ciudad Juarez 
1950 194968 131308 
1960 314070 276995 
1970 359291 424135 
1980 479899 663094 
1990 591610 1286734 (est.) 
Sources: Statistical Abstract of El Paso, Texas, 1989; U.S. 
Population Census, Characteristics of the population, 1950; 
U.S. Census of Population, Characteristics of the 
Population, 1960, 1970; U.S. Census of Population, General 
Social and Economic Characteristics, 1980; U.S. Census, 
Census Tape PL-94-171, 1990. 

Table 2-4. Spanish Origin and Mexican Born Population in El 
Paso, 1960-1990. 

El Paso Spanish Origin Mexican Born 
1960 314070 136993 (43.6%) 34649 ( 11 .0%) 
1970 359291 204349 (56.9%) 43729 (12.2%) 
1980 479899 297001 (61 .9%) 83093 ( 17 . 3%) 
1990 591610 411619 (69.6%) n.a. 

Sources: U.S. Census of Population, Characteristics of the 
Population, 1960, 1970; U.S. Census of Population, General 
Social and Economic Characteristics, 1980; U.S. Census, 
Census Tape PL-94-171, 1990. 



free, labor surpluses are generated, and mass migration to 

the system's core occurs (Portes 1978:476). This migration 

from the Third World to the First makes each dependent upon 

the other, the Third releasing a portion of its overflowing 

labor force and the First meeting its demand for workers 

willing to accept low wages (Bustamante and Cockroft 

1983:313; Wiest 1984:132). 

Researchers agree that Mexicans migrate to the United 

States because while potential emigrants hope and, indeed, 

expect to enjoy American consumption levels at home, First 

World lifestyles remain out of reach for all but a few in 

Mexico (Alba 1978:509; Bradshaw and Frisbie 1983:405; 

Cornelius 1981:32; Portes 1983:79). The frustration of 

Mexican expectations is due to a combination of 

institutional and demographic developments. 

Postwar Mexican agricultural and industrial policies 

have done little to reverse the gap between Mexican and 

American standards of living. Mexico sought to transform 

itself into an urban, industrial society. To do this, it 

increased agricultural productivity and stimulate urban 

industry. Farms became larger and farming more mechanized. 

Concomitantly, small farmers were displaced and 

agricultural labor was made redundant (Arizpe 1983:167). 

Mexican industry, however, has not absorbed this dislocated 

population. For the most part, Mexico has pursued a capital 
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intensive industrial development program over the last 

several decades. Therefore, industrial job creation has 

been slow and the jobs that have opened demand skills that 

few in the the expanding labor force offer (Alba 1978:504; 

Arizpe 1983:168; Cornelius 1981:18). 

Explosive population growth also pressures the Mexican 

labor market. Bradshaw and Frisbie estimate that for every 

100 persons leaving the Mexican labor force between 1970 

and 1980, 357 entered (Bradshaw and Frisbie 1983:399). This 

"labor force replacement ratio" was expected to rise to 407 

in the 1980s and fall to only 330 in the 90s (Bradshaw and 

Frisbie 1983:399). In absolute numbers, the Mexican labor 

force was expected to grow by 17.5 million from 1970 to 

2000 (Bradshaw and Frisbie 1983:399). Policies which have 

eliminated agricultural jobs while failing to create 

industrial work exacerbate Mexico's unemployment and 

underemployment problems. Faced with overwhelming 

frustration at home, many Mexicans emigrate. 

Just as Mexican immigrants to the U~ited States are 

cast off by the Mexican economy, they are welcomed by the 

United States economy. Mexican immigrants work in the 

secondary labor market. The secondary labor market is 

comprised of low paying, highly routinized jobs in 

agriculture, labor intensive industry and services. Workers 

receive few if any benefits, little job security, and are 
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subject to exploitation by their employers (Bustamante 

1985:189; Jenkins 1978:517; Mines and Kaufman 1985:210; 

Muller 1985:112). 

The American state declares undocumented Mexican 

workers illegal, rendering them powerless relative to 

native born workers (Bach 1978:537; Bustamante and Cockroft 

1983:312). Therefore, employers pay Mexican immigrants less 

and can effectively discourage them from organizing 

(Bustamante and Cockroft 1983:311; Mines and Kaufman 

1985:208). Immigrant labor enables employers to maintain or 

increase profit rates and ensure control over the 

workplace. Indeed, because American born workers are 

increasingly less willing to take these sorts of jobs and 

because firms in the secondary labor market have few 

recourses other than lowering labor costs to defend profit 

rates, the secondary labor market has become dependent upon 

immigrant labor (Bustamante 1985:189). In the absence of a 

large, continuous supply of tractable Mexican labor, it is 

likely that many firms in the American secondary labor 

market, especially those involved in labor intensive 

manufacturing, would relocate overseas (Bustamante and 

Cockroft 1983:315; Muller 1985:122). 

Many of the Mexican immigrants that have arrived in El 

Paso are part of this immigration process. Leaving Mexico, 

they have found a better life in the United States. This 
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new life, however, is founded upon their exploitation in 

the American economy. Examination of the changing El Paso 

labor market indicates that it is not only immigrant 

workers that adapt themselves to this relationship but that 

local economies may do so as well. 

Industrial Restructuring in El Paso 

Employment Change 

Change in industrial employment is the single most 

striking feature of the postwar El Paso labor market. 

Unskilled jobs in light industry have grown tremendously 

and now define the city's industry. This restructuring of 

local employment opportunities is a manifestation of El 

Paso's position in the national and global economies. In 

order to adequately describe and explain the plight of El 

Paso's labor market, local changes must be framed in these 

larger contexts. 

To examine the realignment of the local labor market, 

local and national employment and wage data in 31 economic 

sectors are presented. To distinguish between higher and 

lower wage employment, national average hourly wages were 
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examined for each sector. The 31 sectors were then divided 

into five groups based on these national wage averages. 

Group 1 consists of those sectors in which average hourly 

wages are 115 percent or more of the national average 

hourly wage for production workers in manufacturing. Group 

2 includes sectors whose wages are between 105 and 115 

percent of this national average; Group 3 sectors pay 95 to 

105 percent of the national average; Group 4, 85 to 95 

percent; and, wages in Group 5 sectors are 85 percent or 

less of the national manufacturing average. Over time, 

several sectors moved from one group to another. These 

shifts are indicated in the tables themselves and listed in 

a footnote following the tables. 

Tables 2-5 through 2-11 show the percentage of total 

national and El Paso employment claimed by each of the 31 

sectors and by each of the five groups of sectors at seven 

dates: 1950, 1960, 1965, 1970, 1975, 1980, and, 1985. The 

percentage of national and El Paso industrial employment 

corresponding to each industrial sector and each of the 

five groups is also given for these dates. 
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Table 2-5. Employment, 1950. 

Occupations by 
wage category 

A B C o 

Group 1 
average) 
Printing 

(wages 115% or more of national manufacturing 

7.3% 
Petroleum / coal 
Primary metals 
Transport. equip. 
Mining 
Construction 
Utilities 
Federal government 
Total - Group 1 

Group 2 (wages 105 -
average) 
Chemicals 
Rubber / plastics 
Fabricated metals 
Machinery 
Transport. servo 
Total - Group 2 

Group 3 (wages 95 -
Paper 
stone, glass, clay 
E 'I ectron i cs 
Instruments 
W'sale trade 
Communications 
Local government 
Total - Group 3 

Group 4 (wages 85 -
Food 
Lumber 
FIRE 
Total - Group 4 

1 .7% 

0.5 
2.7 
2.8 
2.0 
5.2 
1 .2 
4.5 

20.6 

1.6 
8.0 
8.5 

23.0 

4.9% 

1.2 
3.2 
0.1 
0.5 
9.7 
2.7 
3.7 

22.3 

1 .2% 

7.0 
19.2 
0.5 

(est. ) 
34.0 

115% of national manufacturing 

1.5% 
0.6 
2.2 
3.0 
6.2 

13.5 

105% of 
1 .1% 
1.2 
2.0 
0.6 
5.8 
1.5 
9.0 

21.2 

4.6% 
1 .6 
6.5 
9.1 

21.8 

national 
3.2% 
3.6 
5.9 
1.7 

14.4 

95% of national 
3.4% 10.2% 
1.8 5.4 
4.1 
9.2 15.6 

0.5% 
0.0 
0.6 
0.1 

11.1 
12.3 

3.1% 
0.0 
3.3 
0.8 

7.2 

manufacturing average) 
0.0% 0.0% 
1.1 6.8 
0.0 0.0 
0.0 0.0 
5.3 
1.5 
7. 4 (est.) 

15.3 6.8 

manufacturing average) 
3.5% 20.8% 
0.4 2.1 
3.8 
7.7 22.9 
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A B C o 

Group 5 (wages less than 85% of national manufacturing 
average) 
Tobacco 
Textiles 
Apparel 
Furni ture 
Leather 
Miscellaneous 
Retail trade 
Services 
Total - Group 5 
Total - All Gps. 

0.2% 
-2.9. 
2.7 
0.8 
0.9 
1.0 

15.8 
11.3 
35.6 

100.1 

0.7% 
8.6 
7.9 
2.5 
2.6 
3.0 

25.3 
100.1 

0.0% 
0.0 
3.8 
0.2 
0.2 
0.6 

18.4 
19.2 
42.4 

100.0 

A = Percentage of national total employment. 

0.0% 
0.0 

22.9 
1.3 
1.5 
3.3 

29.0 
99.9 

B = Percentage of national industrial employment. 
C = Percentage of El Paso total employment. 
o = Percentage of El Paso industrial employment. 

Sources for Tables 2-5 through 2-13a: Reschenthaler 1968; 
Statistical Abstract of the United States 1951, 1961, 1966, 
1971, 1976, 1981, 1986; U.S. Bureau of the Census, County 
Business Patterns. Texas 1960, 1965, 1970, 1975, 1980, 
1985. 
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Table 2-6. Employment, 1960. 

A B C D 
Occupations by 
wage category 

Group 1 
Printing 1. 7% 5.4% 1 .1% 6.4% 
Petroleum / coal 0.4 1.3 1 .5 8.3 
Primary m'9tals 2.3 7.3 2.3 13.0 
Transport. equip. 2.9 9.5 0.02 O. 1 
Mining 1.3 0.2 
Construction 5.3 7.5 
utilities 1.1 3.4 
Federal government 4.2 7.3 
Total - Group 1 19.2 23.5 23.3 27.8 

Group 2 
Chemicals 1.5% 4.9% 0.3% 1.4% 
Fabricated metals 2.1 6.8 0.6 3.3 
Machinery 2.7 8.8 0.1 0.8 
Transport. servo 4.7 7.2 
Total - Group 2 11.0 20.5 8.2 5.5 

Group 3 
Paper 1 .1% 3.6% 0.0% 0.0% 
Rubber / plastics 0.7 2.3 0.0 0.0 
stone, glass, clay 1 . 1 3.6 1 . 1 6.0 
Electronics 2.7 8.7 0.0 0.0 
Instruments 0.7 2.1 0.5 2.7 
Communications 1.6 1 .6 
W'sale trade 5.5 7.2 
Local government 11.2 9.9 
Total - Group 3 24.6 20.3 20.3 8.7 

Group 4 
Food 3.3% 10.7% 3.2% 18.4% 
Lumber 1.2 3.7 0.3 1.6 
FIRE 4.9 3.6 
Total - Group 4 9.4 14.4 7.1 
20.0 
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A B C 0 

Group 5 
Tobacco 0.2% 0.6% 0.0% 0.0% 
Textiles 1.7 5.5 0.0 0.0 
Apparel 2.3 7.3 6.3 36.0 
Furniture 0.7 2.3 0.1 0.8 
Leather 0.7 2.2 0.2 1.3 
Miscellaneous 0.7 2.3 0.0 0.0 
Reta; 1 trade 15.5 20.7 
Services 13.6 13.9 
Total - Group 5 30.4 20.2 41.2 38.1 

Total - All Gps. 99.6 98.9 100.1 100.1 
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Table 2-7. Employment, 1965. 

A B C 0 
Occupations by 
wage category 

Group 1 
Printing 1.6% 5.4% 1 .0% 4.8% 
Petroleum / coal 0.3 1.0 0.7 3.7 
Primary metals 2.1 7.2 2.3 11 .4 
Transport. equip. 2.9 9.6 0.1 0.7 
Mining 1.0 0.1 
Construction 5.3 5.3 
Utilities 1.0 3.0 
Federal government 4.6 8.2 
Total - Group 1 18.8 23.2 20.7 20.6 

Group 2 
Chemicals 1.5% 5.0% 0.1% 0.5% 
Fabricated metals 2.1 7.0 0.6 3.0 
Machinery 2.9 9.6 0.1 0.7 
Transport. servo 4.2 6.5 
Total - Group 2 10.7 21.6 7.3 4.2 

Group 3 
Paper 1.1% 3.5% 0.0% 0.0% 
Rubber / plastics 0.8 2.6 0.0 0.0 
Stone, glass, clay 1.0 3.5 0.7 3.7 
Electronics 2.7 9.2 0.0 0.0 
Instruments 0.6 2.2 0.5 2.7 
Communications 1.5 1.4 
W'sale trade 5.5 6.3 
Local government 12.0 11 .8 
Total - Group 3 25.2 21.0 20.7 6.4 

Group 4 
Food 2.9% 9.7% 2.7% 13.3% 
Lumber 1.0 3.4 0.2 1.2 
FIRE 5.0 3.8 
Total - Group 4 8.9 13.1 6.7 14.5 
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A B C D 

Group 5 
Tobacco 0.1% 0.5% 0.0% 0.0 
Textiles 1 .5 5.1 0.0 0.0 
Apparel 2.2 7.5 10.1 50.8 
Furniture 0.7 2.4 0.1 0.5 
Leather 0.6 2.0 0.5 2.7 
Miscellaneous 0.7 2.3 0.0 0.0 
Reta'j 1 trade 15.5 20.0 
Services 14.9 13.8 
Total - Group 5 35.5 19.8 44.5 54.0 

Total - All Gps. 99.1 98.7 99.9 99.7 
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Table 2-8. Employment, 1970. 

A B C U 
Occupations by 
wage category 

Group 1 
Printing 1.6% 5.7% 0.8% 3.6% 
Petroleum / coal 0.3 1.0 0.4 1.7 
Primary metals 1.9 6.8 1.8 8.3 
Transport. equip. 2.5 9.3 0.2 0.8 
Mining 0.9 0.2 
Construction 5.0 6.0 
Transport. servo 3.8 4.8. 
Utilities 1.0 2.8 
Federal government 3.9 7.8 
Total - Group 1 20.9 22.8 24.8 14.4 

Group 2 
Chemicals 1.5% 5.4% 0.1% 0.6% 
Machinery 2.8 10.2 0.2 0.7 
Total - Group 2 4.3 15.6 0.3 1.3 

Group 3 
Paper 1.0% 3.7% 0.0% 0.0% 
Rubber / plastics 0.8 3.0 0.0 0.0 
Stone, glass, clay 0.9 3.3 0.4 1.9 
Fabricated metals 2.0 7.1 1.0 4.6 
Electr'onics 2.7 9.9 0.1 0.6 
Instruments 0.6 2.4 0.4 1.8 
Communications 1.6 1.3 
W'sale trade 5.4 6.6 
Local government 13.8 13.9 
Total - Group 3 28.8 29.4 23.7 8.9 

Group 4 
Food 2.5% 9.2% 1.8% 8.6% 
Lumber 0.8 3.0 0.4 1.8 
FIRE 5.2 3.8 
Total - Group 4 8.5 12.2 6.0 10.4 
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A B C 0 

Group 5 
Tobacco 0.1% 0.4% 0.0% 0.0 
Textiles 1.4 5.0 0.0 0.0 
Apparel 1.9 7.1 12.7 59.6 
Furniture 0.6 2.4 0.2 1.8 
Leather 0.5 1.7 0.6 2.6 
Miscellaneous 0.6 2.2 0.1 0.5 
Reta; 1 trade 15.8 17 .6 
Services 16.4 13.7 
Total - Group 5 37.3 18.8 44.9 64.5 

Total - All Gps. 99.8 98.8 99.7 99.5 
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Table 2-9. Employment, 1975. 

A 8 C D 
Occupations by 
wage category 

Group 1 
Petroleum / coal 0.3 1.1 0.4 1.6 
Primary metals 1.5 6.2 1.7 7.9 
Transport. equip. 2.2 9.4 0.2 0.8 
Mining 1 .0 0.0 
Construction 5.0 5.5 
Transport. servo 3.4 3.2 (est.) 
Communications 1.5 1 .5 (est. ) 
Utilities 1.0 2.9 (est. ) 
Federal government 3.7 5.8 
Total - Group 1 19.6 16.7 21.2 10.3 

Group 2 
Printing 1.4% 5.9% 0.8% 3.5% 
Chemicals 1.3% 5.5% 0.1 '76 0.5 
Machinery 2.7 11.2 0.3 '76 1.2 
Total - Group 2 5.4 22.6 1.2 5.2 

Group 3 
Paper 0.8% 3.5% 0.0% 0.0% 
stone, glass, clay 0.8 3.4 0.5 2.5 
Fabricated metals 1.9 8.0 0.6 2.8 
Electronics 2.2 9.3 0.1 '76 0.4 
Instruments 0.7 3.0 0.6 '76 2.9 
\t/' sale trade 5.7 6.2 
Local government 15.4 13.0 
Total - Group 3 27.5 27.2 21.0 8.6 

Group 4 
Food 2.2% 9.1% 2.6% 11.8% 
Lumber 0.8 3.4 0.5 2.4 
Rubber / plastics 0.8 3.3 0.0 0.0 
Total - Group 4 3.8 15.8 3.1 14.2 



67 
A B C D 

Group 5 
Tobacco 0.1% 0.4% 0.0% 0.0 
Textiles 1.1 4.7 0.0 0.0 
Apparel 1.6 6.8 12.3 55.8 
Furniture 0.5 2.3 0.3 1.2 
Leather 0.3 1.4 0.7 3.0 
Miscellaneous 0.5 2.2 0.3 '76 1.4 
Retai 1 trade 16.4 18.8 
FIRE 5.4 4.7 
Services 18. 1 15.2 
Total - Group 5 44.0 17 .8 52.3 61.4 

Total - All Gps. 100.3 100.1 98.8 99.7 
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Table 2-10. Employment, 1980. 

A B C 0 
Occupations by 
wage category 

Group 1 
Petroleum / coal 0.2 1.0 0.2 1.1 
Primary metals 1 .3 5.6 1.7 7.9 
Transport. equip. 2.1 9.4 0.2 1.1 
Mining 1.1 0.2 
Construction 4.8 6.8 
Transport. servo 3.3 3.5 
Communications 1.5 1.1 
Utilities 0.9 2.2 
Federal government 3.2 6.4 
Total - Group 1 18.4 16.0 22.3 9.1 

Group 2 
Paper 0.8% 3.4% 0.1% 0.7% 
Chemicals 1.2% 5.5% 0.1 0.5 
Machinery 2.8 12.3 0.5 2.3 
Total - Group 2 4.8 21.2 0.7 3.5 

Group 3 
Printing 1.4% 6.2% 0.9% 4.2% 
stone, glass, clay 0.7 3.3 0.5 2.3 
Fabricated metals 1.8 8.0 0.6 2.8 
Electronics 2.3 10.3 1.0 5.0 
Instruments 0.8 3.5 0.4 2.1 
W'sale trade 5.8 5.8 
Local government 15.8 14.4 
Total - Group 3 28.6 31.3 23.6 16.4 

Group 4 
Food 1.9% 8.4% 2.1% 10.2% 
Lumber 0.8 3.4 0.5 2.2 
Rubber / plastics 0.8 3.6 0.1 0.3 
Total - Group 4 3.5 15.4 2.7 12.7 
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A B C D 

Group 5 
Tobacco 0.1% 0.3% 0.0% 0.0 
Textiles 0.9 4.2 0.2 1.1 
Apparel 1.4 6.2 10.5 50.2 
Furniture 0.5 2.3 0.1 0.6 
Leather 0.3 1.2 1 .0 4.7 
Miscellaneous 0.5 2.1 0.1 0.6 
Reta; 1 trade 16.6 18.5 
FIRE 5.7 4.2 
Services 19.8 15.1 
Total - Group 5 45.8 16.3 49.7 57.2 

Total - All Gps. 101 .1 100.2 99.0 98.9 
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Table 2-11. Employment, 1985. 

A B C D 
occupations by 
wage category 

Group 1 
Chemicals 1.1% 5.4% 0.2 0.8 
Petroleum I coal 0.2 0.9 0.2 1.2 
Primary metals 0.8 4.2 1 .5 7.8 
Transport. equip. 2.0 10.3 0.2 1.2 
Mining 1.0 0.2 
Construction 4.8 7.0 
Transport. servo 3.1 3.0 
Communications 1.4 1 . 1 
Utilities 0.9 1.7 
Federal government 3.0 5.5 
Total - Group 1 18.3 20.8 20.6 11.0 

Group 2 
Paper 0.7% 3.5% 0.2% 1.3% 
Machinery 2.2 11.3 0.8 4.1 
Total - Group 2 2.9 14.8 1.0 5.4 

Group 3 
Printing 1.5% 7.4% 0.9% 

5.0% 
Stone, glass, clay 0.6 3.1 0.5 2.6 
Fabricated metals 1.5 7.6 0.4 2.3 
Electrcnics 2.3 11.4 1.6 8.3 
Instruments 0.7 3.7 0.6 3.4 
W'sale trade 5.9 6.3 
Local government 13.8 13.6 
Total - Group 3 26.3 33.2 23.9 21.6 

Group 4 
Food 1.6% 8.3% 1.9% 9.7% 
Lumber 0.7 3.6 0.5 2.4 
Rubber I plastics 0.8 4.1 0.5 2.5 
Total - Group 4 3.1 16.0 2.9 14.6 
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A B C 0 

Occupations by 
wage category 

Group 5 
Tobacco -0.1.% 0.3% 0.0% 0.0 
Textiles 0.7 3.6 0.0 0.0 
Apparel 1.2 5.8 7.3 38.4 
Furniture 0.5 2.6 0.1 0.3 
Leather 0.2 0.9 1 .2 6.3 
Miscellaneous 0.4 1 .9 0.5 2.6 
Retai 1 trade 17.8 20.1 
FIRE 6.1 4.7 
Services 22.6 17 .8 
Total - Group 5 49.6 15.1 51.7 47.6 

Total - All Gps. 100.2 99.9 100.1 100.2 



Table 2-12. Employment, 1950 - 1985. 

Year 

1950 
1960 
1965 
1970 
1975 
1980 
1985 

Group 1 
US EP 

20.6 22.3 
19.2 23.3 
18.8 20.7 
20.9 24.8 
19.6 21.2 
18.4 22.3 
18.3 20.6 

Group 2 
US EP 

13.5 12.3 
11.0 8.2 
10.7 7.3 
4.3 0.3 
5.4 1.2 
4.8 0.7 
2.9 1.0 

Group 3 
US EP 

21.2 15.3 
24.6 20.3 
25.2 20.7 
28.8 23.7 
27.5 21.0 
28.6 23.6 
26.3 23.9 

Group 4 
US EP 
9.2 7.7 
9.4 7.1 
8.9 6.7 
8.5 6.0 
3.8 3.1 
3.5 2.7 
3.1 2.9 

Table 2-13. Manufacturing Employment, 1950 - 1985. 

Year 

1950 
1960 
1965 
1970 
1975 
1980 
1985 

Group 1 
US EP 

23.0 34.0 
23.5 27.8 
23.2 20.6 
22.8 14.4 
16.7 10.3 
16.0 9.1 
20.8 11.0 

Group 2 
US EP 

21.8 7.2 
20.5 5.5 
21.6 4.2 
15.6 1.3 
22.6 5.2 
21.2 3.5 
14.8 5.4 

Group 3 
US EP 

14.4 6.8 
20.3 8.7 
21.0 6.4 
29.4 8.9 
27.2 8.6 
31.3 16.4 
33.2 21.6 

Group 4 
US EP 

15.6 22.9 
14.4 20.0 
13.1 14.5 
12.2 10.4 
15.8 14.2 
15.4 12.7 
16.0 14.6 

Group 5 
US EP 

35.6 42.4 
35.4 41.2 
35.5 44.5 
37.3 44.9 
44.0 52.3 
45.8 49.7 
49.6 51.7 

Group 5 
US EP 

25.3 29.0 
20.2 38.1 
19.8 54.0 
18.8 64.5 
17.861.4 
16.3 57.2 
15.1 47.6 
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Table 2-13a. Adjusted Manufacturing Employment, 1950 -
1985. 
Year Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 

US EP US EP US EP US EP 
1950 23.0 34.0 21.8 7.2 14.4 6.8 15.6 22.9 
1960 23.5 27.8 20.5 5.5 20.3 8.7 14.4 20.0 
1965 23.2 20.6 21.6 4.2 21.0 6.4 13.1 14.5 
1970 22.8 14.4 15.6 1.3 29.4 8.3 12.2 10.4 
1975 16.7 10.3 22.6 5.2 27.2 8.2 15.8 14.2 
1980 16.0 9.1 21.2 3.5 31.3 11.4 15.4 12.7 
1985 20.8 11.0 14.8 5.4 33.2 13.3 16.0 14.6 
(Electronics employment in El Paso has been moved 
Group 3 to Group 5. See text for explanation.) 

The following sectors moved between groups: 

Group 5 
US EP 

25.3 29.0 
20.2 38.1 
19.8 54.0 
18.8 65.1 
17.8 61.8 
16.3 62.2 
15.1 55.9 
from 

Printing - Group 1, 1950-1970; Group 2, 1975; Group 3, 1980-
1985. 

