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Few tourism operations are as adept at parting people
from their hard-earned cash as Disney. But with
questions beginning to be raised about the welfare of its
huge workforce, many of whom are poorly-paid, there
are increasing signs that the entertainment giant may
soon be held to account
Words: Marion McKeone in California

I

t’s exhausting, overwhelming, and very definitely overpriced.
$177 for a one-day pass that allows you to visit both theme parks.
Between $20 and $35 for parking. $25 for a pair of fake Minnie
Mouse ears. $12 for a burger.
Disneyland is the gateway drug to forced jollity. It is to children
what Las Vegas is to adults. The same desperate air of “Are we
having fun yet?”. The same ruthless determination to separate
harassed parents from every last cent of their money.
ý
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The initial wow factor of being immersed in a
world populated by superannuated film characters and mostly obsolete special effects is quickly
dissipated by the heat, the hyper-monetisation of
nostalgia and the endless, exhausting queues. Hours
after you leave the cacophony of toddler wailing
and pre-teen shrieking, the synthetic sounds of
the relentlessly upbeat Disney music continues to
reverberate in your ears.
And circling Disney World are the scores and
scores of absurdly overpriced two-star hotels, with
saucer sized swimming pools, claustrophobic ‘family
rooms’ and windows sealed shut. Restaurants offer
oversized pizzas, barbeque, or burgers. The emphasis
being on quantity rather than quality.
I’ve long had a theory that Americans are never
happier than when they’re waiting in line. During
my visit, the wait time for those who couldn’t afford
a VIP or FastPass to hurl themselves around Magic
Mountain was a minimum of 90 minutes. European
visitors are significantly less stoic about queueing.
A Danish doctor and her teacher husband stand
in front of me with their eight and ten-year-old
children. “It’s so expensive,” she says, noting that
four-day passes and parking had set them back
almost $800. She gestures to the $15 balloons and
the bags of overpriced swag she carries before itemising their expenditure: T-shirts, a few souvenirs,
$300. Upwards of $120 on food and drinks – burgers,
popcorn, water and Sprite. And $320 for a family
room at a Holiday Inn.
“$1,500 for one day,” her husband interjects. The
children, he adds, casting a meaningful glance at
his wife, enjoyed the previous day on the beach far
more, “and it cost almost nothing.”
The lengthy wait is rewarded by a five-minute
ride on Magic Mountain, a rollercoaster in the dark
with specks of light intended to convince visitors
they’re careening through outer space. It feels almost
quaint – if having your stomach catapult over your
lungs and your brain hurl itself around your cranium
qualify as such.
A cursory glance suggests American parents are
having a lot more fun reliving their childhood memories than their children are in creating them.
The light show does have its charms. Disneyland
is infinitely more appealing in the dark. The nightly
fireworks display looks like it hasn’t kept up with
pyrotechnics. But thousands of parents with exhaust-
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ed, fractious children and sleeping infants sit on the
sides of the pavements, slack-jawed with awe and
delight, even as thousands of latecomers attempting
to cram into the areas in front of the Sleeping Beauty
Castle obstruct their view.
Cast members double up as pedestrian traffic
cops who keep the hordes of dawdlers and gawpers
moving along: “No stopping in front of the Castle,
No stopping on the sidewalk. Move along, please.”
They wave mini-lightsabers and brook no dissent.
The theme park formula is one that has served the
US hospitality industry well for many decades, but
you can’t help but wonder if its days are numbered.
Even a brand as well established and beloved as
Disney, in this age of virtual reality and hyperkinetic visual stimulation, may have to reconsider its
business model.
Disney characters age prematurely in an attention
deficit disorder culture. Disney’s California Adventure Park, notwithstanding its recent Pixar additions,
seems as superannuated as a 1980s boy band. Ana

and Elsa’s Royal Welcome and Frozen: Live have
aged in dog years. The same is true of Disneyland
Park. There is a fleeting nostalgia about seeing the
iconic Sleeping Beauty Castle up close, complete
with fireworks. Mickey and Minnie have bona fide
iconic status, but lesser characters have not fared so
well. Mr Toad’s Wild Ride and Pinocchio’s Daring
Journey are anything but; even toddlers in pushchairs seemed distinctly nonplussed. In 2019, the
opening of its Star Wars Galaxy’s Edge, a $1 billion
project that will open next summer, is expected
to provide the sort of adrenalin shot to the resort
that Harry Potter’s Kingdom provided to Universal
Studios. Meanwhile, keep flogging the merchandise.

