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International help
sought for Tijuana
lead waste cleanup

By Sandra Dibble, starrwRITER

TIJUANA — The fine brown sand sits piled up on
Otay Mesa, mounds of toxic waste from a lead smelter
abandoned by its American owners.

A concrete block fence built to contain the waste is
crumbling. A tarp placed over the slag is torn.

More than four years after the Mexican government
shut down the smelter, Metales y Derivados, 6,000
metric tons of lead slag remain on the site, posing a
serious health risk to hundreds of Tijuana residents
living below, environmental advocates say.

Claiming Mexico has failed to enforce its own laws
and safeguard the site, two groups today are taking
their battle to an _Emgmsonm_ arena, the Commission
for Environmental Cooperation in Montreal.

Made up of representatives from the United States,
Canada and Mexico, the commission was created in
1994 under the North American Free Trade Agree-
ment to promote environmental laws in all three coun-
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tries. Today’s submission would
mark the first time a case involving
wastes mm:muwnmn by the maquila-
dora industry is brought before the
commission.

“This is one of the most danger-
ous sites, not just here in Tijuana,
but along the entire border,” says
César Luna, an attorney with the
San Diego-based Environmental
Health Coalition. “We think it’s a
classic test case for the commission
to take up.”

Owned by a San Diego company,
the New Frontier Trading Corp.,
Metales y Derivados sits on a four-
acre parcel in a busy industrial sec-
tion of Tijuana overlooking the
city’s growing residential sprawl.
The president of New Frontier is a
Chilean citizen named José Kahn,
for whom a Mexican federal court
has issued an arrest warrant.

‘Today’s petition is but the latest
twist in a lengthy and complicated
case that has involved Metales y
Derivados and law enforcement of-
ficials on both sides of the U.S.-
Mexico border. Despite fines, or-
ders to clean up the area and the
involvement of Mexico’s top envi-
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ronmental officials, the site remains
abandoned and neglected.

“What we’ve got there is a dung
heap, a pig pen,” said Antonio San-
doval, who heads Baja California’s
Profepa office; the agency acts as
Mexico’s environmental watchdog.

Sandoval says the law in Mexico
is clear: Cleanup is up to the owner.

His office has gone as far as it
could in enforcing that law, he says
— issuing a $10,000 fine in 1993,
and ordering the company closed
the following year for failing to
properly dispose of its hazardous
waste. Any further measures, San-
doval says, are now in the hands of
the Fourth District Court in Tijua-
na.

The Mexican government has
other tools at its disposal that it is
not using, say San Diego and Tijua-
na environmentalists submitting to-
day’s petition. For instance, the
government can and should request
Kahn’s extradition to Mexico, they
say. And to prove their point, they
are taking their case to the Com-
mission on Environmental Coopera-
tion.

The commission has no enforce-
ment power. At most, it can review
citizens’ allegations and make rec-
ommendations.

“If you ask what it’s worth, it is
an important tool for the public that
they’ve never had before to employ
an international organization to air
out allegations ... and to clarify

facts,” said Greg Block, a commis-
sion director.

Of 18 cases taken up so far by the
commission, six involve Mexico. If
the commission accepts the peti-
tion, it would be the first one to deal
with the issue of toxic waste, and
the first to look at the environmen-
tal effects of maquiladora industry.

Mexican officials contend that
Metales imported old car batteries
and other items from the United
States for recycling at the Tijuana
plant — a process that produced
lead waste. As such, the company
was considered a maquiladora and
required to send any lead waste
from U.S. products back across the
border for disposal.

Families suffer

Submitting the petition together
with the coalition is a Tijuana
group, the Citizens Committee for
the Restoration of Cafion del Padre.
Of some 25,000 families living in
the canyon’s vicinity, about 1,000
live directly below the Metales site
in Colonia Chilpancingo, and they
are the ones most directly affected
by any pollution from the site, the
petition says.

“When the wind blows, it brings
the polluted particles toward us,
and the same thing happens when it
rains,” said Maurilio Sinchez, a
longtime community activist from
Chilpancingo who heads the citi-
zens committee. “It’s been more