Chemicals - Group 2, 1950-1980; Group 3, 1985. 
Paper - Group 3, 1950-1975; Group 2, 1980-1985. 
Rubber/plastics - Group 2, 1950; Group 3, 1960-1970; Group 

4,1975-1985. 
Fabricated metals - Group 2, 1950-1965; Group 3, 1970-1985. 
Transportation services - Group 2, 1950-1965; Group 1, 1970-

1985. 
Communications - Group 3, 1950-1970; Group 1, 1975-1985. 
FIRE - Group 4, 1950-1970; Group 5, 1975-1985. 



As Tables 2-12 and 2-13 indicate, the most dramat~c 

divergence of the El Paso economy from the national economy 

is in manufacturing employment. In 1950, Group 1 industries 

accounted for a greater share of El Paso manufacturing 

employment (34.0%) than national employment (23.0%). Group 

5 sectors comprised 29% of the El Paso manufacturing labor 

market, 25.3% of the national. Since 1950, Group 1 

manufacturing employment in El Paso has fallen considerably 

compared to the national (1985, El Paso - 11.0%, national -

20.8%), while El Paso Group 5 manufacturing employment has 

grown dramatically (1985, El Paso - 47.6%, El Paso adjusted 

- 55.9%, national - 15.1%). In other words, Group 1 sectors 

lost 23 percentage points of El Paso industrial employment 

from 1950 to 1985 while Group 5 industries gained almost 27 

percentage points. This very significant shift in 

industrial employment is not due to absolute job loss in 

Group 1 -as Table 2-14 shows, total employment in Group 

industries has remained stable. Instead, it reflects a 

tremendous absolute growth in Group 5 employment (see Table 

2-15). The expansion of low wage industrial employment, 

then, seems to be the defining feature of El Paso's 

changing postwar economy. Therefore, the remainder of this 

chapter will be devoted to an examination of the reasons 

why low wage manufacturing has grown in El Paso. 
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Table 2-14. Employment in Group 1 Sectors in El Paso, 1950 -

1985. 

Year P&C PrMe TrEq Prnt Chern Total 

(1) (2) 

1950 640 1756 42 668 n.a. 3106 

1956 550 1000 e 0 592 n.a. 2142 

1960 1160 1810 16 885 n.a. 3871 

1965 614 1910 125 808 n.a. 3457 

1970 385 1860 177 807 n.a. 3229 

1975 450 e 2230 196 e n.a. n.a. 2876 

1980 375 e 2510 375 e n.a. n.a. 3260 

1985 375 e 2500 375 e n.El. 268 3518 

P&C ::: Petroleum and Coal 

PrMe ::: Primary Metals 

TrEq ::: Transportation Equipment 

Prnt ::: Printing 

Chern ::: Chemicals 

e ::: estimate 

1. Printing dropped out of Group 1 after 1970. 

2. Chemicals entered Group in 1985. 

Sources: Reschenthaler 1968; U.S. Census, General 

Characteristics of the Population, 1960, 1970; County 

Business Patterns 1956, 1976, 1985; Statistical Abstract of 

El Paso, Texas, 1976, 1978. 



Table 2-15. Employment in the El Paso 

and Leather Industries, 

Year App Elec 

1950 2093 0 

'1955 3882 0 

1960 5020 0 

1965 8490 0 

1970 13400 132 

1975 15800 131 

1980 17600 1760 

1985 12300 * 2650 

App = Apparel 

Elec = Electronics 

Lthr = Leather 

"* 1976 data. 

"* 

1950-1985. 

Lthr Total 

n.a. 2093 

151 4033 

178 5198 

457 8947 

822 14354 

858 16789 

1647 21007 

2012 16962 

Apparel, Electronics 

* La Mujer Obrera, a garment workers' organization in El 

Paso, estimates the 1985 El Paso apparel workforce at 

15,000. La Mujer Obrera claims that the census fails to 

count many of the workers employed by contractors and 

subcontl~actors . 

Sources: La Mujer Obrera n.d.; Reschenthaler 1968; Mitchell 

1955; U.S. Census, General Characteristics of the 

Population, 1960, 1970; County Business Patterns 1976, 

1985; Statistical Abstract of El Paso, Texas, 1976, 1978. 
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Tables 2-5 through 2-11 show that the majority of low 

wage manufacturing jobs in El Paso are in the apparel 

industry. Since 1975, however, apparel has lost some of its 

share of El Paso employment and, since 1980, the number of 

local apparel jobs has declined (see Table 2-15). The 

decline of El Paso's apparel industry has been count~red by 

the addition of a large number of low wage jobs in 

electronics assembly (see Table 2-15). 

Industrial Dynamics 

Much of the explanation for the relocation of apparel 

and electronics to El Paso lies in developmental processes 

common across industries. Industrial decentralization is 

one such general process that is of particular significance 

to the El Paso economy. Researchers have discovered that as 

industries develop, they pass through several general 

stages. These stages in the product cycle are characterized 

by changes in the nature and scale of the production 

process, the nature and volume of labor requirements, and, 

the geographical distribution of production facilities. 

Markusen (1985) presents a useful synopsis of these 

stages. In an industry's innovative stages, production runs 

are short and rapidly changing. Concomitantly, there is a 
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strong demand for skilled labor, labor capable of 

developing and implementing innovations in production. 

Unskilled, lower waged workers constitute a less 

significant part of the workforce. Spatially, production 

will be quite concentrated. There are several reasons for 

early sectoral agglomeration. First, in the initial stages 

of an industry's growth, vertical integration is unlikely. 

Instead, firms must rely on independent subcontractors and 

suppliers. This interfirm interdependency encourages 

agglomeration. Second, the production process is being 

continually revolutionized in this early stage. Firms 

locate near one another in order to gain rapid access to 

these new developments. Third, firms are dependent upon 

pools of skilled labor. In many cases, these labor pools 

are unevenly spatially distributed and impel firms to 

locate near them. 

As sectors mature, their characteristics reverse. 

Production becomes more routinized. Innovation is de

emphasized and longer production runs are established. 

Consequently, labor requirements change. With the onset of 

mass production, unskilled labor becomes the larger part of 

the workforce. Along with these changes, production 

disperses from the original core areas. Decentralization is 

due to the increasing size of firms and to firms' search 

for cheaper labor. As firms grow, multiplant production and 
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decentralization become possible. Labor intensive mass 

production facilities are relocated to places offering 

large supplies of low wage, unskilled labor (Markusen 

1985:26-50). 

The Apparel Industry 

The apparel industry has long since moved into this 

mature stage. Apparel manufacturing is highly routinized 

and makes use of unskilled labor. As Table 2-16 indicates, 

the ratio of production workers to total workers in apparel 

has been among the highest in postwar American industry. 

Low fixed capital costs make this unskilled labor the most 

costly input in the production process (U.S. Congress, 

Office of Technology Assessment 1987:69). 

These low start up costs make for easy entry and 

intense wage based competition. Apparel manufacturing has 

among the lowest profit rates in American industry (Arpan, 

de la Torre, and Toyne 1982:4). These rates are further 

threatened by offshore producers who pay only 2 to 25 

percent of American labor costs (U.S. Congress, Office of 

Technology Assessment 1987:87). In 1985, imports accounted 

for nearly half of the American market, twice their 1975 
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share (U.S. Congress, Office of Technology Assessment 

1987:4). 

In this exceedingly competitive environment, U.S. 

apparel manufacturers have tried to cut labor costs. To the 

extent that it is possible, manufacturers have increased 

automation (U.S. Congress, Office of Technology Assessment 

1987:7-9). However, a more important method of reducing 

labor costs has been the adoption of "just-in-time" 

production techniques. Manufacturers hire contractors to 

turn out small, specialized batches of clothing. In turn, 

contractors employ subcontractors to perform parts of these 

contracts. Contracts are awarded to the lowest bidder; 

therefore, remembering that wages, not fixed capital, is 

the primary determinant of production costs in the apparel 

industry, wage based competition is extremely intense 

between contractors and subcontractors. Their small, 

transitory factories operate at the margins of American 

labor law, resembling the sweatshops of another era (La 

Mujer Obrera n.d.; Scott 1988:93-105, especially 103-104; 

U.S. Congress, Office of Technology Assessment 1987:25-

26,31-33,62-63). 

The American apparel industry is defined by its losing 

struggle to keep wages down to compete with foreign 

producers. Extant domestic apparel manufacturing seeks 

America's most exploitable labor (U.S. Congress, Office of 
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Technology Assessment 1987:62). Accordingly, apparel 

workers are overwhelmingly female, minority, young, 

immigrant, and poorly educated. Apparel is the largest 

industrial employer of women and one of the largest 

employers of minorities (Arpan, de la Torre, and Toyne 

1982:3,10). Tn Maram's survey of 499 Hispanic apparel 

workers in Los Angeles, 81 % were undocumented workers and 

the average worker had received between 6 and 8 years of 

schooling (Maram 

Table 2-16. Five Highest Production Worker to Total 

Employee Ratios in American Industry, 1950-1985. 

Rank 2 3 4 5 

Year 

1950 Textiles Lumber Tobacco Leather Apparel 

1954 Tobacco Textiles Lumber Leather Apparel 

1960 Textiles Lumber Apparel Leather Tobacco 

1965 Textiles Apparel Leather Lumber Tobacco 

1970 Textiles Apparel Lumber Leather Tobacco 

1975 Textiles Leather Apparel Lumber Tobacco 

1980 Textiles Apparel Leather Lumber Tobacco 

1985 Textiles Apparel Lumber Leather Furniture 

Source: statistical Abstract of the United States. 
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1980:5,10). Typically, apparel workers are paid the minimum 

wage, do not receive benefits, do not unionize and have 

very little job security. In Maram's survey, 35 percent of 

the workers were paid less than the minimum wage, fewer 

than ten percent had health insurance or received sick 

leave, and less than five percent belonged to a union 

(Maram 1980:33). In its search for this vulnerable labor 

force, the apparel industry has moved south and west from 

its earlier Northeastern core (Arpan, de la Torre, and 

Toyne 1982:10,13,21-25; Markusen 1985:7; Ullman 1988:130). 

Not coincidentally, apparel wages in the south and west are 

the lowest in the United States (Arpan, de la Torre, and 

Toyne 1982:19). The growth of the El Paso apparel industry 

is due to these dynamics. 

El Paso's apparel industry began to grow in the 1950s 

(see Table 2-15). Of the 15 apparel plants in El Paso in 

1955, 10 had been founded between 1945 and 1955 (Mitchell 

1955:2). The number of apparel workers in El Paso doubled 

from 1945 to 1950 and again from 1950 to 1955 (Mitchell 

1955:5,27; see Table 2-15). From 1950 to 1960, apparel 

increased its share of El Paso manufacturing employment 

from 23 to 36% (see Tables 2-5 and 2-6). 

From this earliest period in its history, the growth 

of El Paso's apparel industry has been based on the city's 

large supply of low cost labur. Mitchell reports that 90 



percent of El Paso's apparel workers in 1955 were Mexican 

women (Mitchell 1955:v). Most of these women lived in 

Ciudad Juarez and commuted to work in the United States 

(Mitchell 1955:80-81). In response to this labor source, 

all clothing factories were located on El Paso's 

overwhelmingly Mexican-American Southside, directly across 

from Ciudad Juarez (Mitchell 1955:132). 

Wages in El Paso apparel were low. In the 50s, most 

firms paid their workers on an "incentive" basis. That is, 

employees had to complete a certain amount of work in order 

to receive a base wage, typically the Federal minimum wage, 

and still more work to receive additional pay (Mitchell 

1955:33). Indeed, when the Federal minimum wage law went 

into effect, many of El Paso's garment makers had to raise 

wages (Mitchell 1955:31). At this time, most El Paso 

apparel plants did provide life and health insurance, and 

paid holidays and vacations (Mitchell 1955:80-81). 

The characteristics of the 1950s El Paso apparel industry -

a predominantly female and immigrant labor force, low 

wages, and few ties to the local economy - have continued 

to define the industry. In the early 1960s, 76 percent of 

El Paso apparel workers were unskilled, compared with 36 

percent in the rest of El Paso industry (Richards 

1964:46). Writing in 1969, Rungeling reports that 77 

percent of El Paso garment workers were female, 80 to 85 
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percent were of Mexican descent, and that 23 percent lived 

in Ciudad Juarez (Rungeling 1969:57,70,86). Furthermore, 51 

percent of the employees were not yet 30 years old, and 

only 32 percent had graduated high school (Rungeling 

1969:84,92). 

Wages remained low. Sixty five percent of apparel 

workers made the Federal minimum wage (Rungeling 1969:93). 

El Paso apparel wages were very low by national standards 

and the lowest of eight Texas cities Rungeling surveyed 

(Rungeling 1969:62,67,142). Furthermore, labor violations 

were common, particularly in overtime compensation 

(Rungeling 1969:73). Finally, El Paso's garment workers had 

low rates of unionization and little job security - annual 

turnover was 25 to 50 percent (Rungeling 1969:54,98). 

Census figures indicate that the El Paso apparel 

industry has shrunk in the 1980s. Recorded employment fell 

from 17,600 to 12,300 from 1980 to 1985, from 50 to 38 % of 

El Paso manufacturing employment (see Tables 2-10, 2-11, 

and 2-15). However, La Mujer Obrera, a garment workers' 

organization, maintains that El Paso apparel workers 

continue to number near 17,000. Official statistics are 

inaccurate, claims La Mujer Obrers, because of the growth 

of poorly enumerated contractors and subcontractors in El 

Paso (La Mujer Obrera n.d.). According to La Mujer Obrera, 
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about 90 contractors and subcontractors operate in El Paso, 

employing one half of the city's apparel workforce. 

The growth of contracting has reinforced the 

exploitative nature of employment in El Paso apparel. 

Eighty to eighty-five percent of the workers are women, and 

30 to 45 percent of the workforce lives in Ciudad Juarez 

(La Mujer Obrera n.d.; van de Ende and Haring 1983:48,51). 

Much of the work in El Paso remains minimum wage and few 

workers receive benefits from their employers (La Mujer 

Obrera n.d.). 

The growth of the El Paso apparel industry is a direct 

result of the industry's search for large supplies of low 

cost labor. El Paso apparel manufacturing has never been 

integrated into the local economy - material inputs arrive 

from and finished products are sent to other markets 

(Mitchell 1955:vi; Rungeling 1969:79; van de Ende and 

Haring 1983:21). The apparel industry illustrates and 

defines the course the El Paso economy has taken since 

1945. El Paso has become a mecca for low paying, unskilled 

manufacturing attracted to the city's burgeoning supply of 

cheap labor. 



The Electronic Semiconductor Industry 

The electronic semiconductor industry has much the 

same relationship with El Paso. After an incipient period 

of rapid innovation in the 1950s and 1960s, the industry 

has moved to mass production (Ashton and Dalton 1983:57). 

Concomitantly, the industry has decentralized from places 

like California's Santa Clara County and Massachusetts' 

Route 128, the industry's innovative core areas. 

As the semiconductor industry has matured, production 

has been divided into two general processes, wafer 

fabrication and final assembly. The processes have quite 

different labor requirements and are carried out in very 

different locales. Wafer fabrication is a very precise, 

complex process that requires a large number of highly 

skilled technicians (Saxenian 1984:172-173). This branch of 

the industry is generaliy located in areas that boast major 

research institutions and the cultural and recreational 

amenities desired by its relatively scarce, professional 

labor force. Santa Clara County, Route 128, and, North 

Carolina's Research Triangle are such production sites. 

Conversely, final assembly is performed by unskilled 

labor. Pay is low and working conditions poor. Assembly has 

been successfully divorced from the more advanced stages of 

production and in large part has been moved to the Third 
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World (Borrus, Millstein, and Zysman 1982:40; Saxenian 

1984:173). That which remains in the United States recruits 

the most exploitable segments of the American labor force: 

women, minorities and immigrants (Saxenian 1984:175; Sayer 

1986:119; Scott and Storper 1987:224). Strober and Arnold 

report that 72 to 77 percent of electronics assembly 

workers are women (Strober and Arnold 1987:145). To help 

meet these labor force requirements, American assembly has 

moved to the country's peripheral areas where low cost 

labor is in abundant supply (Markusen 1985:115; Scott and 

Storper 1987:227). 

The growth of El Paso's electronics industry is quite 

recent. More than 2500 electronics jobs have been added to 

the city's economy since 1976 (see Table 2-15). By 1985, 

electronics had captured over 8% of El Paso manufacturing 

employment (see Tables 2-10 and 2-11). 

Most of El Paso's electronics plants are branch 

operations of firms headquartered e:sewhere. Van de Ende 

and Haring calculated that 89% of El Paso's electronics 

workers are employed by these nonlocal firms (van de Ende 

and Haring 1983:20). 

El Paso's electronic industry draws from the same pool 

of workers as the apparel industry. Young Mexican women are 

disproportionately represented in the city's electronics 

workforce (Hardesty, Holmes, and Williams 1988:483). Van de 
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Ende and Haring report that 59% of El Paso electronics 

workers are women (van de Ende and Haring 1983:48). Workers 

in El Paso's electronics plants receive low wages, few 

benefits, little job security and poor working conditions 

(Hardesty, Holmes, and Williams 1988:483). Because the 

electronics workforce is so polarized, it is misleading to 

include electronics in the middle category of a ranking of 

sectors by wages. Instead, for assembly sites like El Paso, 

it is more accurate to include electronics among the low 

wage employment sectors (see Table 2-13a). 

The El Paso electronics industry, in the timing of its 

growth, its orchestration from without, its preferred 

workforce, and its working conditions, exemplifies the 

trends shaping the industry as a whole. California and East 

Coast firms opened assembly facilities in El Paso in the 

mid 1970s as mass production activities were 

decentralizing. These firms were drawn to El Paso for its 

abundant supply of low cost, unskilled labor suitable for 

assembly work (Hardesty, Holmes, and Williams 1988:484; van 

de Ende and Haring 1983:37,49,58). 

Similarly, the El Paso electronics and apparel 

industries exemplify the trends that have defined the 

postwar El Paso economy. The confluence of national and 

global industrial dynamics with El Paso's labor force has 

defined the local economy. As industries mature, unskilled 
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assembly work moves in search of cheap labor. El Paso, the 

site of a large and rapidly growing pool of unskilled 

workers willing to accept low wages, has attracted such 

industries. 

Summary 

Since World War II, El Paso has undergone a difficult 

restructuring. As evidenced by household income and 

unemployment figures, the standard of living of El Paso's 

people has been eroded. Concomitantly, El Paso's population 

has grown tremendously from migration from Mexico's 

interior to the United States border and the city's 

industrial labor market has been dramatically reshaped. 

Researchers agree that most Mexican immigrants to the 

United States are engaged by America's secondary labor 

market, comprised of low paying jobs in agricultural, 

services, and labor intensive industry. Over the last forty 

years, El Paso industry has become increasingly defined by 

such labor intensive manufacturing. The chapters that 

follow will explore the relationship between the growth of 

the colonias and this redirection of the El Paso space 

economy. 
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CHAPTER 3 

The Formation of the Colonias 

Introduction 

In this chapter, the formation of El Paso's colonias 

will be examined. The colonias are a new and unique site 

for the reproduction of a growing segment of El Paso's 

labor force and are, in large part, the outcome of policies 

and programs affecting the supply and regulation of low 

income housing in El Paso and El Paso County. First, the 

reduction of low income housing alternatives to the 

colonias in El Paso will be discussed. As the colonias have 

grown, inner city low income housing has been destroyed and 

public housing construction has been halted. Second, the 

growth of irregular, unserviced colonia subdivisions will 

be explored. Several groups of actors have been important 

in the establishment of the colonias. Colonia developers 

and colonia residents have created the colonias; a host of 

agencies and governments, ranging from the local to the 

state and federal levels, have allowed the colonias to come 

89 



90 
into being. These actors and events are the subject of this 

chapter. 

The Elimination of Low-Income Housing Alternatives in El 

Paso 

While the supply of colonias housing has grown, that 

of other types of low income housing in El Paso has been 

reduced. For El Paso's poorest, there have been two 

principal housing alternatives within the city: South El 

Paso tenements and public housing. Since the 1940s and with 

increasing speed in the last two decades, South El Paso has 

lost much of its housing supply. Similarly, the amount of 

public housing in El Paso has not grown significantly in 

fifteen years. 

South El Paso Housing 

South El Paso is the poorest section of the city. 

Startling conditions have characterized the area's housing 

since the turn of the century (Garcia 1975:212-237). In 

1968, less than two percent of tenement apartments had 

indoor toilets, three percent had indoor showers, and most 

lacked heat and cooling (Lamare 1974:15; Los Atrevidos 



1971:101). These conditions persist into the present - it 

is not uncommon for six families to share one fetid outdoor 

bathroom (El Paso Herald Post (EPHP) 1/2/88:A2; il paso 

Times (EPT) 2/2/89:A1). Seventy percent of South El Paso 

tenement apartments are not up to city code (EPHP 

1/2/88:A2). 

Slum conditions endure in South El Paso because there 

is an effective demand for tenement apartments and because 

landlords are not compelled to improve the supply of 

housing. Tenants value South El Paso's $70 rents, close 

proximity to downtown El Paso and Ciudad Juarez, and the 

social networks they have formed in the neighborhood (EPHP 

9/8/81:A1; EPHP 1/2/88:A2; EPT 2/2/89:A1). Landlords charge 

that repairs are too costly and the city, for its part, has 

lacked the resources and willpower to enforce its codes 

(EPHP 9/9/81:A1,A8). 

As Table 3-1 indicates, South El Paso population has 

declined precipitously. This population loss is due to 

several processes. These include the construction of 

Paisano Drive in the late 1940s, the 1963 Chamizal Treaty 

between the U.S. and Mexico, the city's Tenement 

Eradication Program of 1973-1974, and, the ongoing 

condemnation and demolition of South El Paso housing 

without replacement. 
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Table 3-1 South El Paso Population, 1940-1980. 

Year Population Pct. of El Paso Population 

1940 31000 (est.) 32 % 

1950 25000 (est. ) 19 

1960 24243 9 

1970 15421 5 

1980 9565 2 

Source: Marquez 1985:243. 

In the 1930s and 1940s, El Paso's business community 

felt the need for a new highway through the city. After 

some effort, funds were secured to build a multi-lane road, 

Paisano Drive, between South El Paso and downtown. The 

construction of Paisano Drive in 1947 and 1948 cleared a 

large amount of South El Paso housing, displacing roughly 

6000 people (Marquez 1985:64-66). 

The Chamizal Treaty transferred a disputed section of 

South El Paso from the United States to Mexico. Between 

1963 and 1966, 1096 South El Paso housing units were 

demolished in accordance with the Chamizal Treaty. The city 

planning department estimated that 1155 families were 

displaced (Driver 1973:71). Before the decade elapsed, 

another hundred South El Paso dwellings would be eliminated 

by the new civic center and highway construction (Driver 

1973:72). 
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In 1973, the city embarked upon the Tenement 

Eradication Program in South El Paso. Nominally sparked by 

a fatal gas explosion in a Southside tenement, the city 

began to enforce the strict apartment code it had adopted 

in 1969 and condemn tenements. Upon the city's request, the 

El Paso Housing Authority agreed to reserve 350 units for 

displaced tenement tenants (Marquez 1985:158). By 1974, 68 

tenement buildings had been destroyed and 2961 people 

displaced (Marquez 1985:161). 

The Tenement Eradication Program was designed to set 

in motion the commercial conversion of South El Paso. Mayor 

Fred Hervey wanted to replace tenements with manufacturing 

and commercial activity. At the inauguration of the 

program, Hervey remarked, "I think this is a great day for 

El Paso and a great day for private enterprise" (Marquez 

1985:158). On July 29, 1974, while the Tenement Eradication 

Program was in progress, the City Plan Commission adopted a 

policy for South El Paso which stressed the introduction of 

light industry, specifically apparel and electronics 

(Lamare 1974:90). The program did not intend to build 

replacement housing in South El Paso (Lamare 1974:9). liThe 

Tenement Eradication Program had paved the way for the 

commercialization of the Barrio, at least in the minds of 

the ci ty" (Marquez 1985: 169). 
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The Tenement Eradication Program did not encounter 

substantial resistance in 1973 and 1974. Many tenement 

owners welcomed the program, enthused by the income 

potential commercialization would offer. While some 

landlords, typically those who did not rely on their South 

El Paso property as their sole income source, wished to 

rehabilitate their tenements and continue renting, they did 

not oppose the program (Lamare 1974:4). Resident community 

groups were struggling with other issues, the lack of 

summer jobs for neighborhood youth, immigration policy, and 

bilingual education, at the time of the Tenement 

Eradication Program and did not effectively contest the 

policy as it was carried out (Marquez 1985:160-161). 

However, residents did eventually perceive the city's 

actions as a threat to their community. Housing and land 

use were to become central issues for South El Paso 

political organizations. La Campana Pro Preservacion del 

Barrio, which formed in response to the Tenement 

Eradication Program, has been an influential force in 

Southside planning over the last fifteen years. 

The Tenement Eradication Program, while substantial, 

does not represent the entirety of South El Paso houslng 

loss. Partly encouraged by the program, tenement owners 

destroyed 76 tenements privately from 1969 to 1975 (Marquez 

1985:166-167). More recently, an estimated 1200 people were 
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displaced from South El Paso by tenement condemnations 

between 1987 and 1989 (EPT 2/2/89:A2; Carmen Felix, remarks 

made at League of Women Voters meeting, 11/27/89). 