I

n January this year, stung by allegations of
massive profits accrued on the back of Mickey Mouse wages, the Walt Disney Company
announced it was giving each of its 125,000
workers a $1,000 bonus. The announcement
was made after it was revealed that the Trump tax

cut would return an estimated $1.6 billion to Disney’s
coffers. The previous quarter alone, the entertainment giant made net profits of $5.8 billion. Its annual
revenues exceeded $55 million in 2017.
If he were alive today, the famously parsimonious
Walt Disney might grouse that no good deed goes
unpunished. The $1,000 bonus became a lightning
rod for controversy. Critics noted that it accounted
for just $125 million of the $1.6 billion Disney tax
cut windfall, and that it barely made a dent in its
profits for 2017.
The bonus has also become the catalyst for a David
and Goliath battle between the $157 billion behemoth and two of the smaller unions representing
Disneyland workers. Unite Local 11 represents some
2,700 low paid workers who work at Anaheim’s
Disney Grand Californian Hotel, Disneyland Hotel
and its Paradise Pier Hotel. Workers United Local
50 represents ‘cast members’ – guides, cleaners,
food workers, ride operators and Disney ‘characters’
who work at its Disneyland Park and the adjacent
California Adventure Park.
For 60 years, the Coalition of Resort Workers
Unions and Disney have been tussling with each
other since the epic Disney animators strike of 1941.
But with the mid-term elections looming in November the current battle has taken on a new and
unexpected twist.
In late February of this year, Disney provided
Local 11 with a written ultimatum. Austin Lynch,
executive board member and contract organiser of
Unite Here Local, was informed that his member’s
$1,000 bonuses were conditional upon the union’s
ratification of Walt Disney Company’s contract offer.
“If the company’s offer is not ratified by August 31,
the bonus offer will expire,” the letter stated.
Local 11 decided to call Disney’s bluff and promptly
filed a case with the National Labour Relations Board
(NLRB) claiming Disney illegally included the $1,000
bonus as part of the overall economic package offered in negotiations. On June 4, the gamble failed.
The NLRB ruled in Disney’s favour against Local 11,
saying company had acted within its rights.
Disneyland Resorts promptly imposed an August
31 deadline for Unite to agree a new contract. If it
fails to do so, it warned in a letter to the union, its
members would forfeit the $1,000 bonus.
Lynch scoffed at the move. Three years ago, he
secured a huge victory for LA hotel workers with
an LA City Council ordinance that required all the
city hotels to pay their workers a minimum wage of
$15.37 an hour. He decamped to Anaheim to square
up to Disney and adopt a similar strategy to force
non-unionised hotels to pay their workers higher
wages. “We’re not to accept $1,000 from Disney to
stay poor,” he told The Sunday Business Post.
Besides, the unions had another card up their
sleeve. Earlier this year, buoyed by the controversy
over the death of a homeless Disney worker and a
survey that revealed the dire living conditions of an
alarming number of Disney employees, Lynch and
Chris Duarte, president of Workers United Local
11, worked to add an addendum to the November
2018 local mid term ballot. If it passes, it would force
Disney to increase its basic hourly wage from $11 to
$15, starting in January 2019.
Under the measure, Anaheim’s voters will be
asked to impose a living-wage ordinance on tourism-district businesses that receive city subsidies. If
the ordinance passes, it will legally require Disney
to pay a minimum wage of $15 an hour starting in
2019, going up to $18 by 2022.
It’s a bold move, and one which Lynch acknowledges that Disney and other big hotel owners and
restaurant owners are gearing up to oppose. “We
expect they’ll spend millions and millions of dollars
trying to block this,” he says. “But we’re optimistic. We have more than 300 small businesses that
support us.”
He cites a study by the Economics Roundtable
group that suggests $1.6 billion has been lost to Disney
workers over the past decade because their wages
have dropped by 15 per cent in real terms. “If they
had that money they would be spending it locally.
They would be supporting local businesses, buying
food, clothing, basic necessities,” he says. “That’s

An aerial view of Main Street in Disneyland

money that could help create other jobs.”
He acknowledges that even five years ago, the notion of forcing a giant like Disney to pay a minimum
wage of $15 – never mind $18 – would be laughable.
But things have changed in the meantime.