Public Housing 

Public housing in El Paso grew in step with the 

Tenement Eradication Program. From 1971 to 1975, 4125 

public housing units were built in El Paso (Marquez 

1985:153). However, public housing construction has slowed 

to a halt since this time. The number of El Paso's public 

housing units has leveled at off at just over 6000 with the 

demand far surpassing the supply (EPHP 5/1/82:A2; EPHP 

9/2/89:A1; EPT 6/2/89:B1). In the 1980s, El Paso Housing 

Authority's waiting list has fluctuated between 500 and 

6000 families. While large, these numbers reveal only a 

fraction of actual demand. The Housing Authority has 

regularly dropped people from the waiting list and imposed 

moratoria on accepting new applications (EPHP 5/1/82:A1; 

EPHP 10/1/86:A1; EPT 7/18/85:A1,A2; EPT 3/20/86:81; EPT 

9/28/89:A1). In 1985, the Housing Authority estimated at 

least a two year wait for those on the list (EPT 

7/18/85:A2). Edmund Carrera, El Paso Housing Authority's 

executive director, has stated that the Housing Authority 
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can place only a small portion of those desiring public 

housing (Edmund Carrera, remarks made at League of Women 

Vote~s Meeting, 11/27/89). 

The growth of public housing in El Paso has been 

curtailed by the redirection of federal housing policy and 

by the actions of the El Paso Housing Authority. The Reagan 

Administration sought drastic cutbacks in federal housing 

expenditure. These savings were to be achieved by stopping 

new public housing construction and by privatizing low 

income housing (Goetze 1983:89-90; Hartman 1983:1-3). 

Annual national public housing construction fell from 

180,000 units in 1981 to 70,000 by 1985 (Sternlieb and 

Listokin 1987:33). To privatize low income housing, several 

policies have been pursued. The Department of Housing and 

Urban Development divested itself of eight percent of its 

housing stock in the early 1980s (Kivisto 1986:13). Private 

housing was to be made affordable to the poor by issuing 

government housing vouchers (Sternlieb and Listokin 

1987:31). Because 90 percent of public housing assistance 

is now reserved for those whose incomes fall below one half 

of the area median, critics charge that the upper strata of 

America's poor have been effectively excluded from public 

housing (Goetze 1983:90; Kivisto 1986:14). 
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These federal policies have been felt in El Paso. In 

1981, public housing funds were drastically reduced. A plan 

to build 35 private homes and 100 apartment units with $2.3 

million of Urban Development Action Grant money was frozen 

by the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) in 

April, 1981. Eventually, 9 of the 35 homes were built (EPT 

4/25/81:A1; Marquez 1985:197-215). At the same time, annual 

funds for El Paso's Community Development program, an 

agency designed to grant low interest loans to owners and 

non profit organizations to build and rehabilitate low 

income housing, were cut from $9.5 to $7.5 million (EPHP 

12/2/81:81). In 1982, then Housing Authority director Sal 

Canchola stated that unless Congress reversed 

administration policy, El Paso would not be able to fund 

low income housing (EPHP 5/1/82:A1). Also consonant with 

federal policy, the El Paso Housing Authority sold 444 

housing units to private interests in 1983. Tenants were to 

pay rent with government housing vouchers (EPHP 7/6/83:A3). 

The 1980s were a period of internal crisis for the El 

Paso Housing Authority, further reducing the quantity and 

quality of El Paso's low income housing. Early in the 

decade, the Housing Authority's operating reserves had 

dipped to two percent of its budget. At the time, HUD 

looked unfavorably upon housing authorities whose operating 

reserves equalled less than 40 percent of their budgets. To 
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increase its operating reserve to 25 percent of its budget, 

the El Paso Housing Authority limited spending on 

improvements. maintenance, and personnel (EPT 9/6/81:91). 

The Housing Authority faced another financial 

catastrophe in the mid 1980s. After submitting an 

inaccurate electric bill in 1981, the authority was 

oversubsidized by HUD by $1.7 million. To reclaim this 

debt, HUD cut off its 1985 subsidies to the Housing 

Authority and it was forced to trim its $10 million budget 

by seven percent. To avoid bankruptcy, the El Paso Housing 

Authority was forced to spend money from its operating 

reserves. In 1986, its reserves were expected to fall below 

20 percent of its budget once again (EPT 1/23/85:A1,A6; EPT 

9/6/85:A1). Service and personnel cuts were also part of 

the Housing Authority's attempt to payoff its HUD debt 

(EPHP 12/19/85:B1). 

Despite the chaotic conditions which have 

characterized the El Paso Housing Authority, some low 

income housing was constructed with federal funds in the 

1980s. Urban Development Action Grant money was used to 

rehabilitate a 94 unit southside apartment complex in 1981 

(EPHP 9/11/81:A1). The bulk of construction funds now come 

from the Community Development program. El Paso receives $2 

million in Community Development funds for loans and grants 

for low income housing. Of this $2 million, $316,000 is 



reserved for non profit housing organizations, the 

remainder is awarded to private developers (EPT 8/13/39:A2; 

EPT 12/3/89:81). 

Many, however, including the mayor and members of the 

city council, are critical of the way in which Community 

Development monies are spent. Instead of spending city tax 

revenues on southside public services like fire trucks and 

libraries, the city uses Community Development money 

originally targeted for housing rehabilitation (EPT 

8/13/89:A1,A2). Furthermore, Carmen Felix, director of a 

non profit housing organization, charges that Community 

Development funds granted to private devel~pers go toward 

building apartments that the poor can not afford and toward 

real estate speculation (EPT 8/13/89:A2, Carmen Felix, 

remarks made at League of Women Voters meeting, 11/27/89). 

Government assisted housing is an unavailable and 

unattractive alternative for El Paso's poor. Over the last 

decade, federal policies and local actions have slowed the 

construction of new housing to a trickle. At the same time, 

the quality of public housing has not improved. Tenants 

complain about unmade repairs, crime, drugs, and Housing 

Authority policies (EPHP 4/26/85:A1; EPT 8/9/85:A5; EPT 

3/20/86:81; EPT 9/28/89:A1). Citing these unwholesome 

attributes, the unassisted poor are often reluctant to seek 

public housing (EPT 8/9/85:A1; EPT 7/26/89:81). 
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Low income El Pasoans are faced with few housing 

opportunities in the city. Much of the inner city housing 

stock is gone and E1 Paso's public housing has not grown 

with the demand for low income housing. Therefore, 

unserviced colonia subdivisions located on the city's 

periphery become a low income housing alternative. The 

remainder of this chapter will be concerned with two 

issues: the way in which this supply of co10nias housing 

has been created and, how the notorious conditions 

characterizing colonia subdivisions have been established 

and allowed to persist. 

The Co10nias 

Co10nias are born of E1 Paso County's land market. As 

farming has become relatively less profitable in the area, 

agricultural land has been converted into co10nias, 

unserviced, irregular, and often unregistered residential 

subdivisions. The amount of land under cultivation in E1 

Paso County fell from 60,407 acres in 1963 to 44,262 acres 

in 1986 (City of E1 Paso, Department of Planning, Research 

and Development 1988:21). A typical colonia covers about 25 

acres and is divided into quarter acre and half acre lots. 

There are an estimated 250 colonias in El Paso County; the 
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colonia population is estimated at 70,000 (U.S. General 

Accounting Office 1990:22). 

Essential to the colonias' growth is their 

affordability. Developers sell unserviced quarter acre or 

half acre empty lots from $7,000 to over $10,000. A 1989 

survey of 173 colonia households in San Elizario revealed 

that the median monthly payment was $150. Typically, 

payments are spread over fifteen years. Most contracts are 

so-called "contracts of sale." Under the terms of these 

contracts, legal in Texas, the occupant does not own the 

land until payment is complete and a missed payment is 

grounds for forfeiture (EPHP 4/7/87: Special Section, p. 2; 

Interview with Erich Morales, Assistant County Attorney, El 

Paso County 5/15/90). Construction costs are also low. In 

San Elizario, the typical household spent between $3000 and 

$4999 building their homes before moving in. 

Regulation of Colonia Conditions 

Living conditions in the colonias are, by American 

standards, unsettling. Most colonias are not connected to 

public water or sewer systems and do not have paved roads 

or street lights. Residents' water is supplied by hauled 

water and private wells while outhouses, septic tanks, and 
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cesspools substitute for sewer lines. Not surprisingly, 

colonias water is a health risk. Several circumstances 

contaminate colonias water. First, septic tanks and 

outhouses are often located close to wells, poisoning well 

water. Second, after years of agricultural use, colonias 

land has been inundated with chemical fertilizers, 

pesticides, and herbicides. These chemicals are often 

present in well watsr. Third, as many as 20 percent of all 

colonia households and up to 50 percent in some areas use 

contaminated water storage containers (EPT 3/20/86:91,94). 

Consequently, serious health problems plague the colonias. 

The colonias contribute greatly to El Paso County's 

startling shigellosis, salmonella, and Hepatitis A rates, 

respectively two, four, and five times the national 

averages. Similarly, El Paso County alone has as many 

tuberculosis cases as 19 states combined (EPT 4/7/87: 

Special Section, p. 2; EPHP 1/29/88:91). In San Elizario, a 

University of Texas at San Antonio study discovered that 

two thirds of all children have been infected with 

hepatitis (EPT 6/7/88:91). 

Several categories of actors have a part in 

determining the quality of life in El Paso's colonias. 

These groups include colonia developers, the City of El 

Paso, El Paso County, the El Paso Public Service 90ard, the 

El Paso County Lower Valley Water District Authority, state 
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and federal government, as well as the colonia residents 

themselves and their supporters. Over the course of the 

1970s and 1980s, colonia developers failed to service and 

standardize colonia subdivisions, city and county 

government failed to regulate the improvement of colonia 

conditions, local utilities failed to make water and sewer 

service available to the colonias, and state and federal 

government failed to secure funds for the colonias. The 

remainder of this chapter will examine the role of each of 

these groups in effecting the quality of colonia life. 

Colonia Developers 

Colonia developers are primarily former farmers who 

are converting their land from agricultural to residential 

use. In contrast with the practices of professional 

developers, colonia development ;s typically conducted in 

an ad hoc fashion. Colonia developers often do little more 

than survey lots and bulldoze roads before selling the lots 

to colonia residents. This minimal amount of overhead makes 

colonia development quite profitable (Interview with Erich 

Morales, 11/19/90). 
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To colonia developers, conditions in the colonias are 

an equitable outcome of El Paso's housing market. 

Developers argue that the colonias' growth attests to their 

superiority to other forms of low income housing in El 

Paso. They point out that living conditions are known to 

and preferred by buyers. As suppliers of a commodity, 

developers are responsive to what the market will bear. Joe 

Hanson, a colonia developer and chairman of the El Paso 

Public Service Board, has answered those who would have 

developers provide water and sewerage. "You're confusing 

the role of the developer with the responsibility of the 

health department or somebody else. Its not my 

responsibility to see that those people put in the proper 

kind of sewer services" (EPT 2/19/89:A2). 

Developers insist that forcing them to supply services 

and pave roads will interfere with the smooth functioning 

of the low income housing market. Costs will be increased, 

pricing low income buyers out of the market and making 

development unprofitable. As Gil Blackman, a colonia 

developer, has said, 

"The county has decided to upgrade and upgrade to the 

point that its impractical for the developer. The 

peop1e who have been buying the lots we've developed 

won't be able to afford the additional down payment" 

(EPT 7/1/90:A4). 
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Instead of implementing new subdivision regulations, 

developers argue that the city and county should enforce 

existing laws (EPHP 4/7/87: Special Section pp. 2,8; EPHP 

10/31/87:A6; EPT 10/13/85:G4; EPT 3/27/90:83). 

The City of El Paso 

The City of El Paso has some control over colonia 

development and colonia conditions. If colonias are located 

within five miles of El Paso's city limits the~ are in the 

city's extra-territorial jurisdiction (ETJ). Otherwise, 

they are subject only to county regulations. 80th the city, 

in the ETJ, and the county have some regulatory power over 

lot size, roads, sewerage, and service provision in the 

colonias. As the colonias have grown, city and county 

authority over colonia development as well as city and 

county enforcement efforts have increased. 

The city's extra-territorial jurisdiction is a five 

mile wide swath of more than three hundred square miles 

surrounding El Paso's city limits. Land use in the ETJ was 

placed under city control because it was assumed that the 

city would eventually annex its immediately surrounding 

area. The city is primarily concerned with r~ads, drainage, 

and lot size in the ETJ - matters that have to do with the 
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ease of annexation. Over the last fifteen years, the city's 

authority over these land use issues has increased as has 

its will to prosecute illegal subdivisions. However, the 

city has never had the power to eliminate the kinds of 

conditions that characterize the colonias nor has it 

exercised the powers that it does"have to effectively 

prohibit the formation of colonias which do not meet its 

codes. 

In 1974, the city adopted an ordinance authorizing the 

enforcement of city zoning standards in the ETJ. Despite 

criticism, most notably from the county judge's office, 

city council did not allot funds to hire personnel to 

enforce city zoning standards in the ETJ (EPHP 4/17/80:A1; 

EPT 5/31/79:A1). As a result, in the 1970s, colonia 

conditions were permitted in legal subdivisions in the ETJ 

and illegal subdivisions that did not meet even these 

standards grew unchecked. 

In 1980, the City-County Board of Health expanded the 

city's authority over colonia conditions into service 

provision. The board passed a regulation that required 

subdivisions in the ETJ seeking city approval to first have 

their water supply approved. However, this regulation was 

shortly aborted by the City Plan Commission. In late 1981, 

the City Plan Commission recommended to the city council 

that subdivisions in the ETJ be approved without water. The 



commission presented three reasons in support of its 

position. First, the commission identified the city's 

respo~sibilities in the ETJ as limited to land use: 

regulating health conditions and water service was seen as 

the county's obligation. Second, given the city's limited 

resources, the commission believed the City-County Board of 

Health's water supply regulations to be unenforceable. 

Third, as the number of illegal subdivisions continued to 

grow, the planning commission was willing to compromise 

standards to encourage developers to file plans with the 

city. In other words, the commission judged the 

abolishment of water supply approval to be a valid 

sacrifice for orderly development. Over the protests of the 

City-County Board of Health, city council voted to approve 

subdivisions in the ETJ without established water supplies 

in January, 1982 (EPT 11/20/81:B1; EPT 1/21/82:B2; EPT 

7/22/82:A1). 

Although the city's subdivision water supply 

regulations were in effect in 1980 and 1981, they had 

little or no effect on colonia conditions. In 1980, the 

city council had voted not to seek injunctions against 

illegal subdivisions. This action attests to the city's 

willingness to compromise the enforcement of subdivision 

standards so that developers will file plans and the city 

will have at least some record of development in the ETJ 
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(EPT 7/22/82:A1). City council's decision not to prosecute 

illegal subdivisions, along with its refusal to fund 

enforcement efforts in the 1970s, is evidence that the ETJ 

was low on the city's list of priorities. 

In 1983, the city bega~ to more actively enforce its 

authority in the ETJ. The city's intention was, again, to 

ensure orderly development in the ETJ and make eventual 

annexation less complicated and costly. In March, 1983, 

city council approved a Subdivision Ordinance requiring 

that developers file plats with the city. Developers were 

required to allow access to each subdivision lot from a 

public street, set aside space for sewer lines, and meet 

the city's drainage requirements. However, developers were 

allowed to sell ETJ lots unserved by public water or sewer 

systems. (City of El Paso, Department of Planning, Research 

and Development 1983). 

In July, 1983, the city filed lawsuits against two ETJ 

developers in violation of city standards. The two 

developers were ordered not to sell any more lots in three 

subdivisions until they filed plats and met the city's 

right of way and drainage requirements. At the same time, 

the city threatened 33 other developers responsible for 35 

ETJ subdivisions with similar injunctions (EPHP 7/2/83:81; 

EPT 7/2/83:81). The city continued to prosecute ETJ 

subdivisions that violated street and drainage standards 
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through 1984 and 1985. Of 102 illegal subdivisions -

discovered, 33 were closod or legal upon inspection, 27 

were not prosecuted because lots had not been subdivided in 

the past five years, 14 had submitted legal plans, one had 

settled out of court, and suits had been or were to be 

filed against the remaining 27 (EPHP 5/10/85:A2). 

In January, ~988, the city amended the Subdivision 

Ordinance to include size restrictions on unserviced ETJ 

lots. Lots connected to public water but not public sewer 

lines had to be at least one half acre in size. The minimum 

size for lots without public water or public sewer service 

was set at one acre (City of El Paso 1988). Because colonia 

lots are usually one half acre or smaller, these 

restrictions gave the city the power to prohibit the 

development of unserviced colonias in the ETJ. 

However, the city's prosecution efforts had tailed off 

in 1985 and would not be seriously resumed until 1989. In 

the summer of 1989, city planners sought to again initiate 

action against outlaw developers. While the city's primary 

emphasis in the mid 1980s was on compelling developers to 

file plats, the city now moved to make those developers who 

had filed plats comply with the city's Subdivision 

Ordinance. In late 1989, three developers were ordered to 

pave roads and install drainage in their subdivisions and 

ensure that lot size requirements for private sewerage 
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facilities were followed. The city attorney's office also 

threatened developers of 34 subdivisions not in compliance 

with the subdivision ordinance with lawsuits (EPHP 

7/24/89:91,01; EPHP 9/22/89:91). 

Despite this recent flurry of activity, the city 

failed to prevent the proliferation of colonias in the ETJ 

in the 1970s and 1980s. Subdivisions in the ETJ that met 

with city directives commonly have no piped water and sewer 

lines, and are characterized by substandard housing. 

Illegal subdivisions, comprised of irregularly, often 

dangerously spaced lots, septic tanks and wells and lacking 

drainage and paved roads, have exploded in the face of the 

city's inconsistent enforcement. 

Critics and city officials agree that regulating 

colonia growth i~ the ETJ has long been a low priority 

issue for the city. The city has allocated neither 

sufficient funds nor personnel to effectively enforce 

subdivision standards in the ETJ (EPHP 2/21/84:A2; 4/7/87: 

Special Section, ~. 4; EPT 5/31/79). Some critics attribute 

the city's lack of commitment to influence from the 

development community (EPHP 10/10/87:92). City planners, 

however, point out that the colonia problem is not solved 

simply by enforcement in the ETJ. They argue that the 

demand for colonias housing is great enougb that strict 

enforcement in the ETJ would merely push colonias outward 
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into outlying El Paso County and adjoining Hudspeth County, 

Texas. In this sense, enforcement punishes not the colonia 

developer as much as the colonia resident (Interview with 

Liz Blackmond, City Planner, El Paso, Texas, 12/1/89). 

Besides regulating subdivision standards, the city has 

at its disposal another means of solving the colonias' 

problems. The city of El Paso could annex the ETJ, giving 

ETJ colonias access to piped city water and bringing them 

under the city's stricter subdivision standards. 

Annexation has been presented by city officials and by 

the El Paso Public Service Board, the city's water utility, 

as inevitable (EPHP 4/4/84:B1; EPHP 5/10/85:A2). Indeed, 

the ETJ was originally put under city control with the 

understanding that the land would eventually become part of 

the city. However, with the exception of a few isolated 

subdivisions, the city has not annexed the ETJ. While 

annexation holds the potential to bring a relatively speedy 

solution to the most glaring colonia ills, it has met 

resistance from some ETJ residents and from the city. 

Simply, those ETJ residents with water service are opposed 

to annexation primarily because they do not wish to pay 

city taxes; the city avoids annexing ETJ colonias because 

of the high cost of providing services (Interview with Jose 

Rubio, Executive Secretary, City Plan Commission, 

11/12/90). The 1985-1986 struggle in Socorro between pro-



annexation and pro-incorporation groups, and the 1989-1990 

debate over the city's annexation of Sparks, a notoriously 

squalid colonia east of El Paso, are important illustrative 

examples of these positions. 

In the fall of 1985, El Paso Interreligious Sponsoring 

Organization (EPISO), a citizens group that the San Antonio 

based community organizers of the Industrial Areas 

Foundation had started in El Paso County's Lower Valley in 

the early 1980s, led a movement to annex Socorro to El 

Paso. EPISO rallied support in Socorro's colonias, 

presenting annexation as a way to bring water, sewerage, 

and paved roads to Socorro's colonias. In November, 1985, 

EPISO submitted a 1200 signature petition to El Paso's city 

council to annex Socorro to El Paso. Socorro had been 

legally incorporated in 1921 but had never supported a city 

government; therefore, a vote would first have to be held 

to disincorporate the town. EPISO's petition led to the 

scheduling of an April, 1986 disincorporation election (EPT 

9/25/85:B5; EPT 10/1/85:B1,B3; EPT 11/13/85:B1). 

EPISO's efforts were opposed by a group of long time, 

non-colonia Socorro residents who organized as Concerned 

Citizens of Socorro (CCOS). CCOS wanted to reincorporate 

Socorro. The group argued that annexation would bring 

higher taxes to Socorro, that a Socorro government would be 

more responsive to Socorro's needs, and that annexation 
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would not reduce the cost of water hookups for Socorro 

residents. While EPISO portrayed CCOS as affluent and self 

interested, CCOS warned that annexation would only succeed 

in making Socorro a poor, neglected part of El Paso (EPHP 

1/27/86:81; EPT 11/12/85:A7; EPT 3/23/86:81,83; Interview 

with Joe Carrasco, former Socorro mayor, 5/14/90). 

Ultimately, Socorro voters found CCOS' arguments more 

persuasive and disincorporation was rejected by a three to 

two margin (EPT 4/6/86:A1). 

In addition to non-colonia county residents who are 

reluctant to inherit El Paso city tax rates and El Paso 

city government, colonia annexation is not welcomed by the 

city. Simply, annexation of the ETJ's colonias is 

economically infeasible for the city. The cost of 

installing paved roads and drainage and providing fire, 

police, water and sewer service to irregular, unserviced 

subdivisions far surpasses the meager tax revenue generated 

by colonia property. As early as 1980, Mayor Westfall 

indicated that the cost of annexing the colonias made 

annexation impossible, not inevitable (EPT 8/9/80:81). In 

1984, city council member Alicia Chacon reiterated that 

annexation was quite unlikely (EPHP 3/15/84:A4). The recent 

debate over the city's possible annexation of the Sparks 

colonia brings the city's position into more relief. 
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Since 1989, both El Paso and Socorro have been trying 

to annex a strip of commercial land along Interstate 10. 

80th cities want the tax revenue that the lucrative 

commercial property will bring. According to then Socorro 

Mayor Joe Carrasco, "We need that property. It means our 

existence" (EPHP 10/24/89:A3). Sparks is located in the 

sandhills adjoining the I-10 commercial strip to the north. 

Although the City Plan Commission recommended that the city 

council include Sparks in the city's annexation proposal, 

city council subsequently voted to delete Sparks from the 

annexation. Council members Mattaele Rittgers and Jay Armes 

opposed the inclusion of Sparks, arguing that the solution 

to the colonias' problems lies in state and federal 

assistance and that the cost of annexing Sparks ;s beyond 

the means of El Paso taxpayers (EPHP 11/28/89:81). While El 

Paso and Socorro wage a legal battle over which city will 

claim the commercial territory along the interstate, 

observers agree that Sparks' chances for annexation are dim 

indeed (EPHP 12/15/89:81; Interview with Liz 8lackmond, 

city planner, 12/1/89; Interview with Joe Carrasco, former 

Socorro mayor, 5/14/90). The case of Sparks demonstrates 

that the economic structure of city government makes 

annexation an unrealistic solution to the colonias' 

problems. 
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El Paso County 

outside the ETJ, El Paso County has jurisdiction over 

development. There have been two distinct periods in El 

Paso County's regulation of colonia subdivisions. Before 

1987, the county had few controls over development and 

equally little ability to enforce the powers it possessed. 

Since 1987, the county has not only gained more authority 

but also has greatly increased its enforcement efforts. 

Before 1987, El Paso County was unable to regulate 

road paving, require that developers provide water and 

sewer service to their subdivisions, or enforce building 

standards. Despite numerous attempts to obtain county 

zoning power, Texas counties have never been granted zoning 

powers (EPT 9/16/80:B2; EPT 1/10/89:B1). While a 1979 Texas 

law required developers to register subdivisions with the 

county, El Paso County, like many Texas counties, had 

declined to prosecute unregistered developers (EPT 

7/21/84:B1; Hearing Before the Subcommittee on Housing and 

Community Development of the Committee on Banking, Finance 

and Urban Affairs, One Hundredth Congress 9/7/88:26). 

Furthermore, registration itself did nothing to halt the 

growth of colonias - before 1987, the county approved 

roughly 60 subdivisions annually that lacked water, sewer, 

or electric service (Interview with Erich Morales, 
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Assistant County Attorney, El Paso, Texas 5/15/90). Another 

aspect of the county's halfhearted effort to control 

colonia growth was the county commissioners' 1983 ruling 

requiring developers to post signs stating that unserviced 

subdivisions lack water (EPT 6/7/83:B1). This measure was 

meant to ensure that lot buyers knew that their property 

would not be serviced, not to prevent the sale of waterless 

lots. 

Prior to 1987, the county did have some control over 

sewage disposal. In 1979, County Commissioners Court passed 

a Sewage Facility Order requiring that soil tests be 

conducted prior to the installation of private sewage 

systems and establishing minimum sizes for lots with 

private sewage facilities (EPT 12/23/86:A2). The order, 

however, was not to have much effect in regulating colonia 

growth. Enforcement of the order, itself unclear and 

difficult to interpret, was not a high priority for the 

county. Shorthanded City-County Board of Health officials 

complained about the county's lack of effort in prosecuting 

colonia homeowners for failing to comply with the sewage 

code (Interview with Erich Morales, 11/19/90; EPHP 

1/3/87:A8; EPHP 1/29/88:A1; EPHP 4/7/87:Special Section p. 

2; EPT 12/23/86:A1). 



The county has gained stricter subdivision road and 

sewerage standards in the last few years. In 1987, County 

Commissioners Court voted to require developers seeking 

county approval to post bond assuring that paved roads 

would be constructed in their subdivisions (EPHP 

12/31/87:A6). Two and a half years later, in the spring of 

1990, the commissioners strengthened county subdivision 

road standards, requiring that developers install wider' 

roads, curbs and gutters in new subdivisions. These new 

requirements were waived far those new subdivisions with 

water service (EPT 3/27/90:B3). 

In 1987, spurred by a toughening of the Texas 

Construction Standards for On-Site Sewerage Facilities, the 

statewide minimum regulations on private sewage disposal, 

the county initiated revision of its Sewage Facility Order. 

Having recently hired an assistant county attorney whose 

primary task would be to help halt the growth of illegal 

subdivisions, the county sought to make the Sewage Facility 

Order an enforcement tool. 

In October, 1987, the County Attorney's Office and the 

City-County Board of Health proposed a new, stricter Sewage 

Facility Order. The development community, well-represented 

on the committee appointed by County Judge Luther Jones to 

advise the County Attorney's Office and the Board of Health 

on the new order, opposed the proposal, claiming that the 
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proposed regulations would raise costs and make subdivision 

lots unaffordable and development unprofitable. Again, 

developers urged authorities to enforce existing 

regulations, not institute additional restrictions (EPHP 

10/10/87:82; EPHP 12/31/87:A6). After several months of 

discussions between the advisory committee, the county 

attorney's office and the board of health, the new order 

was agreed upon and went into effect in August, 1988. 

The order increases the minimum lot sizes upon which 

private sewage facilities can be constructed. Under the 

previous order, lots connected to public water systems had 

to be at least 15,000 square feet in size for private 

sewerage to be built. The 1988 order enlarges this minimum 

size to one half acre (21,780 square feet). Similarly, 

under the old sewage facility order, the lots unserved by 

public water had to be at least 20,000 square feet in size 

for private sewage facilities to be installed; the 1988 

order more than doubles this minimum to one acre (43,560 

square feet). Also, soil tests, geologic studies, and plans 

detailing the spacing of sewage facilities are required (El 

Paso County, Texas 1988). According to Erich Morales, the 

assistant county attorney directly involved in drafting the 

Sewage Facility Order, the 1988 order also represents a 

substantial improvement because it more clearly defines 

penalties and facilitates enforcement (Interview with Erich 



Morales, Assistant County Attorney, El Paso, Texas, 

11/19/90). 

Along with the county's increased authority over 

sewerage violations, the county has stepped up its 

enforcement efforts. After many years of lacking both 

official commitment and sufficient enforcement personnel, 

the county has, with the 1988 Sewage Facility Order, begun 

tu enforce its authority over subdivisions. Since the order 

went into effect, new subdivisions have been much more 

strictly reviewed and two developers have been taken to 

court for violations (Interview with Erich Morales, 

Assistant County Attorney, El Paso, Texas, 5/15/90). Also, 

the board of health has more vigorously inspected private 

sewage systems. Each month, roughly one dozen lot owners 

are notified that their sewage facilities are in violation. 

The board of health, taking the limited resources of the 

lot owners into consideration, prefers to issue warnings to 

residents instead of initiating legal action (Interview 

with Ismael Delgado, Engineer, El Paso City-County Health 

District, El Paso, Texas, 11/9/90). 

In 1990, the county increased its power to restrict 

the development of unserviced sUbdivisions. Two years 

earlier, in 1988, the state legislature began debate over 

what would become Proposition 2 on the November, 1989 

ballot, a referendum to allot $500 million for water 
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issues. Voters approved Proposition 2 by a three to two 

margin. Of the $500 million, $100 million will go to 

hooking colonia households to water and sewer lines. The 

Texas Water Development Board will issue $25 million a year 

in bonds, the money to be loaned to colonia residents 

through eligible counties, cities and water districts. 

Colonia residents are, to the best of their ability, to 

make monthly payments to repay the loans, and the remainder 

will be paid from federal grants, state appropriations and 

private gifts. To be eligible for these colonia funds, 

counties had to have unemployment rates 25% greater than 

the statewide average, a per cap ca income 25% smaller than 

the Texas average, or be located along the Mexico border. 

Additionally, counties are required to adopt a set of model 

rules limiting the growth of unserviced sUbdivisions. 

Proposition 2 gave El Paso County an opportunity to 

gain more authority to prevent developers from selling 

unserviced lots. As with the 1988 Sewage Facility Order, 

however, a conflict emerged between colonia developers and 

the county attorney's office over the county's model rules. 

The development of El Paso County's model rules began in 

1987 and was conducted by the county attorney's office and 

an advisory committee, the County Plan Commission, which 

was dominated by colonia developers. The Commission delayed 

in making proposals and appeared to be attempting to stall 
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the formulation of the model rules. In February 1990, 

however, several months after the passage of Proposition 2, 

El Paso County Commissioners Court grew impatient and 

requested that the county attorney's office prepare the 

model rules so that the court could vote on them. Because 

of their reluctance to make concrete proposals, the County 

Plan Commission lost their opportunity to contribute 

significantly to the rules. The County Attorney's Office 

proposed rules significantly stricter than the state's 

guidelines. The state's model rules prohibit the sale of 

lots one acre or smaller without a public potable water 

supply and the sale of lots one half acre or smaller not 

connected to a public sewer system; the county attorney's 

office proposed that all lots less than ten acres in size 

must have potable water service, and lots smaller than one 

acre must have public sewerage as well. These proposals 

were accepted by Commissioners Court on May 2, 1990. The 

rules should end the development of colonia subdivisions in 

El Paso County. 

The sale of unserv;ced lots, however, will continue. A 

large number of unsold lots exist in subdivisions for which 

plats had been filed prior to the passage of the 1988 

Sewage Facility and the model rules. These "grandfathered" 

subdivisions are not subject to the county's new 

regulations. In a pointed display of frustration with their 
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inability to force developers who filed plats before 

passage of the model rules to provide water and sewerage, 

the County Commissioners' Court rejected the waterless May 

Estates subdivision in March, 1990. The Commissioners' 

ruling was overturned in District Court three months later 

on the grounds that the Commissioners' had lacked the 

authority to reject the subdivision (EPT 3/6/90:82; EPT 

6/29/90:81). Jesse Acosta, a planner with the city, 

estimates that the supply of lots in such unserviced 

grandfathered colonia subdivisions is sufficient to meet 

demand for two to five years (EPT 7/1/90:A4). 

Throughout the 1970s and most of the 1980s, El Paso 

County had little power to prevent the growth of colonia 

conditions and did not enforce even the limited authority 

that it had. As a result, colonias lots sold quickly and in 

great quantities. In the late 1980s, the county has gained 

the power to prevent new colonias from forming. However, 

many thousands of people continue to live in colonia 

conditions in areas under El Paso County's jurisdiction. 
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The El Paso Public Service Board 

Local officials have contributed to the proliferation 

of colonia conditions not only by failing to regulate 

subdivision improvements and service provision, but also by 

failing to make services available to colonia residents. 

The most glaring and most difficult aspect of colonia life 

is the lack of water service. The El Paso Public Service 

Board (PSB) is the principal water utility in El Paso 

County. Its policies have prevented the delivery of 

drinking water to subdivisions in the ETJ and the county. 

The PSB was formed in 1952 to secure an adequate 

supply of good quality water for the city (Hickerson 

1989:2). The PSB's principal concern has been maintaining 

this supply for the city's use. Therefore, the board has 

been reluctant to provide water service to areas outside 

the city without acquiring compensatory water supplies. 

Throughout its history, the PSB has had a general policy of 

not extending water service to property beyond the city 

limits (Tarlock and Frownfelter 1989:9n). Although this 

policy has been interrupted on occasion and is not 

currently in effect, it has had a great impact on the 

quality of life in El Paso County's colonias. 
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Before January, 1972, PSB water provision beyond the 

city limits was very restrictive. Only those properties 

outside the city that abutted certain water lines and had 

had buildings in place since 1965 were eligible for PSB 

service (Tarlock and Frownfelter 1989:10n). In early 1972, 

the PSB embarked on a much more liberal provision policy. 

This change in direction was spurred by a $750,000 HUD 

grant to cover half the cost of extending water lines into 

the ETJ. While this policy was in effect, 55 miles of water 

lines were extended into the ETJ. Between 3000 and 4000 ETJ 

property holders were connected to these lines upon payment 

of service and frontage fees and compliance with the city's 

plumbing standards (EPT 3/26/80:A5; EPT 1/16/89:B1; Tarlock 

and Frownfelter 1989:10n). 

In the late 1970s, the PSB returned to its earlier 

conservative position on water provision beyond the city 

limits. In 1977, the board ruled that water line extensions 

would be made only within 2 miles of the city limits, not 

the entire 5 mile wide ETJ as before. Two years later, in 

1979, the board prohibited line extensions past the city 

limits entirely. 

The PSB gave two general categories of reasons for its 

decision to curtail line extensions to the ETJ. Fir5t, the 

board charged that water extension encouraged growth and 

that growth in the ETJ was becoming disorderly and 
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unmanageable. This unruly development, argued the PS8, 

would make the ETJ's eventual annexation by the city 

difficult. Therefore, prohibiting line extension would slow 

development and make annexation easier (EPHP 6/13/83:81; 

EPT 9/7/79:81; EPT 3/26/80:A5). Second, providing water 

service to the county was portrayed as unfair to the city 

and city taxpayers. The PSB maintained that county 

residents should not be able to receive city services 

without paying city taxes. County residents were charged 

with trying to get a "free ride" from the city at the 

expense of El Paso taxpayers (EPT 12/28/83:81). 

Furthermore, stressing its need to conserve city water 

supplies, the PS8 opposed pumping city water to the ETJ 

without receiving groundwater rights to county land (EPHP 

12/10/83:A1,A2; EPT 3/26/80:A5; EPT 12/28/83:81). 

In addition to defending its actions, the PS8 attacked 

county residents, charging that they, not the PS8, are 

responsible for their water supply. In the first place, 

claimed the PS8, ETJ residents knew that they were buying 

unserviced lots and should be prepared to accept the 

consequences of their decisions. The PS8 urged county 

residents to take water provision into their own hands by 

annexing to the city, forming their own water district, or 

buying home treatment systems for well water (EPHP 
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12/10/83:A2; EPHP 1/3/87:81; EPT 3/15/84:A8; EPT 

4/5/84:B4). 

The PSB's refusal to provide water service to the 

colonias has been roundly criticized by county officials, 

city council members, public health officials~ state 

representatives, El Paso mayors, citizen's groups, and 

members of the PSB itself. Critics hold the PSB accountable 

for the colonias' water problems. Throughout the 1980s, 

critics have challenged the PSB's justifications for its 

1979 policy and have questioned the PSB's ethics. 

Opponents of the PSB assert that the PSB's intention 

to stop disorderly development by cutting off water 

extensions to the ETJ has backfired. Instead of controlling 

colonia growth, the PSB policy limited only standard 

growth. PSB policy did nothing to diminish the 

proliferation of unserviced, chaotic colonia development 

(Interview with Liz Blackmond, City Planner, El Paso, 

Texas, 12/1/89; Intervisw with Alicia Chacon, Candidate for 

El Paso Gounty Judge, El Paso, Texas 12/6/89). Similarly, 

the PSB's claims that water line extension is a drain on 

both city funds and water supplies has been attacked. Mayor 

Westfall claimed soon after the PSB's 1979 decision that 

county residents could and would pay the costs of extending 

water lines. The mayor also pointed out that the city's 

water supply would not be conserved by the PSB's ruling -
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the policy would merely force county residents to privately 

purchase bottled city water (EPT 8/9/80:B1). 

The PSB has long been associated with development 

interests in El Paso. In 1987, three of the five members of 

the PSB were developers and in 1988, a colonia developer, 

Joe Hanson, was named PSB chairman (EPHP 4/7/87:Special 

Section, p. 3; EPT 11/3/8o:B1). Critics have charged that 

by controlling the extension of water service, the PSB 

controlled standard development in El Paso County and 

limited standard development to those areas in which the 

board had speculative interests (EPHP 1/3/87:B1). 

These criticisms were part of the increasing pressure 

put on the PSB to change its restrictive water policy. 

Voices from all corners of the local political stage called 

for the PSB to provide water to the colonias on 

humanitarian grounds. A consensus emerged that it was wrong 

for the PSB not to do what it could to relieve the illness 

and suffering endured by residents of the county's 

waterless colonias. Prominent in forging this consensus and 

calling the colonia conditions to public attention was El 

Paso Interreligious Sponsoring Organization (EPISO). EPISO 

is an Industrial Areas Foundation organization styled on 

the Saul Alinsky model of community organizing. The group 

seeks to obtain services for the colonias through 

increasing residents' participation in local politics. 



EPISO has led voter registration drives and enlisted the 

support of local and state politicians. In 1984, EPISO 

gathered 15,000 signatures calling for the PSB to service 

the colonias and compelled city council to pass a 

resolution a&king the PSB to cooperate with the governor's 

office in finding a solution to the colonias' water 

problems (EPHP 3/27/84:A1; EPT 3/26/84:B1). 

El Paso County Lower Valley Water District Authority 

Growing public awareness and opposition to the PSB's 

service extension policy had much to do with the board's 

willingness to contract with the El Paso County Lower 

Valley Water District Authority (LVWDA) to service property 

beyond the city limits. The LVWDA was formed in 1985 to 

accomplish what the PSB would not, to provide water service 

to the county's colonias. The LVWDA serves approximately 

200 square miles of county land southeast of El Paso. It 

acquires water and provides water service with bonds, 

taxes, and service fees raised from residents. 
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At its inception, the LVWDA lacked water supplies and 

the equipment with which to serve its customers. Therefore, 

the LVWDA sought to buy city water from the PS8. However, 

the PS8 refused the Authority's offer (Tarlock and 

Frownfelter 1989:13) 

In 1987, the LVWDA reached an agreement with the PS8 

to provide water to between 30,000 and 45,000 colonia 

residents. The contract was contingent upon a LVWDA

sponsored $22.5 millicn bond election. The LVWDA was to use 

the funds to buy irrigation rights from Lower Valley 

farmers and buy the PS8's existing water lines in Authority 

territory. Upon turning over the agricultural water rights 

to the PS8, the LVWDA would receive use of a new PS8 

treatment plant and would be allowed to buy city water. 

However, this agreement failed at the polls by a six to one 

margin. Voters were opposed to the rich consultant fees 

included in the plan and to the stiff property tax 

increases required to pay back the bonds. Socorro's mayor 

and city council campaigned against the bonds, claiming 

they were too expensive for Lower Valley residents' modest 

budgets. Furthermore, EPISO remained noncommittal on the 

bond issue, criticizing the LVWDA for not exploring funding 

alternatives that would remove some of the financial burden 

from Lower Valley taxpayers (EPT 9/18/87:82; EPT 

10/28/87:81,82; EPT 11/14/87:81; EPT 11/15/87:A1). 
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The following year, however, the PS8 and the LVWDA 

successfully completed an agreement to bring water to the 

Lower Valley. The new contract was very similar to the one 

that failed with the 1987 bond election. The LVWDA was to 

acquire water rights to 1300 acres of urbanized 

agricultural land from Lower Valley landowners and pay the 

water taxes on this property to the local irrigation 

district. Upon delivery of these water rights to the PSB, 

the LVWDA was to receive city drinking water. The 1988 

contract also called for the LVWDA to buy the PSB's 55 

miles of water lines in the ETJ. The PSB agreed to give the 

LVWDA a $2.7 million loan to facilitate this purchase. With 

the water lines, the LVWDA gains 2800 rate paying customers 

and $1 million in annual revenue from service fees. After a 

short delay caused by the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation's 

environmental impact statement requirements, the contract 

was finalized in January, 1989. (EPHP 9/2/89:A3; EPHP 

12/30/89:B1; EPT 10/6/88:A1; EPT 11/30/88:A1; EPT 

1/18/89:B1; EPT 2/24/89:B2). 

In possession of water, water lines, and operating 

funds, the LVWDA was able to begin hooking colonia homes to 

public water. In August, 1988, the LVWDA began accepting 

applications for hookups. Applicants were required to 

transfer their water rights to the LVWDA, bring their 

septic tanks up to code, and pay connection fees. The 
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executive director of the LVWDA estimated that residents 

will have to spend between $1200 and $2000 to prepare their 

property to be hooked up. Those applicants closest to the 

existing 55 miles of water lines were to be connected 

first. In September, 1988, the LVWDA expected to connect 

9000 homes to piped water from 1989 to 1992 (EPHP 

9/13/88:81; EPHP 7/18/89:81; EPHP 9/2/89:A3; EPT 

11/30/88:A2). 

Hookups, however, have proceeded slowly. On the 

occasion of the first LVWDA hookup in June, 1989, the 

authority still planned to connect 600 homes in 1989. Only 

81 homes were actually connected through December 19, 1989. 

Accordingly, the LVWDA has scaled back its original 

projections: as of year's end, the LVWDA estimated that 

only 1800 residences would receive water by 1992 (EPHP 

12/30/89:81,83; EPT 6/13/89:A2). EPISO has led criticism of 

the LVWDA's slowness. The organization charges that the 

LVWDA's hookup application process is clogged by red tape, 

that hookup costs are too expensive for colonia rosidents, 

and that LVWDA officials lack the experience and ability to 

operate the water district effectively. EPISO also protests 

the LVWDA's hookup priority system: instead of leapfrogging 

around the district connecting homes close to existing 

lines, the LVWDA should proceed colonia by colonia to make 

the hookup process more efficient (EPHP 8/11/89:82; EPHP 
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12/30/89:B3; Interview with Sister Mary Beth Larkin, EPISO, 

12/13/89). 

Private interests and residents have mad& attempts to 

quicken the pace of connections. The Ford Foundation 

initiated a $1 million loan program to help residents meet 

hookup costs. The LVWDA received $500,000 from Ford and 

$500,000 from five local banks to make $1000 loans to 

colonia homeowners. Residents are to pay the loans back in 

$8 monthly installments (EPHP 12/7/89:B1; EPT 11/3/89:A1). 

Residents have sped the hookup process by forming 

neighborhood groups and submitting a single application for 

the group. These groups pool the money to pay for their 

neighborhood to be hooked up (EPHP 11/9/89:A1; Interview 

with Luis Chavez, LVWDA President, 5/2/90). 

The history of local public utilities' provision of 

services to the colonias has paralleled local government's 

regulation of colonia development. In both areas, a. great 

deal of progress has been made since 1987. In 1987, the PSB 

and the LVWDA began negotiations which would eventually 

lead to a program to systematically connect colonias homes 

to public water systems. But, like city and county 

regulation of colonia development, local utilities did not 

effectively deal with problems in the colonias in the early 

and mid 1980s. As colonias mushroomed, the PSB adopted and 

rigorously adhered to a policy which denied water and 



sewerage service to subdivisions beyond the city limits. 

The measures now being taken to ameliorate colonia 

conditions will have to be maintained and intensified for 

many years to come to erase the effects of two decades of 

city and county neglect. 

State and Federal Government 

A final official source of solutions to the problems 

of colonias is state and federal government aid. Until 

recently, El Paso's colonias received little assistance 

from either source. With the passage of Proposition 2 in 

1989, state money will begin to arrive in the colonias. The 

federal government has yet to contribute significantly to 

improving colonias' conditions. 

Proposition 2 was the first measure passed by Texas 

voters that devoted significant sums specifically to 

improving colonia conditions. In 1984, five years before 

the passage of Proposition 2, Governor Mark White secured a 

$250,000 Communi"t'y-t;t:i""e 1 opment Block Grant through the 

Texas Department of Community Affairs to go to connecting 

60 waterless ETJ homes to the existing PSB water lines. 

EPISO was instrumental in gaining White's support for the 

project, support that was nearly lost because of the PSB's 
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intransigence in extending water service outside the city 

(EPHP 4/5/84:A1,A2; EPHP 4/7/84:A1; EPT 1/14/84:A1; EPT 

3/26/84:B1). 

Federal assistance to the colonias has, to date, been 

inconsequential. The strenuous efforts of El Paso's 

congressional representative, Ronald Coleman, to secure 

federal funds for the colonias have met with consistent 

opposition from the Reagan and Bush Administrations. In 

1988, Coleman sponsored a bill that would provide money for 

water and sewer system surveying and engineering and, 

ultimately, for connecting colonia homes to public water 

systems. The measure would have brought $4.8 million to 

Texas' colonias in 1988. Coleman's bill passed the House 

but was opposed by the Reagan Administration and failed in 

the Senate (EPHP 10/24/88:A4; EPT 10/14/88:A1). In 1989 and 

1990, Coleman introduced similar legislation. In 1989, 

Coleman proposed a $25 million appropriations bill to 

install water systems and provide hookup loans to colonia 

residents. This measure would have given $4 million to El 

Paso County colonias. In 1990, Coleman won House passage of 

an amendment which would divert ten percent of Community 

Development Block Grant funds for small communities in the 

four southwestern border states towards making colonia 

improvements. This measure would secure $5 million for 

Texas' colonias (EPHP 8/2/90:B2). However, the Bush 
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Administration is opposed to federal aid for the colonias 

(EPT 3/29/89:B1; EPT 7/18/89:A1; EPT 3/24/90:A1; EPT 

4/27/90:B6). As President Bush has put it, "I don't think 

the president should have a separate program for each part 

of the country. It's not the sole responsibility of the 

federal government" (EPT 6/27!90:A1). 

Besides direct appropriations for the co10nias, 

Coleman has tried to garner congressional support for the 

establishment of a Border Regional Commission, modeled 

after the Appalachian Regional Commission. The Border 

Regional Commission would review and fund applications for 

improvements in health, housing, education, and water and 

sewer service along the border. The Commission would be 

able to direct federal moneys to improving the colonias. 

Although Coleman has been lobbying for the Commission since 

1988, it has yet to be established (EPT 9/9/88:B3; EPT 

1/22/90:B2). 

Summary 

E1 Paso's co1onias are the unintended, unwanted, but, 

preventable product of public policy. The city's permission 

of and participation in the elimination of southside 

housing and the federal government's cutbacks in public 
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housing spending choked the growth of low income housing in 

El Paso. Simultaneously, the city of El Paso and El Paso 

County avoided regulating the development of colonia 

subdivisions beyond the city limits. The city's and the 

county's failure to standardize development was matched by 

the Public Service Board's refusal to extend water service 

outside the city limits. While recent efforts have been 

made to secure state and federal funds to improve colonia 

conditions, neither level of government actively sought to 

stop colonia growth until it became unmanageable. 

The result of this official neglect is a new urban 

landscape in El Paso County, a ring of unserviced, 

irregular, and isolated suburban slums. A growing portion 

of El Paso's work force lives in these colonias. The 

following chapters will examine the conditions under which 

this labor force reproduces itself and how this labor force 

meshes with the changes that are characterizing the El Paso 

economy. 



CHAPTER 4 

The Colonia Labor Force 

Introduction 

The colonia labor force is the subject of this 

chapter. The resources, opportunities, skills, experiences, 

and expectations that colonia residents bring to the El 

Paso labor market and the way in which these aspects of the 

colonia labor force are structured by colonias residence 

will be examined. Data was obtained from two sources. Most 

of the data used in this chapter comes from a survey of 173 

colonia households comprised of 795 persons in the San 

Elizario Independent School District (SEISD) in El Paso 

County's Lower Valley. In addition to the San Elizario 

data, demographic information is available from a 1988 

survey of approximately 600 colonia households in El Paso 

County conducted by the Texas Department of Human Services 

(DHS). Data from these two surveys will be analyzed in 

order to determine the qualities that colonia residents 

bring to the El Paso labor market and the demands that they 

make upon it. The following chapters will explore the 

137 



participation of colonia residents in the El Paso economy 

and investigate the relationship between the growth of the 

colonia workforce and the redirection of the El Paso 

economy. 

The SEISD survey, which recorded demographic, 

economic, and housing data, was carried out in 1989. The 

survey was developed by Dr. Jeffery Brannon of the 

Department of Economics and Finance and his staff at the 

University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP). Interviewers were 

recruited from the San Elizario area. A total of 215 

households were randomly selected to be surveyed, 

approximately one fourth of the households in the school 

district. Of these 215 households, 173 were located in 

neighborhoods that were defined as colonias. Neighborhoods 

were designated as colonias based on the evaluations of 

longtime San Elizario residents. Data generated by the 

survey was transferred to the Statistical Package for the 

Social Sciences and was analyzed in this format at the UTEP 

Computer Center. The DHS surveyed colonias in both El Paso 

County and the Lower Rio Grande Valley. This survey sampled 

ten percent of all households in colonias with more than 15 

households; the DHS identified 162 such colonias in El Paso 

County. 
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A comparison of the San Elizario colonias with the 

DHS's countywide sample reveals some slight demographic 

differences between the two populations (see Tables 4-1 

through 4-4). These differences are indicative of the 

relative newness of the San Elizario colonias, most of 

which formed in the 1980s. The recent formation of the San 

Elizario colonias makes these colonias more, not less, 

significant to an examination of the colonia labor force in 

the El Paso economy. As will be discussed in sections 4.26 

and 4.31 and in Chapter 5, the characteristics of recent 

arrivals to the colonias are closely tied to development~ 

in El Paso's housing and labor markets. 

The colonias are a unique setting for labor force 

reproduction. Socially, the colonias are home to an 

increasingly distinct segment of El Paso's population. 

Spatially, the colonias' housing conditions and lack of 

services set them apart from the rest of the SMSA. This 

chapter will examine these differences between the colonias 

and the rest of El Paso. Information from the San Elizario 

survey on educational attainment, nativity, ethnicity, 

English proficiency, and work experience will be analyzed 

to determine the background of the colonia labor force. The 

social characteristics and work experiences of colonias 

residents determine the role of the colonia labor force in 

the El Paso economy. 
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Colonia residents are able to endure very low incomes 

and high unemployment rates because of the low cost of 

colonias housing and the flexibility of colonias household 

structure. Data from the San Elizario survey documents the 

low cost of buying, building, or renting housing in the 

colonias. The flexible, unregulated nature of colonias 

housing imposes few restrictions upon the size of colonia 

households. Data on colonia household composition indicates 

that this flexibility enables colonia households to offset 

limited earning power and high unemployment rates among 

household heads by enlisting additional workers into the 

household. 