W

orking For The Mouse, a survey
of 5,000 Disney workers by Occidental College’s Urban & Environmental Policy Institute, was
published earlier this year. Funded
by the Coalition of Resort Labour Unions, it suggested that living below the poverty line was the
norm, rather than the exception, for Disney’s 30,000
Californian ‘cast members.’
According to the survey’s results, the place that
Disney marketers have dubbed “The Happiest Place
in the World” is anything but for its workers. More
than 85 per cent of Disney workers make less than
$15 an hour – or less than $25,000 a year. Elevent
per cent of the 5,000 workers surveyed said they had
recently been, or currently are, homeless. That figure
rises to 13 per cent for mothers with young children.
Meanwhile, 73 per cent of workers surveyed said
that they didn’t earn enough money to cover basic
expenses every month like food, transport, housing
and utility bills, and 56 per cent said they were worried about being evicted from their homes because
they can’t afford the rent. Fifty-two per cent said they
lived in overcrowded conditions, with multiple families often occupying the same apartment or house.
Three-quarters of Disneyland Resort employees
with children under 18 described themselves as ‘food
insecure’, which is defined as lacking reliable access
to a sufficient quantity of affordable food.
Another complaint from workers is that schedules
switched constantly. Only one in four had the same
schedule every week. For the remaining three quarters of employees, uncertainty about their working
hours made it difficult to organise childcare or find
a second job to supplement their income.
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While Disney does provide health care and other
benefits for its workers, the cost of its health care
enrollment plan meant one third said they had to
give up other basic necessities to pay the monthly
premiums. A Disney spokesperson responded that
the company pays up to 75 per cent of health care
costs for families – up to $13,500 a year. But the
minimum contribution for a family health care plan
is $500 a month – or $6,000 a year for a minimum
wage worker. In addition, 43 per cent said that in the
past year they had needed dental care but couldn’t
afford it.
Disney disputes the findings. A spokesperson
responded that it had created 10,000 jobs in the
past decade alone, bringing the total to more than
30,000. And it is building a new upscale hotel in
Anaheim, induced by generous tax breaks from the
City Council, which will create more jobs.
The spokesperson also pointed to Disneyland Resorts planned $50 million investment in an education
program for hourly cast members and an ongoing
annual investment of up to $25 million a year in
tuition support for all US-based hourly, full-time and
part-time cast. “This program directly contributes
to the development of our cast in obtaining more
skills and opening doors to new opportunities, both
within and outside of Disney,” she said.
Shortly after the report’s publication, local media
homed in on reports about the death of a homeless
Disney worker from heart failure. Artemis Bell, a
night janitor at Disneyland, revealed that her friend
Weini Mesfin, a 61-year-old night shift janitor, had
died. A Disney employee since 2007, she had been
living in her car, a battered Honda Civic, for almost
seven years. When she failed to show up for work, her
colleagues contacted the police and raised the alarm.
Twenty days later, Mesfin’s decomposed body was
discovered in her car. She had hidden her homeless
status, but when the workers survey was published,
details of her death began to circulate on social media
with the hashtag #stopdisneypoverty.
Speaking at an event with left-wing politician
Bernie Sanders last week, Bell referred to her death.
“A cast member from my shift died in her car,” she
said. “She was always doing six days and worked for
the company for ten years. She was found passed
away in her car, but they [Disney] did nothing to
help us find her, and has done nothing to get us to
a wage where we don’t have to worry about living
in our cars.”
It’s unlikely that a woman who was so fiercely
private about her life that not even her family knew
she was homeless would welcome her status as a
posthumous cause celebre. But FightFor15 – a movement working to increase the minimum wage in the
US to $15 an hour – has used her case to illustrate
the depth of the crisis amongst the working poor. ý
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“I hold onto my apartment by the skin of my
nails by having roommates. I have a two-bedroom
apartment and we just barely make enough, even
when we have more roommates than we have bedrooms,” Bell says.
She’s not alone. Disney employee Ralph Apel
tweeted last week: “On the 63rd birthday of Disneyland, I’m reminded that I’ll go into work tonight
with people who are working six days a week and
are still unable to make ends meet for their family.”
Last Tuesday, Bell told me she and some of her
coworkers had started a four-day hunger strike to
protest low wages. “I know a lot of Disney workers
that have had to go to food banks. I’ve gone to food
banks myself,” she said.
The Disney workers have secured the backing
of Sanders, the Democratic presidential contender
who was defeated by Hillary Clinton. In Anaheim
last week after meeting representatives, he spoke
out against Disney.
“What you have here is a corporation that makes
billions in profit and signs a four-year contract with
its chief executive for $400 million,” he says. “I spoke
to workers who sleep in their cars, who don’t have
enough food to eat and who are working seven days
a week. These are starvation wages.”