Social Characteristics of Colonia Residents 

This section will present descriptive statistics 

regarding the colonia population in El Paso County and San 

Elizario. These statistics will be used to compare the 

colonia population with the El Paso population in order to 

determine if the colonias are home to a distinctive segment 

of the local 1abor force. Two general characteristics of 

the colonia population will be of particular concern. 

First, general social indicators, nativlty, ethnicity, 

English proficiency, and educational attainment, will be 
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examined. Unfortunately, the most recent available 

information on nativity, educational attainment and 

language proficiency for the entire El Paso SMSA is from 

the 1980 census. Nevertheless, this data does help identify 

some of the contrasts between colonia residents and the 

whole of the metropolitan population. Second, economic 

statistics such as work experience, employment status, and 

income will be discussed. These two sets of descriptors 

should shed light on the background and expectations 

colonia residents bring to the labor market and should help 

determine the nature of the differences between the colonia 

workforce and that of the rest of the city. 

Nativity 

The colonias population is almost exclusively of 

Mexican descent; many colonias residents were born in 

Mexico. Compared to the population of the El Paso Standard 

Metropolitan Statistical Area (SMSA) (the El Paso SMSA is 

equivalent to El Paso County), the colonia population has a 

much higher percentage of Hispanics and Mexican natives 

(see Tables 4-1 and 4-2). The percentage of colonia 

residents who were born in Mexico is more than twice as 

great as El Paso's Mexican born population. However, in 
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both El Paso County as a whole and San Elizario, a much 

larger percentage of colonia household heads were born in 

Mexico, suggesting that many of those colonias residents 

born in the United States are children of Mexican 

immigrants. In San Elizario, 92 percent of colonias 

children ten years old and younger were born in the U.S. 

and 65 percent of those between the ages of 11 and 20 were 

born in the U.S. Conversely, 60 percent of persons 21 and 

older were born in Mexico. 

Table 4-1. Ethnicity. 

Hispanic 

El Paso County colonias, 1988 96% 

San Elizario colonias, 1989 97% 

El Paso SMSA, 1990 69% 

Anglo 

3% 

3% 

27% 

Black 

1% 

0% 

4% 

Sources: San Elizario Household Survey; Texas Department of 

Human Services 1988; U.S. Census, Census Tape PL-94-171, 

1990. 
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Table 4-2. Nativity. 

Place of Birth 

El Paso County colonias, 1988 

All residents 

Household heads 

San Elizario colon;as, 1989 

All residents 

Household heads 

El Paso SMSA, 1980 

All residents 

u.s. 

68% 

47% 

60% 

38% 

79% 

Mexico 

32% 

53% 

39% 

62% 

17% 

Sources: San Elizario Household Survey; Texas Department of 

Human Services 1988; U.S. Census of Population, General 

Social and Economic Characteristics, 1980. 

English Language Proficiency 
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This predominantly Mexican population lacks two 

important prerequisites for success in the American labor 

market: English language proficiency and education. Table 4-

3 indicates that nearly half of El Paso County colonia 

household heads do not speak English nor do 43 percent of 

adults in San Elizario's colonias, figures substantially 

greater than that for the El Paso population as a whole. 



The San Elizario survey reveals a strong correlation 

bet~een English proficiency and success in the labor 

market. Fifty percent of those adults not in the workforce 

do not speak English well; only 37 percent of those 

employed do not speak English well. Working adults in the 

colonias were divided into quintiles based on salary; of 

those in the lowest salary quintile (less than $450 per 

month), 58 percent do not speak English well. Of those in 

the highest quintile ($920 or more per month), 16 percent 

do not speak English well. 

Table 4-3. English language proficiency. 

Persons 18 years and over 

at all 

Speak English not well or not 

El Paso County colonias, 1988 (H'hold heads) 48% 

San Elizario colonias, 1989 (Age 18 +) 43% 

El Paso SMSA, 1980 (Age 18+) 28% 

Sources: San Elizario Household Survey; Texas Department of 

Human Services 1988; U.S. Census of Population 1980, Census 

Tracts, El Paso, Tex., Standard Metropolitan Statistical 

Area. 
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Educational Attainment 

Table 4-4 shows educational attainment among colonia 

adults and among the entire metropolitan population. Half 

the San Elizario colonia adult population has 8 years or 

less education, only a quarter of El Paso's population 

falls in this category. Similarly, only one third of adults 

in San Elizario's colonias have graduated high school; 

nearly three fifths of the larger El Paso adult population 

has achieved this educational plateau. 

Educational attainment, like English proficiency, is 

strongly correlated with success in the American labor 

market. On a national basis, quite a bit of variation 

exists between occupations in terms of employee educational 

attainment (see Table 4-5). The national patterns shown in 

Table 4-5 are fairly closely replicated among San Elizario 

colonia residents (see Table 4-6). The only sizable 

deviations between the tables occurs among agricultural 

workers and laborers. In both cases, the national tendency 

for these workers to have relatively less education is 

greatly exaggerated in San Elizario. 

As Tables 4-5 and 4-6 indicate, higher paying 

positions are reserved for better educated employees. As 

Table 4-4 shows, residents of San Elizario's colonias are 

very poorly educated. Only 37 percent of colonia adults 
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Table 4-4. Education. 
EPCC SEC 

Yrs. of education 
0-4 yrs. 20.5% 
5-7 25.5 
8 4.5 
9-11 17.1 
12 22.6 
13-15 6.3 
16+ 3.5 
High School graduates 37.9% 32.4 
Median yrs. of ed. 8.0 
EPCC = El Paso County colonias, 1988 (Age 18 +) 
SEC = San Elizario colonias, 1989 (Age 25 +) 
EPSMSA = El Paso SMSA, 1980 (Age 25 +) 

EPSMSA 

11.5 % 
12.0 
5.5 

11 .6 
29.1 
16.4 
14.0 
59.5 

Sources: San Elizario Household Survey; Texas Department of 
Human Services 1988; U.S. Census of Population 1980, Census 
Tracts, El Paso, Tex., Standard Metropolitan Statistical 
Area. 

Table 4-5. Education and Selected Occupations, United 
States, 1987. 

Years of education 
8 or less 9-12 13 or more 

Occupation 
Executive, admin., 

managerial & 
professional 
specialties 1% 

Sales & admin. support 2 
Services 10 
Farming, forestry, fishing 22 
Machine operators 15 
Transportation 11 
Handlers and laborers 14 
Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
Reports, Educational Attainment in 
1987 and 1986. 

18% 
47 
64 
57 
70 
71 
70 

Current Population 
the United States, 

81% 
51 
26 
21 
15 
18 
16 

March 
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Table 4-6. Education and Selected Occupations, San Elizario 

co 1 on i as, 1989. 

Years of education 

Occupation 

Executive, admin., 

managerial & 

professional 

0-8 

specialties 0% 

Sales & administrative 

support 0 

Services 26 

Farming, forestry, 

fishing 

Machine operators & 

Handlers 

Transportation 

Laborers 

Total 

77 

36 

23 

74 

9-12 

14% 

58 

50 

23 

52 

77 

22 

Source: San Elizario Household Survey. 

13+ 

86% 

42 

24 

o 

12 

o 

4 

n 

7 

19 

38 

13 

73 

13 

n 
190 

have graduated from high school and 46 percent have eight 

or fewer years of schooling. These educational deficiencies 

are directly correlated with earning power. Of those 

unemployed, 52 percent have less than 8 years education; 

only 39 percent of employed colonia adults are in this 
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educational category. Of those workers in the lowest salary 

quintile (less than $450 per month), 55 percent have less 

than 8 years of school; 78 percent of those in the top 

salary quintile ($920 per month or more) have nine years or 

mara, 38 percent 13 years or more. 

Work Experience 

As indicated above, colonias residents work experience 

has been concentrated in low paying, unskilled jobs. Tables 

4-7 and 4-8 show colonia residents 1984 and 1989 occupation 

and salary. Nearly 90 percent of colonia workers are 

employed in blue collar occupations and income is extremely 

low. Furthermore, only 47 percent (195 of 417) of persons 

over 18 in San Elizario's colonias are employed. 

Summary of Social Characteristics 

In terms of their social, educational, and work 

experience, colonia residents comprise a unique labor 

force, distinct in the El Paso economy. As the data 

presented above have indicated, colonia residents have less 

education, are more likely to be Mexican immigrants, and 



are less likely to speak English than the rest of El Paso's 

population. Their work experience parallels their social 

and educational background. Those colonia residents with 

jobs are concentrated in unskilled occupations and work for 

low wages. 

Table 4-7. Occupation. 

Occupation 1984 1989 

Executive, admi n. , 

managerial & 

professional 

specialties 2 1.4% 7 3.6% 

Technicians 0 0.0 0.5 

Sales & admin. support 9 6.5 19 9.7 

Services 33 23.7 40 20.5 

Farming, forestry, fishing 12 8.6 13 6.7 

Machine operators 37 26.6 52 26.7 

Transportation 8 5.8 13 6.7 

Handlers 14 10.1 23 11 .8 

Laborers 24 17.3 27 13.8 

Total 139 100.0 195 100.0 

Source: San Elizario Household Survey. 
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Table 4-8. Monthly Salary, San Elizario colonia residents. 

Mean monthly salary 

Median monthly salary 

1984 1989 

$661 $703 

560 600 

Source: San Elizario Household Survey. 

Change in the Social Characteristics of Colonia 

Residents 

Significantly, these divergences between the colonia 

population and the remainder of the metropolitan area grew 

wider in the 1980s. Table 4-10 shows that the majority of 

heads of household who moved to the colonias before 1980 

were born in the United States; most of those who came 

between 1980 and 1987 were born in Mexico and post-1987 

arrivals were overwhelmingly born in Mexico. Table 4-11 

shows that newer arrivals are less proficient in English. 

However, much of this discrepancy between earlier and more 

recent arrivals may be due to earlier arrivals learning 

English in the United States. Presumably, recent arrivals 

will increase their command of English over time as well. 

There does not, however, seem to be any relationship 

between educational attainment and year of arrival (see 

Table 4-12). The Chi Square value for this crosstabulation 
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is 8.4 with nine degrees of freedom: there is a 49 percent 

chance that any observed tendencies are random results. 

Like nativity and English proficiency, the occupations 

of colonia residents has changed over time. Table 4-13 

shows that residents who have arrived since 1980 are more 

likely to be employed in agriculture and as construction 

laborers and less apt to find professional, managerial, or 

sales work. Table 4-14 shows the same pattern holds true 

for Mexican born colonia residents. As the above discussion 

indicated, there is also a strong connection between 

English proficiency and employment. Over the course of the 

1980s, San Elizario's colonia population has become more 

and more distinct: it is increasingly comprised of 

immigrants who are less fluent in English and can find 

employment only in unskilled, low paying occupations. 
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Table 4-9. Year of 
Always lived there 
1972-1976 
1977-1979 
1980-1982 
1983-1984 

Arrival, Heads of Household. 
* 20 11.8% 

1985 
1986 
1987 
1988 
1989 

5 2.9 
17 10.0 
12 7.1 
11 6.5 
23 13.5 
23 13.5 
18 10.6 
22 12.9 
19 11.2 

170 100.0 
* Households that gave this response were included in the 
category "Arrived before 1979" in the tables that follow. 

Table 4-10. Nativity by Year of Arrival, Household Heads. 
Place of birth u.s. 
Year of Arrival 
before 1979 
1980-1985 
1986-1987 
1988-1989 

58 % 
37 
38 
i9 

Mexico 

42 % 
63 
62 
81 

Table 4-11. English Proficiency by Year of Arrival. 
All residents Household 

Heads 
Proficiency 
Year of Arrival 
before 1979 
1980-1985 
1986-1987 
1988-1989 

Well 

84 % 
77 
67 
48 

Table 4-12. Education 
Years of education 
Year of Arrival 
before 1979 
1980-1985 
1986-1987 
1988-1989 
Source for Tables 4-9 
Survey. 

Not Well Well Not Well 

16 % 75 % 25 % 
23 57 43 
33 55 45 
52 34 66 

by Year of Arrival, Age 18 and Over. 
0-5 6-8 9-12 13+ Total 

20% 15.5% 43% 15.5% 100% 
20 25 43 12 100 
30 24 35.5 10.5 100 
21 26 37 16 100 
through 4-12: San Elizario Household 
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Table 4-13. Occupation by Year of Arrival. 
Occupation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7* 
Year 
pre-1979 7% 21% 12% 5% 40% 14% 2% 100% 
1980-85 3 8 26 10 31 7 15 100 
1986-87 0 2 21 2 48 2 24 100 
1988-89 2 9 18 9 41 5 16 100 
* 1 = Executive, administrative, managerial, and 
professional 

2 = Sales 
3 = Services 
4 = Agricultural 
5 = Machine operators and handlers 
6 = Transportation 
7 = Construction laborers 

Table 4-14. Occupation by Nativity. 
Place of birth u.S. t-1ex i co 

n % 
Total 

n % n % 
Occupation 
Executive, admin., 

managerial & 
profesHional 
specialties 5 71% 2 29% 7 100% 

Sales 1€ 84% 3 16% 19 100% 
Services 17 45% 21 55% 38 100% 
Agriculture 2 15% 11 85% 13 100% 
Machine operators & 

handlers 22 29% 53 71% 75 100% 
Transportation 6 46% 7 54% 13 100% 
Construction & Laborers 6 22% 21 78% 27 100% 
Total 74 39% 118 61% 192 100% 

Source for Tables 4-13 and 4-14: San Elizario Household 
Survey. 
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The Colonia Sett~ng for the Reproduction of Labor Pow~r 

The remainder of this chapter will deal with the 

relationship between the colonia setting and the 

reproduction of labor power in the colonias. First, the 

cost and quality of colonia housing will be examined. The 

relationship between colonias housing and income 

requirements will be explored. The extremely low cost of 

colonias housing reduces household expenditures and allows 

colonias residents to endure low wages and high 

unemployment. To investigate this relationship, census 

materials will be used to document the shortage of low cost 

owner occupied housing opportunities in the city of El Paso 

and their comparative abundance in outlying El Paso County. 

Data from the San Elizario survey shows that the way in 

which colonias housing is bought, built, and regulated 

keeps colonia housing costs down. Second, household 

structure in the colonias will be examined. Information 

from the San Elizario survey shows how the malleability of 

colonias housing and household structure enable colonias 

residents to make ends meet with very limited financial 

resources. By being able to easily bring additional workers 

into the household, the limitations of low incomes and high 

unemployment are partially offset. 
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Housing Costs in El Paso County 

The changes that have occurred in the colonia 

population described in section 4.26 apparently have much 

to do with the diminishing supply of low income housing in 

the city of El Paso discussed in Chapter 2. That is, El 

Paso's poor are arriving in the colonias, the construction 

site for an increasingly large amount of the city's low 

income housing. Colonia households were asked for their 

reasons for moving to San Elizario. Responses were grouped 

into eleven categories and households were allowed to 

identify as many as three reasons. Table 4-15 divides these 

eleven categories into two: "lifestyle reasons" and 

"economic reasons" (for a list of the eleven categories and 

their assignment to these two categories see the notes 

following Table 4-15). The table shows that since 1985, an 

increasingly large majority of people moving to the 

colonias have done so for economic reasons: for them, the 

colonias represent affordable housing. Before 1985, more 

people chose to live in the colonias because of lifestyle 

preferences: they sought a safer, more rural environment to 

raise children. These findings indicate that relative 

housing costs and the increasing scarcity of low income 

housing in El Paso are compelling people to move to the 

colonias. If this is the case, it is not surprising that 
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recent arrivals to the colonias are poorer and less well 

equipped to succeed in the American economy than their 

predecessors. 

Table 4-15. Reasons for Moving to San Elizario by Year of 

Arrival. 

Yr. of arrival pre-1979 1980-1985 1986-1987 1988-1989 

Households * 43 46 41 41 

Lifestyle reasons 44 (50%) 55 (46%) 40 (39%) 35 (31%) 

Economic reasons 44 (50%) 65 (54%) 63 (61%) 77 (69%) 

* The number of reasons identified exceeds the number of 

households because households were asked to give up to 

three reasons for moving to the colonias. For a complete 

listing of the number of times each of the eleven responses 

was identified see Note 1 at the end of this chapter. 

Lifestyle reasons: (as stated on the survey instrument) (1) 

"you had relatives here or c'lose by," (2) "you had friends 

here or close by," (3) "you thought it was a safer place to 

live," (4) "you thought this was a more rural place to 

live," and, (5) "you thought this was a better place to 

raise children." 

Economic reasons: (1) "you thought land (a lot) was cheaper 

here," (2) "you thought long term financing or payments 

were easier to arrange," (3) "you thought buying or 

building a home was less expensive," (4) "you thought 
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renting was less expensive," (5) "you thought there were 

fewer regulations and restrictions on building," and, (6) 

"you thought it was closer to your work place and/or to job 

opportunities." 

Source: San Elizario Household Survey. 

To examine the supply of low cost homeownership 

opportunities in the El Paso metropolitan area, 1980 

housing data at the census tract level was used. In 

addition to being the most recent information for the 

entirety of El Paso county at a detailed spatial scale, the 

1980 data are also significant because they describe El 

Paso's housing supply at a time of rapid colonia growth. 

The colonias of the 1990s are, in large part, responses to 

the housing market of 1980. 

In 1980, low cost owner occupied housing opportunities 

in the El Paso area were concentrated in outlying El Paso 

County. Census tracts in El Paso County are shown on Map 3. 

As Table 4-16 indicates, the homeownership rate in outlying 

El Paso County was 71.8 percent, substantially higher than 

the city average of 59.2 percent. Furthermore, census tract 

102.01 in the Upper Valley northwest of El Paso and census 

tracts 104 and 103.02 in the Lower Valley southeast of El 

Paso exceeded the county average (see Table 4-16). As Map 4 

shows, tracts 104 and 103.02 were among only seven tracts 
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Map 3. Censu s Tracts, El Paso Coun t y . 

I t;t) . 

No t e : Tr ac t s 5 an d 7 are on Ft. Bliss Military 
Reservation . 

Source: U. S . Census , 1980, Censu s Tracts, El Paso, Tex ., 
Stan dard Metropolitan Stat is tical Area. 
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0 0 - 19 % 

• 20 - 39 % 

• 40 - 59 % 

• 60 - 79 % 

• 80 - 100 % 

Map 4. Percentage of Owner Occupied Housing, El 
Paso County, 1980. 

Source: U.S. Census, 1980, Census Tracts, El Paso, Tex., 
Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area. 
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Table 4-16. Homeownership Rates in Outlying El Paso County, 

1980. 

Percent of housing units owner occupied 

Tract 102.01 77.7 % 

Tract 104 80.8 

Tract 105 63.5 

Tract 103.02 85.1 

El Paso County 59.4 

El Paso city 59.2 

remainder of E.P. County 71.8 

Source: U.S. Census of Population 1980, Census Tracts, El 

Paso, Tex., Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area. 

in the county in which over 80 percent of housing units 

were owner occupied. 

Map 5 shows the areal variation of median house values 

in El Paso County. All census tracts in El Paso City in 

which the home ownership ratio was above 75 percent in 1980 

and all tracts in outlying El Paso County are listed in 

Table 4-17 along with 1980 median house values in each 

tract. Of these tracts, only in tracts 102.01, 104, 105 in 

outlying El Paso County and tracts 35.01, 41.02, and 42.01 

in El Paso city was the median house value below $30,000. 

Map 5 indicates that house values were quite low in several 

other tracts. Specifically, tracts 18 through 21 and 28 and 
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D $0 - $24,999 

$25,000 - $29,999 

• $30,000 - $34,999 

$35,000 - $59,999 

• $60,000 + 

Map 5. Median Value of Owner Occupied Housing, El Paso 
County, 1980. 

Source: U.S. Census, 1980, Census Tracts, El Paso, Tex., 
Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area. 
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Table 4-17. Homeownership Rates and Median House Values, 
Selected Census Tracts, 1980. 

Percent of housing 
units owner occupied Median House 

Value 
City tracts 
Tract 13 
Tract 35.01 
Tract 43.03 
Tract 1.05 
Tract 2.02 
Tract 1.04 
Tract 41.01 
Tract 41.02 
Tract 42.01 
Tract 40 
Tract 103.01 
Outlying County tracts 
Tract 103.02 
Tract 104 
Tract 102.01 
Tract 105 

El Paso city 
County outside city limits 
El Paso County total 

91.5 % 
87.5 
83.0 
82.7 
81.8 
78.8 
77.7 
77.4 
76.6 
76.4 
75.2 

85.1 
80.8 
77.7 
63.5 

59.2 
71.8 
59.4 

$75,100 
25,400 
47,100 
41,700 
36,500 
38,500 
34,800 
29,500 
25,500 
34,400 
49,800 

41,400 
21,600 
26,800 
18,700 

39,000 
26.100 
38,400 

Source: U.S. Census of Population 1980, Census Tracts, El 
Paso, Tex., Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area. 
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29 in South El Paso and tract 14 on the Westside had median 

house values below $25,000. However, as shown on Map 4, 

home ownership in these areas was below 40 percent and the 

supply of low cost owner occupied housing was small. 

Map 6, showing the number of owner occupied housing 

units worth less than $20,000 in 1980, adds to the data on 

home ownership and median house values. Table 4-18 lists 

the census tracts containing more than 200 houses valued at 

less than $20,000 in 1980. Map 6 and Table 4-18 clarify the 

preceding maps and tables in that tract 35.01 in east 

central El Paso and tract 102.02 north of the city, both 

characterized by high homeownership rates and low house 

values, are lightly populated areas and shown to contain 

very limited supplies of low cost housing. More 

importantly, Map 6 and Table 4-18 demonstrate that cheap 

owner occupied housing is disproportionately available 

beyond El Paso's city limits and that many of the homes in 

outlying El Paso County are extremely inexpensive. Tracts 

104, 102.01, and 105, in adjoining El Paso County, rank 

first, second and third in the number of houses under 

$20,000 and $10,000 in value. Table 4-19 shows that along 

with tract 103.02, a more heterogeneous area containing 

colonias and the affluent Horizon City community, these 

outlying tracts contain 15 percent of the county's owner 

occupied housing supply. However, the four tracts offer 23 



D o- 19 

20 - 59 

• 60 - 159 

160 - 299 

• 300 + 

Map 6. Number of Owner Occupied Housing Units under 
$20,000, 1980. 

Source: U.S. Census, 1980, Census Tracts, El Paso, Tex., 
Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area. 
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Table 4-18. Owner Occupied Housing Units Valued at Less 
Than $20,000 and $10,000, El Paso County, 1980. 

, Less Than $20,000 Less Than $10,000 
Tract 104 * 590 (10) 169 (4) 
Tract 102.01 * 567 (15) 212 (7) 
Tract 105 377 154 
Tract 42.01 325 60 
Tract 10 277 49 
Tract 41.02 260 30 
Tract 39 233 85 
Tract 32 210 52 
Tract 103.02 * 209 (0) 57 (0) 
El Paso County 7622 1543 
El Paso city 5864 952 
remainder of E.P. Co. 1756 589 
* Small sections of these tracts are in the city of El 
Paso. Numbers in parentheses indicate the number of 
housing units located in El Paso city. 
Source: U.S. Census of Population 1980, Census Tracts, El 
Paso, Tex., Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area. 

Table 4-19. Low Cost Owner Occupied Housing 
Tracts 102.01, 103.02, 104, and 105, 1980. 

in Census 

Tracts 102.01, Remainder of 
103.02, 104, 105 

housing units 
E.P. County 

Owner occupied 
Number 
Pctage. of county total 

Less than $10,000 
Number 
Pctage. of 4 tract total 
Pctage. of county remainder 
Pctage. of county total less 

than $10,000 
Less than $20,000 

Number 
Pctage. of 4 tract total 
Pctage. of county remainder 
Pctage. of county total less 

than $20,000 
Source: U.S. Census of Population 
Paso, Tex., Standard Metropolitan 

4862 67257 
6.7 % 93.3 

592 951 
12.2% 

1 .4 

38.4% 61 .6 

1743 5879 
35.8 % 

8.7 

22.9 % 77.1% 
1980, Census Tracts, El 
Statistical Area. 

% 

% 

% 

% 
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percent of the owner occupied housing units worth less than 

$20,000 (52 percent of the SMSA median) and 38 percent of 

such housing valued at less than $10,000 (26 percent of the 

SMSA median) in El Paso County. Table 4-19 also shows that 

low cost housing comprises a much greater p~rcentage of 

owner occupied housing in these census tracts: in the four 

outlying tracts, 36 percent of owner occupied housing is 

worth less than $20,000 and a third of the housing in this 

category, or, 12 percent of all housing, is worth less than 

$10,000, in the remainder of the county, only 9 percent is 

valued below $20,000 and one percent of all housing below 

$10,000. In tracts 102.01, 104, and 105, which are more 

internally homogeneous than 103.02, the concentration of 

low cost owner occupied housing is even greater. Forty-one 

percent of homes in these three tracts are valued below 

$20,000 and 14 percent of all homes in the three tracts 

below $10,000. 

The Growth of Low Income Housing in El Paso County, 

1970-1980 

To examine the growth of low income housing in El Paso 

county, 1970 housing data were compared to 1980 data. 

Tables 4-20 and 4-21 compare the areal variation of the low 



cost owner occupied housing supply in El Paso County in 

1970 and 1980. In 1970, the median house value in El Paso 

County was $13,500, by 1980, this median had increased to 

$38,400. Therefore, assuming that appreciation rates have 

not varied appreciably between houses, a house value of 

$5,000 in 1970 is generally comparable with a value of 

$15,000 in 1980: these values equal 37 and 39 percent of 

the respective median values. Similarly, a house value of 

$10,000 in 1970 is equivalent to one of $30,000 in 1980: 

these values are 74 and 78 percent of the medians for the 

two dates. 
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In the 1980 census, census tract boundaries were 

changed slightly from 1970 boundaries. In 1970, four tracts 

lay nearly entirely outside the city limits, tracts 102, 

103, 104, and 105. As Map 7 shows, portions of these 

outlying tracts were annexed by the city in the 1970s. In 

the 1980 census, tract 102 was divided into 102.01 and 

102.02 and, with the exception of the western portion of 

102.01, almost all of this area was annexed by the city 

between 1970 and 1980. SimilarlY, tract 103 was divided 

into 103.01, 103.02 and part of 43.04. Most of 103.01 and 

all of 43.04 were part of the city by 1980. In 1980, tract 

104 was enlarged to include the southeasternmost tip of the 

city's territory; tract 105 was not changed. In Tables 4-20 

and 4-21, data are presented following the 1970 tract 



... City limits, 1980 

Superceded 1970 city 
limits 

~ Annexed, 1970-1980 

Nap 7. Annexation, El Paso County, 1970-1980 

Sources: U.S. Census, 1970, 1980, Census Tracts, El Paso, 
Tex., Standard Hetropolitan Statistical Area. 

- -- ----~~- ----
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numbers and tract areas. Most low income housing in 1970 

census tracts 102 and 103 is in the unannexed portions of 

the two tracts. Of the 523 homes in the two tracts worth 

less than $15,000 in 1980, 29 (6 percent) are inside the 

new city limits. Of the 1372 homes in tracts 102 and 103 

worth less than $30,000 in 1980, 113 (8 percent) are within 

the city limits. This relationship attests to the city's 

reluctance to annex poor residential areas described in 

Chapter 3. 

Tables 4-20 and 4-21 show that, in general, the 

spatial pattern of low cost owner occupied housing in El 

Paso County did not change very much from 1970 to 1980. The 

outlying areas of El Paso County have, throughout the 

period, supplied a disproportionate share of low cost 

homes. Containing around five percent of owner occupied 

housing in the county, the four outlying tracts have 

offered between 31 and 44 percent of homes valued at less 

than 39 percent of the median house value and 12 percent of 

those homes valued at less than 78 percent of the 

countywide median. Furthermore, housing beyond the city 

limits has, at least since 1970, been much cheaper than 

city housing. In 1970 and in 1980, about 25 percent of 

owner occupied homes in the four outlying county tracts 

were worth less than 39 percent of the SMSA median value 

and about 60 percent were valued at less than 78 percent of 
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Table 4-20. Growth of low cost owner occupied housing, 1970 

- 1980. 
1970 

<$5,000 
Tract 102 223 
Tract 103 73 
Tract 104 117 
Tract 105 210 
Outlying 

1980 
<$15,000 

397 
126 
356 
276 

pct. 
change 

178% 
173% 
304% 
131% 

1970 
<$10,000 

61 
216 
295 
377 

1980 
<$30,000 

920 
452 
900 
539 

pct. 
change 

149% 
209% 
305% 
143% 

E.P. Co. 623 1155 185% 1504 2811 187% 
E.P. city 796 2566 322% 10581 19156 181% 
E.P. Co. 1419 3721 262% 12085 21967 182% 
Sources: U.S. Census of Population 1970, Census Tracts, El 
Paso, Tex., Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area; U.S. 
Census of Population 1980, Census Tracts, El Paso, Tex., 
Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area. 

Table 4-21. Low cost owner occupied housing, 1970, 1980. 
Tracts 102, Remainder of 

103, 104, 105 E.P. County 
1970 1980 1970 1980 

Owner occupied 
Number 

housing units 

% of E.P. Co. total 
Category A 
(1970 - < $5,000, 

1980 - < $15,000) 

2304 
4.5% 

Number 623 
% of 4 tract total 27.0% 
% of county remainder 
% of E.P. Co. total 43.9% 

Category B 
(1970 - < $10,000, 

1980 - < $30,000) 

4728 
6.6% 

1155 
24.4% 

31.0% 

Number 1504 2811 
% of 4 tract total 65.3% 59.5% 

49272 
95.5% 

796 

1.0% 
56.1% 

10581 

67391 
93.4% 

2566 

3.8% 
69.0% 

19156 

% of county remainder 21.5% 28.5% 
% of E.P. Co. total 12.4% 12.8% 87.6% 87.2% 

Sources: U.S. Census of Population 1970, Census Tracts, El 
Paso, Tex., Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area; U.S. 
Census of Population 1980, Census Tracts, El Paso, Tex., 
Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area. 



the median. As Table 4-21 shows, city percentages are much 

lower in both categories. 

Table 4-20 shows that the supply of low income housing 

increased throughout El Paso County from 1970 to 1980. The 

supply of owner occupied housing valued at less than 78 

percent of the SMSA median increased by about 180 percent 

in the city and in the outlying county. The number of homes 

valued at less than 39 percent of the countywide median 

increased by 184 percent in the outlying county and by 323 

percent in the city. While these data verify the rapid 

growth of very low cost housing in the outlying county, 

they raise questions regarding the more explosive growth of 

such housing in the city. Two partial explanations for this 

pattern can be advanced. First, as Maps 8 and 9 show, most 

of the growth of low income housing in the city has taken 

place just within the city limits, particularly in the 

Lower Valley south of Interstate 10. This may represent 

infill in lower density low income neighborhoods. In this 

context, it merits mention that relatively little low cost 

housing has been added in South El Paso (see Maps 8 and 9). 

As discussed in Chapter 3, this area no longer provides new 

low income housing opportunities. Second, it is quite 

likely that the growth of the colonias is not fully 

reflected in the census data. Hispanics, particularly 

immigrants, have been notoriously undercounted by the 
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Map 8. Number of Homes Added in Value 
El Paso, County, 1970-1980 . 

Sources: U.S. Census, 1970, 1980, Census Tracts, El Paso, 
Tex., Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area. 
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Map 9. Number of Homes Added in Value Category 
"B" , El Paso County, 1970- 1980. 

Sources: U.S. Census, 1970, 1980, Census Tracts, El Paso, 
Tex., Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area. 
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census. Given this'problem, it would be unrealistic to 

assume that the census exhaustively canvassed the colonia 

population. If this was the case, Tables 4-20 and 4-21 

probably exaggerate the growth of low income housing in the 

city relative to the outlying county. 

Limiting discussion to the four 1970 census tracts in 

outlying El Paso County, Table 4-20 indicates that tract 

104 experienced the most rapid growth of low cost housing. 

In both cost categories, tract 104 grew at nearly double 

the rate of the other three tracts. These data indicate 

that low cost housing grew most rapidly during the 1970s in 

tract 104. As the information from the San Elizario 

Household Survey shows, dramatic colonia growth continued 

in this area in the 1980s. 

Monthly Owner Costs in El Paso County 

Information from the 1980 census regarding monthly 

owner costs further attests to the relatively low cost of 

housing in outlying El Paso County. Monthly payments for 

mortgages, deeds of trust, property debts, real estate 

taxes, fire and hazard insurance, and utilities and fuels 

were included under monthly owner costs in the 1980 census. 

The census reports the number of homes falling into several 
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cost categories by tract; less than $100 is the lowest of 

these categories. As Map 10 indicates, the outlying areas 

of El Paso County provided a disproportionately large 

supply of housing with low monthly owner costs. The 

outlying parts of the county contained 6.8 percent of the 

owner occupied housing units in the county but 16.4 percent 

of the county's supply of housing units with less than $100 

in monthly owner costs. Tract 104 had 869 owner occupied 

homes that required less than $100 in monthly owner costs, 

the most of any tract in the SMSA. As these statistics 

imply, average monthly owner costs in the Lower Valley and 

Upper Valley were lower than in the city. Table 4-22 shows 

that median monthly owne~ costs for those with mortgages 

were ten percent lower beyond the city limits and that 

median monthly costs for those without mortgages were 20 

percent lower than they are for the SMSA as a whole. 

Monthly owner costs were particularly low in Lower Valley 

tracts 104 and 105: the median for those with mortgages was 

slightly more than half the countywide median. 
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Map 10. Number of Homes with Monthly Owner Costs 
below $100, El Paso County, 1980. 

Source: U.S. Census, 1980, Census Tracts, El Paso, Tex., 
Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area. 
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Table 4-22. Median Monthly Owner Costs, 1980. 

With a mortgage Without a mortgage 

Tract 102.01 $ 260 $ 80 

Tract 103.02 343 80 

Tra.ct 104 143 66 

Tract 105 204 70 

Outlying County 252 73 

SMSA 280 88 

El Paso City 281 90 

Source: U.S. Census of Population 1980, Census Tracts, El 

Paso, Tex., Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area. 

Housing Costs in San Elizario 

Data from the 1989 San Elizario Household Survey 

demonstrate that the colonias continue to offer extremely 

low cost housing opportunities. There are three housing 

alternatives in the colonias. First, residents may buy an 

empty lot and subsequently build or move their housing on 

the lot. Often, lot buy~rs also buy a mobile home; some of 

these people live in the mobile home temporarily while 

building a permanent house. Seventy-six of ninety-nine 

single family homes in the survey were built by their 

owners. Second, a few colonia residents have bought 
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finished houses. Only ten of the ninety-nine single family 

homes were bought. Third, there are some renting 

opportunities in the colonias. However, only 13 percent of 

colonias households rent. 

Table 4-23. Housing Alternatives. 

Owner-occupied Rented Missing Total 

Built Bought 

Family Detached 74 10 7 5 96 

Family Attached 2 0 0 3 

2, 3, & 4 Family 0 2 0 3 

Mobile Homes 59 12 0 71 

Total 77 69 22 5 173 

Source: San Elizario Household Survey. 

In the colonias, all three alternatives are 

inexpensive. For lot buyers, expenses include monthly lot 

payments and the cost of building or buying housing. As 

Table 4-24 shows, most lots in San Elizario cost more than 

$10,000. Table 4-25 indicates that half of the lot buyers 

have monthly payments of less than $199. Monthly lot 

payments did not increase significantly in the 1980s: half 

of lot buyers in 1988 and 1989 assumed monthly payments 

below $199. Lot buyers spend little to erect housing. Of 

those households that built housing, the median expenditure 
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before moving in was between $3000 and $4999 (see Table 4-

26). Again, these costs have not increased over time. Eight 

of the 15 single family houses constructed in 1988 and 1989 

were occupied after less than $4999 had been spent. Table 4-

27 shows the price of mobile homes purchased by San 

Elizario colonia residents. More than half paid less than 

$14999 for their trailers. The median and modal monthly 

mobile home payment falls between $150 and $199. 

Few colonia households purchase finished homes. Those 

that do, however, buy cheap. Five of the ten single family 

homes were bought for less than $20,000. One colonia home 

was bought in 1988 for between $35,000 and $49,999; no 

homes were bought in 1989. Of the ten ho~seholds that 

purchased single family homes, four pay less than $199 in 

monthly ownership costs, and eight pay less than $349 per 

month. 

Homeowners were asked to estimate the value of their 

homes, yielding a more incl~sive indicator of the cost of 

colonias homes. As Table 4-28 shows, 44 percent of all 

owner occupied housing was valued at less than $24999 and 

69 percent at less than $34999. Mobile homes were valued at 

slightly less than single family homes. 
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Table 4-24. Lot Prices. 

n % 

$0 - $999 8 6.8 
$1000 - $1999 1 0.8 
$2000 - $2999 4 3.4 
$3000 - $4999 10 8.5 
$5000 - $7499 6 5.1 
$7500 - $9999 15 12.7 
$10000 + 74 62.7 
Total 118 100.0 

Table 4-25. Monthly Lot Payments. 
Total 1988-1989 

n % n % 

$0 - $99 24 20.3 0 0.0 
$100 - $149 29 24.6 11 35.5 
$150 - $199 21 17 .8 5 16. 1 
$200 - $249 15 12.7 4 12.9 
$250 - $299 9 7.6 3 9.65 
$300 - $349 8 6.8 3 9.65 
$350 - $399 4 3.4 2 6.5 
$400 - $499 3 2.5 2 6.5 
$500 + 5 4.2 1 3.2 
Total 118 99.9 31 100.0 

Table 4-26. Amount Spent by Home Builders before Moving in. 
Total 1988-1989 

n % n % 

$0 - $999 6 7.9 1 6.7 
~1000 - $1999 6 7.9 1 6.7 
$2000 - $2999 14 18.4 2 13.3 
$3000 - $4999 16 21.1 4 26.7 
$5000 - $7499 13 17 .1 4 26.7 
$7500 - $9999 6 7.9 0 0.0 
$10000 + 15 19.7 3 20.0 
Total 76 100.0 15 100.1 



Table 4-27. Mobile Home Prices and Monthly Payments. 
Prices Monthly Payments 

n 
$0-$9999 9 
$10000-$14999 15 
$15000-$19999 6 
$20000-$24999 7 
$25000-$34999 4 
$35000-$49999 2 
$50000+ 1 

Total 44 

% 
20.5 
34.1 
13.6 
15.9 
9.1 
4.5 
2.3 

100.0 

n 
$0-$99 3 
$100-$149 3 
$150-$199 12 
$200-$249 4 
$250-$299 3 
$300-$349 0 
$350-$399 0 
$400-$499 1 
$500+ 1 

27 

% 
11. 1 
11. 1 
44.4 
14.8 
11. 1 
0.0 
0.0 
3.7 
3.7 

99.9 

Table 4-28. Owner Estimated Housing Values. 
Single Fami'ly 

$0-$9999 
$10000-$14999 
$15000-$19999 
$20000-$24999 
$25000-$34999 
$35000-$49999 
$50000+ 

All 
n % 
5 3.7 

12 9.0 
18 13.4 
24 17.9 
34 25.4 
26 19.4 
15 11.2 

Total 
Source for 
Survey. 

134 100.0 
Tables 4-24 through 

Detached 
n % 
o 0.0 
5 6.3 

11 13.9 
16 20.3 
18 22.8 
19 24.1 
10 12.7 
79 100.1 
4-28: San 

Mobile Homes 
n % 
5 9.6 
6 11 .5 
7 13.5 
7 13.5 

15 28.8 
7 13.5 
5 9.6 

52 100.0 
Elizario Household 
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These values compare strikingly with those reported by 

recent studies of El Paso housing. In 1988, the average 

price of homes sold in El Paso was about $68,000, barely 

more than half the national average but twice the value of 

two thirds of colonias homes (City of El Paso, Department 

of Planning, Research and Development, 1990 Demo Pack). An 

inventory of 1989 building permits in the city of El Paso 

indicated that the median sales value of newly built homes 

was between $40,000 and $49,999 in 1989 (City of El Paso, 

Department of Planning, Research and Development 1990). 

However, building permit data may underestimate the owner 

reported value of new housing by as much as 20 percent 

(Interview with Jesse Acosta, City Planner, El Paso, Texas 

9/10/90). Making this correction brings the owner reported 

median value of new housing in the city of El Paso up to 

about $60,000. Again, this figure indicates that the median 

owner occupied home in the city is worth roughly twice as 

much as the median home in the colonias. 

Renting, too, is cheap in the colonias. Of the 22 

rented dwellings in the colonias, 5 were rented for between 

$50 and $99 per month, 1 between $100 and $149, 12 between 

$150 and $199, and 4 between $200 and $249. These monthly 

housing costs are slightly lower than those paid by owners. 

Over 80 percent of renters (18 of 22) pay less than $200 

per month. 
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The housing costs reported in the San Elizario 

Household Survey are extremely inexpensive in comparison 

with housing costs in the remainder of the El Paso SMSA 

because of circumstances specific to the colonias. The cost 

of colonias lots is kept down because they are unserviced. 

Similarly, because residents are able to build their own 

homes, economizing by investing their own labor and 

spreading the cost of building over several years by 

building slowly and in stages, construction costs are 

contained. 

To most, the lack of basic sewer and water services is 

the single most defining feature of the colonias. None of 

the 173 San Elizario households was connected to a public 

sewer system. Most households, 143, or 83 percent, used 

septic tanks for sewage disposal. Similarly, only 21, or 12 

percent, of the households were connected to a public water 

system. Only four of the 128 households that moved to San 

Elizario in the 1980s had a public water connection. As 

discussed in Chapter 3, the proliferation of unserviced 

colonia sUbdivisions was made possible by the lack of 

effective city and county regulation of development in the 

ETJ and outlying county and by the refusal of El Paso's 

Public Service Board to extend water lines beyond the city 

limits. That public practices and policies did nothing to 
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improve the quality of life in the colonias drew a great 

amount of criticism and condemnation. 

As was also indicated in Chapter 3, not all view the 

growth of unserviced colonias as a negative outcome. 

Developers make the case that it is precisely because 

colonias lots are unserviced that they are able to sell the 

lots for so little. Furthermore, the lack of regulations 

regarding water and sewer provision hold down the costs of 

home building for colonias homeowners. As the El Paso 

County Lower Valley Water District Authority slowly 

proceeds to connect colonia homes, it finds that many 

households can not afford the approximately $1000 in hookup 

costs. In this light, it appears likely that some colonia 

households could not have afforded housing in outlying El 

Paso County if developers and builders were compelled to 

install water and sewer service. The lack of water and 

sewer service not only help define the quality of colonias 

life but the cost. 

The way in which colonias housing is constructed also 

accounts for its low cost. In the absence of enforced 

building codes, homeowners are able to occupy their housing 

in an unfinished state and gradually add on to their homes, 

spreading construction costs over a long period. This 

practice reduces the amount that must be spent before 

moving in (see Table 4-26 above). This method of house 
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construction in El Paso's colonias is similar to what has 

been described as "self-help housing" or "in-situ 

accretion" in the colonias or "squatter settlements" of 

Latin American cities (cf. Gilbert and Ward 1985; Griffin 

and Ford 1980; Mangin 1973). 

Data from the San Elizario Household Survey attests to 

this process of in-situ accretion in San Elizario's 

colonias. Of those households that have built their own 

homes, those that have lived longer in the colonias have 

more rooms, bedrooms, bathrooms, and kitchen facilities in 

their homes. Table 4-29 shows that later arrivals' homes 

are not yet as large as those built by senior residents: 

homes built by those who moved to the colonias before 1980 

average about a room and a half larger than homes built by 

those who have arrived since 1986. Of the 22 homes with six 

or more rooms, 18, or, 82 percent, were built by those who 

arrived before 1986. This relationship between length of 

residence and number of rooms is not the result of income 

differentials between year of arrival cohorts. Table 4-30 

shows that while higher income homebuilders have larger 

homes, within each income category earlier arrivals have 

built larger homes. 

Table 4-31 displays the number of bedrooms in owner

built colonia homes by year of arrival. Again, the average 

number of bedrooms decreases with length of residence. 
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Table 4-29. Number of Rooms in Owner-Built Colonia Homes by 

Year of Arrival. 

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Ave. Total 

pre-1980 0 0 7 2 3 3 3 5.5 19 

1980-85 2 4 2 6 5 4 0 4.7 24 

1986-87 0 3 4 5 4 2 0 0 3.9 18 

1988-89 0 3 6 3 0 4.2 15 

Total 8 10 20 15 10 8 4 4.6 76 

Table 4-30. Average Number of Rooms in Owner-Built Colonia 

Homes by Year of Arrival and Household Income. 

Monthly Household Income 

$0-534 $536-800 $828-1200 $1288+ Total 

Year of x n x n x n x n x n 

Arrival 

pre-1980 7.0 5.1 8 5.4 5 6.3 4 5.5 19 

1980-85 4.0 8 5.3 8 4.5 2 5.6 5 4.8 23 

1986-87 3.6 7 4.0 4 3.7 3 4.5 4 3.9 18 

1988-89 4.3 3 4.5 6 3.0 2 4.0 2 4.2 13 

Total 4.1 19 4.8 26 4.4 12 5.3 15 4.7 72 

Source for Tables 4-29 and 4-30: San Elizario Household 

Survey. 



Furthermore, six of eight homes with four or more bedrooms 

were built by homeowners who had arrived before 1986. Table 

4-32 shows the relationship between year of arrival and 

kitchen facilities in owner-built homes. While this 

relationship is not as strong as that between year of 

arrival and home size, 74 percent of those who arrived in 

1985 or before have complete kitchen facilities in their 

homes and only 67 percent of post-1985 arrivals have 

installed complete kitchen facilities. Finally, Table 4-33 

charts the relationship between bathroom construction and 

year of arrival. Several items indicate that there is a 

relationship between these two categories. All of the 

homebuilders who arrived before 1980 have at least one 

complete bathroom; within each of the other year of arrival 

categories, at least two households have only a half 

bathroom or no bathroom. Furthermore, in each of the three 

ear1ier year of arrival categories, at least 25 percent of 

the households have one and a half or more bathrooms; only 

7 percent of those who arrived in 1988 or 1989 have more 

than one bathroom. 

Colonias housing, because it is unserviced, 

unregulated, and for many, self-built, is extremely 

inexpensive. As indicated above, the typical oolonia 

household pays between $150 and $200 in monthly housing 

costs (lot payments, home payments, or, rent). The median 
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Table 4-31. Number of Bedrooms in Owner-Built Colonia Homes 

by Year of Arrival. 

0 2 3 4 5 Ave. Tot. 

pre-1980 0 7 7 3 2.8 19 

1980-85 4 3 14 2 0 2.5 24 

1986-87 0 4 8 5 0 2.2 18 

1988-89 0 2 8 4 0 2.3 15 

Total 11 26 30 7 2.4 76 

Table 4-32. Kitchen Facilities in Owner-Built Colonia Homes 

by Year of Arrival. 

Complet.e Partial None Total 

pre-1980 16 (84%) 2 ( 11 %) ( 5%) 19 

1980-85 16 (67%) 4 (17%) 4 ( 17%) 24 

1986-87 10 (56%) 8 (44%) 0 0%) 18 

1988-89 12 (80%) 2 (13% ) 7%) 15 

Total 54 (71 %) 16 (21% ) 6 8%) 76 

Table 4-33. Number of Bathrooms in Owner-Built Colonia 

Homes by Year of Arrival. 

0-1/2 1 1/2 2 + Total 

pre-1980 0 ( 0%) 12 (63%) 4 (21%) 3 ( 16%) 19 

1980-85 7 (29%) 11 (46%) 4 (17%) 2 8%) 24 

1986-87 2 ( 11 %) 9 (50%) 6 (33%) 5%) 18 

1988-89 2 ( 13%) 12 (80%) 0 ( 0%) 7%) 15 

Total 1 1 ( 14%) 44 (58%) 14 ( 18%) 7 9%) 76 

Source for Tables 4-31 through 4-33: San Elizario Household 

Survey. 



owner-occupied home is valued at between $25,000 and 

$34,999 and the average homebuilder spends between $3000 

and $4999 in construction costs before moving in. Because 

colonias housing is unserviced, developers and residents 

are spared the costs of constructing water and sewer 

connections. In the absence of building codes, owner built 

housing can be occupied unfinished and construction costs 

can be delayed while the home is gradually completed. These 

circumstances result in the low cost of colonias housing, 

costs that can be met with very low household incomes. 

Household Structure in San Elizario 

Not only do the unique qualities of colonias housing 

allow households to get by on limited incomes, but the 

structure of colonia households also maximizes the meager 

earnings of colonia residents. In order to amass sufficient 

household income, household size is manipulated. Data from 

the San Elizario Household Survey indicates that colonia 

households maximize household income not by relying on the 

earning power of the head of household but by enlistin~ 

additional workers into the household. 

189 



The strategy of increasing household size to secure 

larger household incomes is sound in the context of colonia 

housing and colonia residents' earning power. Colonia 

housing is defined by its malleability. Additional housing 

can be moved or built on lots as the number of people in 

the household increases. At the same time, there is not 

very much differentiation between categories of colonia 

household members in terms of earning power. As Table 4-34 

shows, employed household heads earn only 25 percent more 

than their spouses or children or other adults in the 

household. In addition to low incomes, colonia household 

heads suffer from extremely high rates of unemployment. 

Table 4-35 displays the percentage of those employed for 

household member categories. The low earnings of employed 

colonia household heads suggests that even among those 

households with a working head many must rely on additional 

sources of income; Table 4-35 indicates that the one third 

of colonia households without a working head are entirely 

dependent upon alternative income sources. Given the meager 

incomes and tenuous employment of colonia household heads 

along with the ease with which colonias housing can 

accommodate additional household members, many colonia 

households increase household income by enlarging the 

household workforce. 
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Table 4-34. Average Monthly Salary for Employed Household 

Members. 

Average Monthly Salary N 

Household Heads $786 104 

Spouses 634 30 

Adult Children 503 38 

Other Adults in Household 529 7 

All Persons 690 179 

Table 4-35. Employment by Household Membership Category. 

Household Heads 

Spouses 

Adult Children 

Other Adults in Hh. 

All Persons 

Total Employed Pct. Employed 

164 ~07 65.2 % 

144 30 20.8 

118 

23 

449 

43 

8 

188 

36.4 

34.8 

41.9 

Source for Tables 4-34 and 4-35: San Elizario Household 

Survey. 

Evidence that colonia households have adopted this 

strategy for maximizing household income comes from 

employment and income data collected by the San Elizario 

Household Survey. Employment data indicate that wealthier 

colonia households include more adults and more working 

adults. Table 4-36 shows that the number of adults per 
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household increases substantially for households in the 

highest household income category. More importantly, the 

number of working adults per household increases steadily 

as household income increases. There are four times as many 

workers per household in the highest income households as 

there are in the lowest income households. The percentages 

of those employed are also involved in the progression from 

lower to higher income households. While the percentage of 

household heads employed increases substantially from the 

lowest to the next to highest income category, it does not 

change from the next to highest to the highest category. 

Conversely, the percentage of spouses and other adults 

employed increases most dramatically from the next to 

highest to the highest household income category. These 

data suggest that while the poorest colonia households 

suffer primarily from the unemployment of heads of 

household, the wealthiest colonia households owe their 

success to enlarging the household to include additional 

workers. 

Salary data further indicate the relative economic 

success of households that enlist additional workers to 

supplement the head of household's income. Again, it 

appears that the difficulties experienced by the poorest 

colonia households are due to the failure of household 

heads to earn sufficient income. On the other hand, the 
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Table 4-36. Household Member Employment by Household 
Income. 

Heads 
Hh. income 
$0-534 (41 Hhs.) 

Number 39 
Per Hh. 0.95 

Employed 12 
Per Hh. 0.29 

% Employed 30.7 
$536-800 (52 Hhs.) 

Number 
Per Hh. 

Employed 
Per Hh. 

% Employed 
$828-1200 (33 

Number 
Per Hh. 

Employed 
Per Hh. 

52 
1 .00 

35 
0.67 
67.3 

Hhs. ) 
33 

1.00 
27 

0.82 
81 .8 % Employed 

$1288+ (40 Hhs.) 
Number 

Per Hh. 
Employed 

Per Hh. 
% Employed 

Total (166 Hhs.) 
Number 

Per Hh. 
Employed 

Per Hh. 
% Employed 

40 
1.00 

33 
0.83 
82.5 

164 
0.99 

107 
0.64 
65.2 

Spouses 

33 
0.80 

3 
0.07 

9.1 

47 
0.90 

3 
0.06 

6.4 

29 
0.88 

7 
0.21 
24.1 

35 
0.88 

17 
0.43 
48.6 

144 
0.87 

30 
0.18 
20.8 

Other 
Adults 

34 
0.83 

5 
0.12 
14.7 

25 
0.48 

8 
0.15 
32.0 

26 
0.79 

8 
0.24 
30.8 

56 
1.40 

30 
0.75 
53.6 

141 
0.85 

51 
0.31 
36.2 

Source: San Elizario Household Survey. 

Total 

106 
2.59 

20 
0.49 
18.9 

124 
2.38 

46 
0.88 
37.1 

88 
2.67 

42 
1. 27 
47.7 

131 
3.28 

80 
2.00 
61.1 

449 
2.70 

188 
1.13 
41.4 
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wealthiest colonia households are characterized by the 

large portion of household income contributed from other 

sources: spouses, children, and other adults living in the 

household. As Table 4-37 shows, the share of household 

income contributed by employed household heads steadily 

decreases from the first to third household income 

categories, then drops dramatically from the third to the 

fourth category. Table 4-38 displays the share of income 

contributed by household member categories across household 

income categorie$. These data differ from those presented 

in Table 4-37 because households with an unemployed head 

are included in Table 4-38. Table 4-38 supports and extends 

the implications of Table 4-37. The high rate of household 

heads without work in the lowest household income category 

is responsible for their relatively small contribution to 

household income. After household income has increased 

beyond this lowest category, however, household heads 

contribute relatively less and other household members 

supply an increasingly greater share. Again, this 

difference in the sources of household income is most 

dramatic between households in the highest income category 

and those immediately below them. 
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Table 4-37. Percentage of Household Income Contributed by 

Head of Household by Household Income, Employed Heads of 

Household. 

Percent Contributed by Head of Household 

Household Income 

$0-534 

$536-800 

$828-1200 

$1288+ 

97.3 % 

87.2 

83.2 

58.5 

Table 4-38. Share of Household Income Contributed by 

Household Members. 

Household Income 

$0-534 $536-800 $828-1200 $1288+ Total 

Head of Hh. 63.9 % 86.9 % 79.4 % 52.3 % 66.2 

Spouse 16.4 4.5 10.7 21.7 15.4 

Children 7.2 8.6 7.8 22.3 15.4 

Other Adults 12.5 0.0 2.1 3.7 3.0 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source for Tables 4-37 and 4-38: San Elizario Household 

Survey. 

% 
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Table 4-39 is intended to draw out the relationship 

between household size and the share of household income 

provided by the head of household. The number of household 

heads contributing 90 percent or more of household income 

is listed for each household income category by household 

size. The data again indicate that as household income 

increases, the relative contribution of the head of 

household decreases. Only 18 percent of heads of households 

in the highest income category contributed 90 or more 

percent of household income. The contribution of the head 

of household also decreases as household size increases. 

These two trends converge in the case of households of six 

or more that are also in the highest household income 

category: only one of 20 heads of household contributes 90 

percent of household income. These figures offer further 

evidence that instead of relying on the salary of a single 

wageearner, many colonia households opt to enlarge the 

household workforce to maximize household income. That half 

the households with more than six members are in the 

highest income category and that half the households in the 

highest income category have more than six members attests 

to the popularity and success of this strategy. 

These data demonstrate the way in which colonia 

household structure is manipulated to enable colonia 

households to persevere in the face of very small incomes. 
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Table 4-39. Household Heads Contributing 90 or More Percent 

of Household Income, by Household Size and Household 

Income. 

Household Income 

$0-534 $536-800 $828-1200 $1288+ Total 

Hh. size N / T N / T N / T N / T N / T % 

2 0 / 4 3 / 8 / / 4 5 /17 29 

3 3 / 6 7 / 9 5 / 9 2 / 4 17 /28 61 

4 6 /10 9 /14 4 / 9 2 / 7 21 /40 53 

5 4 /10 6 /10 4 / 5 / 7 15 /32 47 

6 0 / 2 5 / 6 3 / 4 0 /10 8 /22 36 

7+ / 2 2 / 6 4 / 5 /10 8 /21 38 

Total 14 /34 32 /53 21 /33 7 /40 74/160 

Percent 41 60 64 18 46 

N = number of household heads contributing 90 percent of 

household income 

T = total number of household heads 

Source: San Elizario Household Survey. 

By housing additional workers, colonia households 

supplement their members' limited earning power and acquire 

insurance against high unemployment rates. As indicated 

above, the unique nature of colonias housing is 

intrinsically involved in the flexibility of colonias 

household structure. Because colonias housing is rapidly 

197 



and cheaply expandable, households can readily incorporate 

new members. 

Summary 

The first part of this chapter examined the background 

of colonia residents. The typical resident of San 

Elizario's colonias was born in Mexico, does not have 

complete command of the English language, has about 8 years 

of education and an employment history dominated by 

unskilled, low paying jobs. Furthermore, these 

distinguishing characteristics of the colonia population 

have become more pronounced during the last decade. Recent 

arrivals to the colonias are more likely to be Mexican 

born, speak little English, and work in unskilled 

occupations. In short, the colonias are home to a workforce 

prepared to accept menial, low paying work. 

Circumstances specific to the colonias 'increase the 

ability of colonia residents to accept substandard 

employment. Because of the unique qualities of colonias 

housing, families can forge a stable existence in the face 

of minimal incomes and high unemployment. As documented 

above, housing in the outlying sections of El Paso County, 

the location of the county's colonias, is significantly 
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cheaper than it is in the city. In particular, low cost 

opportunities for homeownership abound in the colonias that 

surround El Paso. Data from the San Elizario survey suggest 

that the cost differential betwean colonias and city homes 

is particularly compelling for the new, overwhelmingly 

Mexican born colonia population. The cost of colonies 

housing is kept down because the housing is unserviced, 

unregulated and, in many cases, self built. These qualities 

make colonias housing very flexible: additional housing is 

easily erected or moved onto lots. In turn, the flexibility 

of colonias housing allows for a fluid household structure. 

People can easily be added to the household as conditions 

require. Data from the San Elizario survey indicate that 

one such condition is economic necessity. By incorporating 

additional members, many households are able to bolster 

limited personal incomes and offset high unemployment 

rates. 

This chapter has shown that the socially distinctive 

colonia po~ulation is fUrther differentiated by its 

spatially defined ability to accept very low incomes. In 

the chapters which follow, the participation of the colonia 

labor force in the El Paso labor market will be more 

closely examined. These chapters will be intended to gauge 

the relationship between the emerging colonia workforce and 

the redirection of the El Paso economy. 
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1 . Data used in Table 4-15. 

pre-1979 1980-85 1986-87 1988-89 

Lifestyle Reasons 

Relatives nearby 8 15 10 11 

Friends nearby 7 4 2 2 

Safer 1 1 14 12 8 

More rural 8 7 6 6 

Raise children 10 15 10 8 

Total 44 (50%) 55 (46%) 40 (39%) 35 (31%) 

Economic Reasons 

Land cheaper 14 23 22 25 

Financing easier 7 6 9 1 1 

Buy/build cheaper 1 'i 12 17 14 

Renting cheaper 3 5 9 3 

Fewer regulations 5 11 10 20 

Close to work 4 8 5 4 

Total 44 (50%) 65 (54%) 63 ( 61%) 77 (69%) 

Source: San Elizario Household Survey. 



CHAPTER 5 

Colonia Workers in the El Paso Labor Market 

Introduction 

Drawing upon data from the San Elizario Household 

Survey, this chapter will discuss the role of residents of 

San Elizario's colonias in the El Paso labur market. The 

analysis of colonia residents' work will return to and 

expand upon the themes developed in Chapter 2 and Chapter 

4. 

Chapter 2 examined the postwar restructuring of the El 

Paso economy. Employment data indicated that since 1950, El 

Paso's industrial base has undergone profound change. Low 

wage jobs in labor intensive manufacturing have multiplied 

while better paying employment in extractive industry, once 

the foundation of the city's industry, has not grown. In 

the current chapter, the participation of colonia residents 

in this redirection of the El Paso economy will be 

examined. In other words, this chapter is, in part, 

intended to determine whether the colonia labor force 

reinforces the trends that continue to reshape the local 

economy. 
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Chapter 4 explored the distinctive qualities of the 

colonia labor force. Data from the San Elizario Household 

Survey were used to describe the skills and experiences 

colonia residents bring to the labor market. In the current 

chapter, the relationship between the colonia resident's 

social and economic background and their employment in the 

kinds of occupations that characterize the restructuring of 

the El Paso economy will be examined. 

The flexibility of colonias households was also 

explored in Chapter 4. To maximize household income and to 

offset low incomes and high unemployment, colonias 

households were shown to enlist additional workers rather 

than rely on the earning power of a single member. In 

Chapter 5, the connection between this household strategy 

and employment in the industries and activities which are 

restructuring El Paso's economy will be explored. Of 

particular importance in assessing this relationship will 

be the roles of colonia women in the labor market and in 

colonia household structure. 
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Colonia Residents in the El Paso Labor Ma('ket 

Chapter 2 showed that the postwar period has brought a 

dramatic restructuring of the El Paso economy. Changes in 

El Paso's median household income and unemployment rates 

evidence this restructuring. As Table 2-1 indicated, the El 

Paso median household income, equal to the national median 

in 1950, has fallen to only three quarters of the national 

median today. Similarly, Table 2-2 revealed that the 

unemployment rate in El Paso, only 80 percent of the 

national rate in 1950, approached twice the U.S. 

unemployment rate in the late 1980s. 

Central components in El Paso's postwar restructuring 

have been immigration from Mexico and the redirection of 

the city's industry. Since 1950, the combined population of 

El Paso and Ciudad Juarez has multiplied nearly six times 

(see Table 2-3). The bulk of this growth has been based 

upon migration from Mexico's interior. For these workers, 

fleeing unemployment and poverty in Mexico, the possibility 

of employment in even the most lowly paid sectors of 

American agriculture, services, and industry is 

compellingly attractive. 

Over the same period, the city's industrial base has 

been reoriented. In 1950, relatively well paying jobs in 

extractive industries comprised a substantial share of El 

203 



Paso industrial employment (see Table 2-5). Since that 

time, labor intensive, low wage industries that 

characteristically employ women, minorities, and 

immigrants, the most vulnerable segments of the American 

labor force, have come to dominate El Paso's industry. 

Apparel, leather, and electronics manufacturers now account 

for over 50 percent of the city's industrial employment 

(see Table 2-11 and Table 2-13a). 

The current chapter is intended to assess the 

relationship between these forces underlying El Paso's 

restructuring and the formation of the colonias. This 

section is devoted to an examination of the role of colonia 

residents in the El Paso labor market; the following 

section will connect this analysis with the social 

characteristics of colonia residents and the colonia 

household structure strategies that were discussed in 

Chapter 4. 

Drawing from the San Elizario Household Survey, Table 

5-1 presents the occupations and earnings of colonia 

residents by sex. Table 5-1 shows that 30 percent of the 

San Elizario colonia workforce is employed in 

manufacturing. The overwhelming majority of these workers 

hold jobs in the labor intensive, low wage industries that 

have reshaped El Paso's economy in recent decades. Of those 

43 factory workers for which an industry was specified, 37, 
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Table 5-1. Employment and Monthly Earnings by Sex. 
Employees Monthly Earnings 

Men Women Total Pct. Median Mean 
Occupation 
Unspec. Mfg. 9 1 1 20 9.6% $544 $608 
Apparel 13 15 28 13.4 536 674 
Leather 2 1 3 1.4 800 763 
Electronics 3 3 6 2.9 676 734 
Other Spec. Mfg. 6 0 6 2.9 734 724 
All Mfg. 33 30 63 30.1 600 673 

Agriculture 13 1 14 6.7 418 553 
Construction 32 0 32 15.3 600 547 
Bus & Warehouse 3 0 3 1.4 600 567 
Personal Serv.s 10 2 12 5.7 552 566 
Bldg. Maint. 6 2 8 3.8 590 601 
Retai 1 5 10 15 7.2 565 679 
Sec'y & Clerical 2 1 1 13 6.2 450 550 
Health & Educ. 5 10 15 7.2 442 792 
Trucking 11 0 11 5.3 800 948 
Ut·j i ities 2 0 2 1.0 1100 1100 
Miscell. Repair 10 1 11 5.3 850 1 111 
Auto Repair 10 0 10 4.8 800 820 

Total 142 67 209 100.0 600 683 

Notes: The occupational categories listed are drawn from 2 
digit SIC codes. In the following cases, these categories 
have been modified: 

Unspecified Manufacturing: Interviewers were 
occasionally unable to obtain information for machine 
operators at the industry level. These incomplete responses 
are grouped together in this category. 

Other Specified Manufacturing: This category includes 
one worker in the food industry, one in lumber, one in 
furniture, two in paper, and one in miscellaneous 
manufacturing. 

Bus Drivers and Warehousing: These two categories were 
grouped together. 

Personal Services: This category includes one hotel 
worker. 

Building Maintenance: This is a three digit 
subcategory of personal services. 
Source: San Elizario Household Survey. 
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or 86 percent, work in apparel, electronics, or leather. 

Table 5-1 also indicates that wages paid San Elizario 

workers in these three industries are indeed low. The 

median monthly income among apparel workers was just $536, 

which, based on a 160 hour work month, translates to $3.35 

per hour. The nine workers in leather and electronics made 

slightly more. Furthermore, because of the similarities 

between these three industries and the unspecified 

manufacturing category in terms of wages and the sex 

composition of the workforce, it appears quite likely that 

most of the 20 persons in the latter category work in 

apparel, leather, and electronics. 

In apparel, leather, and electronics, 19 of 37 workers 

(51 percent) are female. That women are well represented in 

these industries is not surprising. As discussed in Chapter 

2, these types of manufacturing rely on a largely female 

workforce to keep costs down. The colonias' female 

manufacturing labor force will playa central role in the 

following section, in which the relationship between El 

Paso's dominant industries and the characteristics of 

colonia workers and colonia household structure are 

examined in more detail. 

Most of the non-manufacturing San Elizario colonia 

workforce hold equally low paying jobs in construction, 

agriculture, personal services, retail trade, health, 
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education, and clerical work. There are 112 workers in 

these fields, 77 percent of the non-industrial workforce. 

In none of these occupational categories is the median 

monthly income greater than $600. Unlike low wage 

manufacturing, the workforce in these sectors is not evenly 

divided along sex lines. Women comprise the majority of the 

workers in retail trade, clerical work, and educational and 

health services while men hold almost all of the jobs in 

the remaining occupations. 

The large number of colonia workers in these low 

paying non-industrial jobs has two implications for this 

study. First, it appears that the colonias are not only a 

source of labor for El Paso's low wage, labor intensive 

manufacturing but also supply cheap labor for the city's 

agriculture, services and construction industry. Second, 

because there are ~o significant income differences between 

these two sets of jobs, jobs in services, construction, and 

agriculture do not provide a distinctively attractive 

alternative to employment in El Paso's apparel or 

electronics factories. These two broad categories of poorly 

paid work combine to define job opportunities for most 

colonia residents. 

Some colonia residents, however, do hold higher paying 

jobs than those offered in labor intensive manufacturing. 

Thirty-four of the 209 workers surveyed (16 percent) worked 
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in trucking, public utilities, or repair services. Table 5-

2 shows that while the mean income among this group of 

workers was only $957 per month, this figure represents 153 

percent of the mean monthly income of the remainder of the 

colonia workforce. In addition to demonstrating that the 

colonia workforce is not all of a piece in terms of 

earnings, workers in trucking, utilities and repair 

services are sufficiently distinct in their social 

characteristics and household structures to provide a 

useful contrast with the majority that work in 

manufacturing, construction, agriculture and other 

services. These contrasts will help demonstrate the 

relationship between these more typical types of jobs and 

the social characteristics of colonia residents and colonia 

household strategies discussed in Chapter 4. 

Table 5-2. Employment and Earnings, Selected Occupational 

Groupings. 

Employees Monthly Earnings 

Men Women Total Pct. Median Mean 

Trucking, Util's 

Repair Services, 33 34 16% $800 $957 

All Other Occ.s 109 66 175 84 580 624 

Source: San Elizario Household Survey. 



Labor Market Role, Social Characteristics and Household 

Structure 

In this section, the relationship between the jobs 

held by most colonia workers and two of the themes 

discussed in Chapter 4 will be examined. First, data 

presented in Chapter 4 indicated that colonia residents 

comprise a significantly distinct population. Colonia 

residents, in comparison with the rest of the metropolitan 

population, are more likely to be Mexican immigrants, are 

less proficient in English, and have fewer years of 

education. Furthermore, these distinguishing 

characteristics, particularly colonia residents' 

immigration status and lack of fluency in English, have 

become more pronounced in recent years. The relationship 

between these qualities of the colonia labor force and the 

types of work done by colonia residents will be examined. 

Second, Chapter 4 also dealt with colonia household 

structure. The flexibility that the colonias afford 

household composition is apparently employed to offset high 

unemployment rates and low incomes. That is, instead of 

relying on the earning power of the household head, many 

colonia households add working members to maximize 

household income. The relationship between this strategy 
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and the types of work performed by colonia residents will 

be explored. 

Returning to the first of these themes, Table 5-3 

presents information on na~ivity, English proficiency, 

educational attainment, age, and year of arrival for 

workers in each occupational category. In this table and 

those to follow, occupations are grouped into three larger 

categories, manufacturing, low wage non-manufacturing, and 

high wage occupations. These three categories are based on 

the income information presented in Table 5-1. Data 

presented in Chapter 4 indicated that the characteristics 

of the colonia population are changing. Recent arrivals are 

more likely to have been born in Mexico and are less fluent 

in English than their predecessors. Table 5-3 shows that in 

comparison with high paying jobs in Group C, low paying 

jobs in Groups A and B are filled with those who fit this 

profile. While almost two out of three workers in Group C 

arrived in the colonias before 1986, only two out of five 

manufacturing workers had done so. More than half of the 

Group C workers were born in the u.s. and nearly 90 percent 

speak English well. Among Group A employees, these figures 

fall to 32 and 54 percent, respectively; 40 percent of 

Group B workers were born in the u.s. and 65 percent speak 

English well. Table 5-3 also demonstrates that educational 

attainment varies significantly between these occupational 
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Table 5-3. Selected Social Characteristics by Occupation. 
N US Born English Educ. Age Pre-1986 

Group A - Manufacturing 
Unspec. Mfg. 20 25% 45% 9.0 34.0 35% 
Apparel 28 32 54 6.5 37.0 39 
Leather 3 33 33 10.0 33.0 0 
Electronics 6 83 83 12.0 32.5 83 
Other Mfg. 6 0 67 12.0 30.0 50 

Group B - Low Wage Non-Manufacturing 
Agriculture 14 14 50 6.0 36.5 43 
Construction 32 22 31 6.0 33.0 34 
Bus & Whse. 3 33 67 10.0 19.0 67 
Pers. Servo 12 17 50 9.0 33.5 75 
Bldg. Maint. 8 25 88 9.0 32.5 50 
Retail Trade 15 53 93 12.0 24.0 36 
Clerical 13 85 100 12.0 21.0 85 
Health & Ed. 15 80 93 12.0 32.0 86 

Group C - High Wage Occupations 
Trucking 1 1 55 82 11.0 32.0 73 
Utilities 2 100 100 12.0 36.5 100 
Auto Repair 10 50 90 12.0 29.0 70 
Repair Servo 11 45 91 12.0 36.0 45 

A Subtotal 63 32 54 9.0 35.5 41 
B Subtotal 112 40 65 9.0 32.0 54 
C Subtotal 34 53 88 12.0 32.0 65 
Total 209 40 66 10.0 33.0 54 

Notes: "U.S. Born" indicates the percentage of workers born 
in the United states. 

"English" indicates the percentage of workers who are 
reported to speak English "well" or "very well." 

"Educ." indicates median years of education. 
"Age" indicates median age. 
"Pre-1986" indicates the percentage of workers who 

arrived in the colonias before 1986. 
Source: San Elizario Household Survey. 
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groupings. Among Group C workers, the median length of 

schooling is 12 years, among Group A and B workers the 

median is only 9 years. These correlations make it clear 

that the Qualities redefi~ing the colonia labor force 

intersect directly with low wage employment in 

manufacturing, construction, agriculture and services. 

The second of the themes discussed in Chapter 4, 

colonia household structure, is also strongly related to 

the types of work done by colonia residents. Data presented 

in Chapter 4 showed that colonia households are able to 

persevere despite low personal incomes and high 

unemployment for two principal reasons. First, the cost of 

colonias housing is extremely low. Housing costs are held 

down by the low price of unserviced, unregulated colonia 

lots and by homeowners' freedom to gradually build their 

own housing. Second, to increase household income, 

additional workers are brought into colonia households. 

Table 5-4 lists the number of workers per household by 

occupation. These figures show that when all workers are 

grouped together, households with workers in manufacturing 

or low wage non-manufacturing contain substantially more 

workers than do those with a worker in high wage non

manufacturing. Households with a worker in a Group A or B 

occupation average two workers; conversely, on average, 

only one in four households with a worker in a Group C 
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occupation contains two workers. By dividing workers into 

household heads and non-household heads, some of this 

disparity is eliminated. However, Tables 5-4 and 5-5 show 

that households led by a worker in a Group A or Group B 

occupation are more likely to contain additional workers 

and contain a larger average number of workers than do 

households led by a Group C worker. It appears that there 

is a strong relationship between the colonia supply of 

manufacturing and low paid non-manufacturing labor and tho 

enlistment of additional workers into colonia households. 

Industrial, construction, agricultural, retail, and low 

wage service workers depend on this household strategy much 

more than those in higher paying occupations. 

Tables 5-4 and 5-5 indicate additional relationships 

between jobs in manufacturing and low wage non

manufacturing activities and household structure. By 

dividing occupational categories by household membership, 

Table 5-6 isolates the essential connection between these 

low payirg jobs and flexible household structure. Only 49 

percent of manufacturing workers are heads of household (31 

of 63) and 54 percent of those fn Group B occupations are 

household heads (61 of 112). These figures contrast sharply 

with the 88 percent of Group C workers who are household 

heads (30 of 34). Clearly, colonia residents take jobs in 

manufacturing, agriculture, construction, retail, and low 
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Table 5-4. Workers per Household 
Household Heads 

by Occupation. 
Non-Heads 

N W/Hh. N W/Hh. 
- Manufacturing Group A 

Unspec. 
Apparel 
Leather 
Electronics 
Other Mfg. 

Mfg. 6 1.50 14 3.29 

Group B - Low 
Agriculture 
Construction 
Bus & Whse. 
Pers. Services 
Bldg. Maint. 
Retail Trade 
Clerical 
Health & Ed. 

Group C - High 
Trucking 
Utilities 
Auto Repair 
Repair Servs. 

A - Subtotal 
B - Subtotal 
C - Subtotal 
Total 

14 1 .29 14 1. S3 
2 1.00 1 1 .00 
4 1.75 2 1 .50 
5 1.20 1 2.00 

Wage 
10 
29 

1 
7 
4 
5 
2 
3 

Wage 
10 

2 
7 

11 

31 
61 
30 

122 

Non-Manufacturing 
1.90 4 
1 .41 3 
2.00 2 
2.14 5 
1.75 4 
1 .60 10 
1 .00 11 
1.67 12 

Occupations 
1. 00 
2.00 
1.14 
1. 27 

1. 35 
1. 62 
1.20 
1.45 

1 
o 
3 
o 

32 
51 

4 
87 

3.50 
2.33 
3.00 
2.40 
3.00 
2.50 
2.55 
2.33 

2.00 

1. 67 

2.47 
2.59 
1. 75 
2.51 

All Workers 
N W/Hh. 

20 2.75 
28 1 .61 

3 1.00 
6 1.67 
6 1.33 

14 
32 

3 
12 

8 
15 
13 
15 

11 
2 

10 
11 

63 
112 

34 
209 

2.36 
2.56 
2.67 
2.25 
2.38 
2.20 
2.31 
2.20 

1.09 
2.00 
1. 30 
1. 27 

1 .92 
2.37 
1.26 
2.05 

Note: W/Hh. (Workers per Household) was calculated by 
adding the number of workers in the households that 
contained at least one worker in the occupation indicated 
and dividing by the number of workers in that occupation. 
For example, in the two households with utilities workers, 
there were a total of four workers. If two or more workers 
in the same household held the same occupation, the total 
number of workers in that household was added for each 
worker. 
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Table 5-5. Households with Additional Workers, by 
Occupational Group. 

Hh. Heads Hhs. with additional workers 
N N Pct. of Total 

Group A 31 9 29 % 
Group B 61 27 44 
Group C 30 6 20 
Total 122 42 34 
Source: San Elizario Household Survey. 

Table 5-6. Occupations by Household Member and Sex. 
Males Females All 
Hd Ch Oth Tot Hd Sp Ch Oth Tot Tot 

Group A - Manufacturing 
Unspec. Mfg. 3 4 2 9 3 6 2 0 11 20 
Apparel 10 2 1 13 4 10 0 1 15 28 
Leather 2 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 1 3 
Electronics 2 1 0 3 2 0 0 1 3 6 
Other Mfg. 5 0 1 6 0 0 0 0 0 6 

Group B - Low Wage Non-Manufacturing 
Agriculture 10 3 0 13 I 0 0 1 0 1 14 
Construction 29 2 1 32 0 0 0 0 0 32 
Bus & Whse. 1 2 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 3 
Pers. Services 7 3 0 10 0 1 0 1 2 12 
Bldg. Maint. 4 2 0 6 0 1 1 0 0 8 
Retai 1 Trade 4 1 0 5 1 3 6 0 10 15 
Clerical 1 1 0 2 1 3 7 0 11 13 
Health & Ed. 3 2 0 5 0 8 2 0 10 15 

Group C - High Wage Occupations 
Trucking 10 1 0 11 0 0 0 0 0 11 
Utilities 2 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 2 
Auto Repair 7 3 0 10 0 0 0 0 0 10 
Repair Servs. 10 0 0 10 1 0 0 0 0 11 

A - Subtotal 22 7 4 33 I 9 17 2 2 30 I 63 I I 

B - Subtotal 59 16 1 76 I 2 16 17 1 36 I 112 I I 

C - Subtotal 29 4 0 33 I 1 0 0 0 1 I 34 I I 

Total 110 27 5 142 I 12 33 19 3 67 I 209 I I 

Notes: "Hd" = household head; "Ch" = child; "Oth" = other 
person in household; "Sp" = spouse. 
Source: San Elizario Household Survey. 



wage services with the understanding that their salaries 

will represent only a partial contribution to household 

income. Table 5-7 indicates the limited share of household 

income supplied by those in Group A and Group B 

occupations. Among Group A and B workers, only half provide 

more than half of household income; the median contribution 

among Group C workers is 100 percent of household income. 

These data show the interdependence between employment in 

labor intensive manufacturing and low wage non

manufacturing and the fluidity of household composition 

facilitated by the peculiarities of colonias housing. 

Table 5-7. Contributions to Household Income by 

Occupational Group. 

Median Pct. of Household Income Supplied 

Group A 

Group B 

Group C 

53 % 

46 

100 

Source: San Elizario Household Survey. 

This relationship is articulated by the roles of 

colonia women both in the labor market and in the 

household. Table 5-8 demonstrates that although female and 

male workers are quite similar in the qualities they bring 

to the labor market, and, indeed, women have somewhat more 
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education, women earn substantially less. Mediar earnings 

among men are 140 percent of women's median income. This 

earnings difference directly reflects women's place in the 

labor market and the household. As Table 5-6 shows, only 

one of the 67 female workers is employed in a relatively 

well paying occupation. Women are concentrated in labor 

intensive manufacturing, retail, clerical, and health and 

educational services. Similarly, women comprise the bulk of 

the non-household head, or, supplemental colonia work force 

that is crucial to maintaining household income. Of the 87 

colonia workers who are not household heads, 55, or 63 

percent, are women (see Table 5-6). These figures attest to 

women's crucial role in the symbiotic relationship that 

exists between these employment sectors and colonia 

household structure. The colonias provide a supply of 

poorly paid female workers for El Paso's manufacturing and 

services. In turn, these women's work, although typically a 

supplementary source of income, is essential to the 

economic survival of colonia households. The economic role 

of colonia women activates the interdependency between 

colonia household structure and the labor intensive 

industries which are redefining El Paso's economy. 
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Table 5-8. Characteristics of Male and Female Workers 

Women Men 

Number 67 

Yrs. of Education 

Mean 9.9 

Median 10.5 

English proficiency 

Well or Very Well 66% 

Not Well or Not at All 34% 

Place of Birth 

U.S. 52% 

Mexico 48% 

Monthly Income 

Mean 

Median 

$592 

$500 

Source: San Elizario Household Survey. 

Summary 

142 

9.2 

9.0 

64% 

36% 

34% 

66% 

$718 

$700 

This chapter has shown that San Elizario's colonias 

provide a source of labor for the labor intensive, low wage 

industries that have redefined El Paso's economy. Most of 

the one third of colonia workers who work in manufacturing 

are employed in apparel, leather, or electronics. Moreover, 
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most of the jobs held by colonia residents in agriculture, 

construction, retail trade, and services pay equally low 

wages. These low wage non-manufacturing jobs do not offer 

an attractive alternative ~o labor intensive industry. 

The colonias' provision of a labor force willing to 

accept poorly paid, menial employment is due to two 

developments. First, the population of the colonias is 

changing. In the late 1980s, more among those moving to the 

colonias were Mexican immigrants with little command of 

English than among earlier arrivals. These new residents 

are distinguished by their poverty. Unlike their 

predecessors, these residents were drawn to th~ colonias 

housing because of the low cost of housing. The new 

arrivals are filling jobs in labor intensive manufacturing 

and poorly paid construction, agriculture, and services. 

Second, the structure of colonias households makes 

economic stability possible in spite of low incomes. 

Because additional housing is easily constructed or erected 

on colonia lots. additional working members can be readily 

incorporated into colonia households. Data presented in 

this chapter have shown that many workers in manufacturing 

and poorly paying non-manufacturing live in households 

containing other workers. In these cases, the meager 

earnings of employees in these activities are a 

supplementary source of household income. The role of 
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colonia women, both in the workforce and the household, 

cements this relationship between low paid employment and 

household structure. Almost all working colonia women work 

in manufacturing or low w~ge services. Similarly, most live 

in households with other workers. At once, they supply 

labor for labor intensive industry and poorly paid service 

activities and are able to contribute significantly to 

household income. 

Chapter 5 describes the labor force roles of colonia 

workers and discusses these roles in terms of the social 

characteristics and household structures of colonia 

workers. Data from the San Elizario Household Survey firmly 

connects the provision of the colonia labor force to the 

restructuring of the El Paso economy. 
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Introduction 

CHAPTER 6 

Summary and Conclusions 

This chapter is intended to reconnect the general 

statements and hypotheses presented in the introductory 

chapter with the research results reported in Chapters 2 

through 5 and identify the study's contributions to both 

the geographical literature and our understanding of the 

colonias. First, the hypotheses guiding the project will be 

reviewed. Then, the results of the research will be 

reviewed. Finally, I will discuss the contributions made by 

this study. 

Hypotheses 

The research project was intended to explore the 

relationship between El Paso County's colonias and local 

industrial restructuring. It was expected that the 

formation of the colonias, via the colonia labor force, 

intersects with the restructuring of the local industrial 
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base. In Chapter 1, therefore, a review of the literatures 

on industrial geography and urban space was undertaken. 

This literature review led to the identification of a 

series of research guidelines and hypotheses. 

The literature review began with a discussion of 

industrial geography. Recent work in industrial geography 

proposes that local industrial change is strongly related 

to the nature of the local labor force. The centrality of 

this relationship has been stressed by Marxists critical of 

location theory's self-imposed isolation from the economic 

and social relationships structuring capitalist society. 

Marxists have insisted that capitalists' ability to take 

advantage of areal variation in the cost, quality, and 

militancy of localized labor forces is an essential 

ingredient in industrialized capital accumulation. 

Industrial geography's emphasis on the nature of 

localized labor is, however, incomplete. To thorough1y 

understand the relationship between industrial change and 

the local labor force, the spatially rooted, contextual 

constitution of the labor force must be examined. To this 

end, the large literature dealing with the social and 

economic implications of urban space was discussed. 

Dissatisfied with the long series of approaches which had 

failed to link spatial relationships to the social and 

economic relationships structuring capitalist society, 
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Marxists have made vigorous attempts in the last two 

decades to connect urban space to capital accumulation and 

class conflict. While Marxists demonstrated that the city 

is indeed capitalist, their zeal often caused them to 

reduce space and spatial relationships to social and 

economic structures. Critics sympathetic to Marxists' 

project have argued that urban space is not merely a slate 

upon which capitalism's logic is inscribed, Instead, 

realists and structurationists contend that the content of 

urban space and the relationships that form around urban 

space are produced by circumstances which are not entirely 

determined by capitalist structures. Consequently, the 

relationship between space and society is not 

unidirectional: just as social and economic processes 

independently influence the form of urban space, space 

shades the workings of social and economic structures in an 

indeterminate fashion. 

Three broad guidelines for the current research 

project were culled from these general positions in the 

literature. First, it is assumed that local industrial 

change can not be adequately understood apart from the 

local labor force. The constitution of local labor, a 

process which is spatially defined, must be examined. The 

second guideline directs this examination of urban space. 

It is expected that the formation of urban space may be 
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best explained by contingent social, political, or economic 

circumstances that can not be read off from the structural 

logic of capitalist society. The third involves the 

assumption that although the formation of urban space is 

not reducible to societal structures, urban space does 

reflect upon capital accumulation and class struggle. In 

the context of this study, this guideline leads to the 

expectation that the formation of the colonias and the 

colonia labor force will influence social and economic 

relationships. In particular, this study attempted to 

identify the relationship between the colonia l&bor force 

and local industrial change. 

In Chapter 1, several hypotheses were presented for 

the research project based upon these three guidelines. In 

accordance with the first guideline, it was expected that 

qualities of the local labor force would Prove to be 

important in the arrival of the industries which have 

restructured El Paso's economy. It was also presumed that 

investigation of the constitution of local labor in its 

spatial context would illuminate this relationship. Because 

they are home to a large and rapidly increasing low income 

labor force, El Paso County's colonias were studied. 

Following from the second guideline, it was hypothesized 

that the formation of the colonias is due to forces beyond 

industrialized capital accumulation. I proposed that 



historically and locally specific political, social, and 

economic relationships would prove most responsible for the 

creation of the colonia landscape. The third guideline led 

to the hypothesis that the colonias, despite their 

contingent production, reflect upon industrial change in El 

Paso. The colonias were expected to provide a suitable 

environment for the constitution of labor power meeting the 

needs of El Paso's new industries. Concomitantly, a 

significant segment of the colonia labor force was expected 

to be employed in these industries. These hypotheses 

combine to generate the expectation that the colonias 

exemplify the way in which spatial relationships intersect 

with local industrial change. 

Research Results 

Following the guidelines identified above, the 

hypotheses discussed were explored in Chapters 2 through 5. 

Chapter 2 described industrial change in El Paso. The 

chapter was intended to explore the relationship between 

industrial restructuring and the local labor force. As 

expected, the cost and quality of labor in El Paso is 

strongly tied to the way in which the city's industrial 

base has changed. 
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Since 1950, there has been wholesale change in the 

composition of El Paso industry. In 1950, relatively high 

paying industries provided more than a third of the city's 

industrial jobs. Most of these jobs were in extractive 

industries such as primary metals, petroleum, or coal (see 

Table 2-5). During the 1960s, 70s, and 80s, the character 

of El Paso industry changed. Light industries like apparel, 

leather, and electronics have established and expanded 

relatively low waged assembly operations in El Paso (see 

Tables 2-5 through 2-11). Table 2-13a summarizes this basic 

shift in employment. Industries were classified into five 

wage categories based on national wage data. From 1950 to 

1985, industries in the lowest wage category, primarily 

apparel, electronics, and leather, nearly doubled their 

share of El Paso i~dustrial employment, increasing it from 

29 to 56 percent. Over the same period, industries in the 

highest wage category lost two thirds of their share of 

local industrial employment, falling from 34 to 11 percent. 

Explanations for this transformation were identified 

in industrial dynamics and in El Paso's labor force. In 

Chapter 2, the development and spatial extension of the 

apparel and electronics industries was discussed. Apparel 

has long since become a mature industry, utilizing highly 

routinized production processes and reliant upon unskilled 

labor. The effective minimization of production costs, 

226 



among which labor costs are largest, is the most important 

determinant of profit. Consequently, the apparel industry 

is defined by its search for supplies of low cost labor. In 

the electronic semiconductor industry, the stages of the 

production have been separated and the final stage of 

assembly has become standardized and is performed by mass 

production techniques. Like apparel manufacturing, 

semiconductor assembly operations have been dispersed by 

the industry's demand for cheap, unskilled labor. 

These industries seek out the most vulnerable segments 

of the labor force: minorities, immigrants, and women. El 

Paso, pour, two thirds Hispanic, inundated by economic 

immigrants from Mexico, and adjoining a Mexican city with 

well over one million residents, provides an abundant 

supply of such workers (see Tables 2-1 through 2-4). 

Mexicans, particularly Mexican women, from El Paso and from 

Ciudad Juarez comprise the bulk of the city's apparel and 

electronics factory workers. The local growth of these 

industries is contingent upon this labor supply. Their 

development in El Paso demonstrates the intensity of the 

relationship between regional economic change and the 

characteristics of localized labor forces. 

Chapter 3 began the examination of El Paso's colonias, 

approximately 350 unserviced, largely unregulated 

subdivisions housing some 70,000 people in the outlying 
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areas of El·Paso County. Chapter 3 dealt with the economic 

and political processes involved in the formation of the 

colonias and the permission of the conditions which 

characterize the colonias. It was expected that although 

the colonias, via the colonia labor force, are related to 

El Paso's industrial restructuring, the formation of the 

colonias can not be interpreted as a product of this 

relationship. Instead, the creation of the colonias is 

treated as resulting from a combination of political and 

economic circumstances unfolding independently of the 

imperative of accumulating industrial capital. 

The first of these circumstances discussed in Chapter 

3 was the plight of low income housing in El Paso. In South 

El Paso, the traditional site of a large portion of the 

city's low income housing, housing has been destroyed. From 

1940 to 1980, the population of this area declined by more 

than two thirds (see Table 3-1). Public housing provision 

has not compensated for this loss of low income housing. 

Federal housing policies and the inefficiency of the local 

housing authority have combined to slow the growth of 

public housing in El Paso. As discussed in Chapter 3, the 

demand for public housing in El Paso far surpasses the 

supply. 
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The colonias are a response to this unmet demand for 

low income housing. Colonia developers, often former 

farmers, have abandoned farming because residential 

development is more profitable than agriculture. They 

divide agricultural land into unimproved quarter acre or 

half acre lots which are sold on contracts of sale with 

very low monthly payments. 

While the proliferation of residential subdivisions 

without water service, sewage service, paved roads, or 

right of way creates serious health, service provision, and 

planning problems for the city and the county, colonia 

development has not been carefully regulated. As described 

in Chapter 3, city and county officials have, until the 

last two to three years, lacked the authority to 

effectively control colonia growth. Furthermore, the city 

and county lacked the will to enforce their limited powers. 

Local utilities have also perpetuated colonia conditions. 

From the late 1970s to the late 1980s, the most intense 

period of colonia development, the El Paso Public Service 

Board programmatically refused to extend public water lines 

to the colonias. As with colonia regulation, progress has 

been in public water provision to the colonias in the last 

few years and colonia lots are slowly being connected. 
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Now, with 350 colonias and 70,000 colonia residents in 

El Paso County, the improvement of colonia conditions 

becomes an almost insurmountable task for local government. 

As witnessed in the city's reluctance to annex colonia 

subdivisions, local government finds it politically and 

economically impossible to devote the resources necessary 

to resolve the colonias' infrastructural problems. In an 

era of federal withdrawal from local affairs and taxpayer 

revolt, federal and state government are similarly 

indisposed to address colonia conditions. 

These policies and events, slum clearance, federal 

housing policy, land d€velopment, and the functioning of 

local government, are, of course, connected to the 

relationships structuring society. Nevertheless, in the 

context of El Paso's industrial restructuring, they have 

combined in a contingent fashion to create and maintain the 

colonias landscape. In this sen&e, the colonias' 

relationship to local industrial change is representative 

of the indeterminate way in which spatial relationships 

reflect upon social and economic structures. 

Chapter 4 dealt with the social characteristics of 

colonia residents and the nature of,colonia housing. Much 

of the analysis in this chapter and in Chapter 5 is based 

on information provided by an in-depth survey of 173 

colonia households in San Elizario, a community in 
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southeast El Paso County. In Chapter 4, this data was used 

to discuss the social and spatial distinctiveness of the 

colonias. By identifying the distinctive qualities of the 

colonia labor force, Chapter 4 serves as a prelude to 

Chapter 5. Chapter 5 examined the employment of colonia 

residents and was intended to determine the relationship 

between the formation of the colonia labor force and the 

industries redefining El Paso's economy. 

Chapter 4 began with an analysis of the social 

characteristics of colonla residents. Data from the San 

Elizario survey showed that, in comparison with the El Paso 

population, colonia residents are more likely to be 

Hispanics, are more likely to be immigrants, are less 

proficient in English, and have less education (see Tables 

4-1 through 4-4). These qualities make colonias residents 

competitively powerless in the U.S. labor market. 

Furthermore, it was indicated that these distinctive 

qualities are more pronounced among recent arrivals to the 

colonias (see Tables 4-10 through 4-12). 

Table 4-15 showed that those who moved to San 

Elizario's colonias after· 1985 did so more for economic 

reasons than had their predecessors. This finding clearly 

supports the presentation of the colonias in Chapter 3 as a 

-response to the tight El Paso low income housing market. 

Chapter 4 supplemented these observations with an analysis 
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of housing costs in El Paso County. Using census data, it 

was shown that owner occupied housing costs less beyond the 

city limits and that a disproportionate share of low cost 

owner occupied housing is 60ncentrated in outlying El Paso 

County (see Tables 4-16 through 4-22 and Maps 3 through 6). 

Obviously, the low cost of colonias housing selects for the 

distinctive features of the colonia population discussed 

above. 

Colonias housing not only attracts a socially 

distinctive segment of the population but also helps shape 

the economic characteristics of this population. In the 

colonias, owners, not sellers, provide the housing. The 

ability to limit construction costs along with the 

assumption of minimal lot payments keeps housing costs very 

low (see Tables 4-24 through 4-28). Low housing costs 

enable colonia households to endure with very limited 

budgets. The physical flexibility of colonia housing also 

allows for the social flexibility of colonia households. 

That is, by moving or building additional housing on their 

lots, households are readily able to incorporate additional 

members. Data from the San Elizario survey showed that 

households take economic advantage of this situation by 

enlisting extra workers. Indeed, for many colonia 

households, this strategy seems to prove the means to 

economic success: the wealthier households are the ones 
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with the most workers (see Tables 4-36 through 4-39). By 

being able to add workers, households augment the low 

incomes earned by household heads and acquire insurance 

against the high rates of unemployment plaguing the 

colon;as. 

Chapter 4 showed that the creation of low cost housing 

in the colonias is related to the composition of the 

colonia labor force, one which, in demographic terms, is 

quite vulnerable in the American labor market. The chapter 

also demonstrated that this labor force, due to the 

spatially defined features of colonias housing, is able to 

accept low wages and absorb high unemployment. The 

formatio~ of the colonias, then, is the formation of a 

labor force. The central hypothesis of this research 

project is that the emergence of this labor landscape 

reinforces local industrial change. 

Chapter 5 presented a detailed examination of the 

labor market roles of San Elizario colonia residents. This 

analysis was intended to determine the relationship between 

the colonia labor force and industrial restructuring in El 

Paso. It was hypothesized that many colonias residents were 

employed in labor intensive, low wage manufacturing. In 

this way, the production of the colonia landscape was 

expected to reinforce the restructuring of El Paso's 

industrial economy. 
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Table 5-1 shows that one third of colonia workers are 

employed at low wages in E1 Paso's industry, the large 

majority in apparel, electronics and leather. Furthermore, 
-

of those in non-manufacturing jobs, three quarters hold 

even lower paying jobs in agriculture, construction, retail 

trade, services, or secretarial work. It was suggested that 

these jobs do not present an attractive alternative to 

factory work and that the two categories of jobs can be 

grouped together and contrasted with the higher paying jobs 

in trucking and repair trades held by the remaining one 

sixth of the colonia workforce (see Table 5-2). 

Chapter 5 showed that the distinguishing features of 

the colonia workforce, its demographic distinctiveness and 

its ability to endure meager incomes and unemployment 

because of the low cost of colonias housing and the 

flexibility of colonias household structure, are strongly 

correlated with employment in manufacturing and low wage 

non-manufacturing. Table 5-3 shows that workers in these 

two general occupational categories are more likely to be 

immigrants, are less proficient in English and have less 

education than their counterparts in high paying 

occupations. Tables 5-4 through 5-7 show the relationship 

between these poorly paid occupations and household 

structure. Compared to relatively well-paid employees in 

trucking, utilities, and repair trades, workers in 
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manufacturing and low wage non-manufacturing include more 

spouses and children, are more likely to live in households 

with other workers, and supply a much smaller share of 

household income. The findings presented in Chapter 5 

indicate that the labor intensive, low wage industries 

which have recast El Paso's industrial base employ large 

numbers of colonia residents and that the qualities which 

set colonia workers off from the rest of the workforce, 

their demographically defined labor market vulnerability 

and their ability to form households of workers to mitigate 

their lack of earning power and high unemployment, are 

particularly desirable to these employers. The colonias, 

the site of a large and rapidly growing segment of the 

workforce, reinforce the transformation of El Paso's 

industry. 

Summary and Contributions 

This study examined the specific circumstances 

regarding the formation of the colonias and the colonia 

workforce in light of general observations from the 

geographical literature. The study was based on the general 

premise that local industrial change is intrinsically 

related to the qualities of localized labor forces; this 
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premise led to the connection of the constitution of labor 

power in the colonias with industrial restructuring in El 

Paso. The research is intended to contribute to the larger 

body of geographical literature and to provide a more 

complete understanding of El Paso's colonias. 

Two literatures were consulted in this research: that 

concerning the geography of industrialization, and the 

literature on the social implications of urban space. 

Recent work in industrial geography provides a useful 

framework for the analysis of industrial change. Industrial 

geographers have tied the geography of production to the 

relationships structuring capitalist society, capital 

accumulation and class based conflict. Among their most 

important findings, these researchers have identified the 

great significance of the areal variation and relative 

immobility of labor to the reproduction of industrialized 

capital accumulation. In this literature, however, the 

localization of labor forces, so central to theory, is left 

out of the analysis. The industrial geography literature 

is, therefore, incomplete. It must be complemented by 

analysis of the constitution of labor and a more complete 

understanding of labor's localization. 

Those concerned with the social content of urban space 

have grappled with the spatially rooted reproduction of 

labor power. Like industrial geographers, urban and social 
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geographers linked urban space to the structure of 

capitalist society. Not only was the relationship between 

capital accumulation and the production of urban space 

investigated, but the spat~al nature of class conflict was 

also made the subject of study. Several researchers (Cox 

1981; Harvey 1985; Scott 1980; Walker 1981) revealed the 

spatial basis for class reproduction. Their work, however, 

offered little more than deductive generalizations and was 

criticized for its reductivism. Those who would reform 

Marxist geography have called for a more contingent and 

contextual treatment of space, stressing that spatial 

relationships are not mechanistically generated by social 

and economic processes but intersect with them in a 

contingent manner and that, therefore, spatial context be 

examined closely. Like industrial geography, however, this 

literature is incomplete. Linkage between the immediate 

level of social space and larger social and economic 

processes such as industrial change has yet to be effected. 

Both the industrial geography literature and that 

dealing with the social implications of urban space are 

incomplete. While industrial geography captures the 

globalism of industrial change, it neglects to examine the 

localized processes upon which its sweeping generalizations 

are based. While urban and social geographers have 

identified the social importance of spatially based 
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relationships they have not connected spatial context to 

the larger process of industrial change. Separate, the two 

literatures are each incomplete; combined, however, they 

join the global with the local and point the way towards a 

deeper understanding of both industrial change and urban 

space. This study is an attempt to move in this direction. 

It grounds industrial geography in the spatially defined 

circumstan~es structuring the reproduction of labor power. 

Concomitantly, it connects localized spatial contexts with 

the global process of industrial change. Both bodies of 

literature are extended beyond their chosen boundaries and 

are deepened in their ability to help us understand the 

spatial relationships woven through social and economic 

processes. 

On a more specific level, this study discussed the 

colonias of El Paso county. Colunias, long isolated from 

public view, have received an increasing amount of 

attention in recent years. This study is intended to add to 

and extend our awareness of the colonias. To date, 

government, media, and academic reports have concentrated 

on documenting the colonias' very serious service provision 

and health problems. In this research, I have tried to 

reveal a heretofore unaddressed, but quite important 

dimension of the colonias, the implications of the colonias 

for El Paso's economy. Over the last several decades, El 
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Paso's industrial economy has been restructured as labor 

intensive, low wage manufacturing has replaced relatively 

well paying extractive industry. The formation of th6 

colonias, the spatial setting structuring the formation of 

- the colonias labor force, reinforces this change. Colonias 

residence was shown to impart distinguishing 

characteristics onto the colonia labor force. A 

demographically distinctive population is drawn by the low 

cost of colonia housing. Furthermore, the cost of colonias 

housing is affordable for those with very small incomes 

while the flexibility of colonias housing allows households 

to incorporate additional workers to offset the effects of 

low wages and unemployment. Colonia workers who are 

demographically distinctive and who belong to households 

with several workers are those employed in El Paso's 

apparel, electronics, and leather assembly. The enlistment 

of colonia workers in the low wage, labor intensive 

manufacturing which has redefined El Paso's economy exposes 

a previously unexplored aspect of the colonias, their 

significance to El Paso's economic growth. 
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