N

ot all Disney workers are disgruntled. For
students seeking a summer job, Disneyland is a lot more attractive a prospect
than working as a hotel room cleaner. It
has a number of incentives intended to
attract students, including a one-year paid internship
programme for students taking a year out of college.
“I love working here,” enthuses Vincent, a college student who is taking part in Disney’s intern
programme. “It’s the best fun you can have.” He’s
working as a sales assistant in one of Disneyland’s
myriad merchandise shops.
His manager, Jaden, agrees. “There is nowhere I’d
rather work,” she says. “We have so much fun here.
It’s just a great, great company to work for.”
A straw poll of about three dozen on-site workers
at the theme parks suggests that the younger Disney
employees are, for the most part, ecstatically happy
with their lot. Students and interns praise the company with extravagant use of superlatives. Disney
is, one tells me without a hint of irony, “absolutely
the best company in the world. It really is magical”.
And it’s not just the kids. Steve, a 67-year-old
British expat who has been working at Disneyland
for 15 years, says he looks forward to going to work
every day. “The other cast members, everyone, we’re
like a big family here,” he says. He doesn’t want to
get into discussions about wages. “Some people are
never going to be happy. Where else in the world
would you get a job like this?”
Not everyone seems convinced. One male, dressed
up as an overweight Boy Scout with a giant fuzzy
beige head, tells me deadpan: “I love it here so much
it doesn’t matter that the pay sucks. I get paid in
smiles.” It feels slightly surreal having a conversation
about working conditions with a seven-foot Boy
Scout in shorts.
In McFadden’s Irish bar on Walt Disney Way, a
group of off-duty Disney workers opt for gallows
humour when asked about their working conditions.
“Ask anyone,” a twentysomething cast member says.
“We don’t mind being homeless. The memories of
the kiddies’ smiling faces keep us warm at night.”
Shortly after midnight, I speak to three female
Hispanic workers who are making their way home on
foot. They share a two-bedroom apartment in Santa
Ana, a working-class suburb. All are documented
workers. Two have children who also live in the
apartment. The oldest, a woman who looks to be
in her sixties, jokes that she has to sleep on the sofa
because she has no children. “No children, no bed.
That’s what they tell me when I moved in,” she says.
The cramped living arrangements don’t seem to
bother them unduly. One of them tells me about
several of their work colleagues who spend four
hours each day commuting to and from Disneyland
by bus because they can’t afford to live in Anaheim.
“It’s hard sometimes,” she says. “Always worrying.
Each of them agrees that a $15 an hour wage would
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Show us the money: protesters march toward the Disneyland entrance earlier this month to call for the payment of a living wage

make an enormous difference in their lives. “Maybe
I get a bed,” the oldest one jokes.
When I ask whether there are better paying jobs
available elsewhere, the answer is an emphatic no.
Not for unskilled workers, at any rate. One-fifth of
Disney workers are over 55 years of age, while 60
per cent are between 30 and 54 years of age. Most
are unlikely to develop skills or receive education
or training that will improve their chances of employment in better paying jobs.
Some of the women’s work friends are renting
single rooms in low end Airbnb rentals for a few
days a week or staying in cheap motels for as many
nights as they can afford, then sleeping in their cars,
or in the living rooms of friends or extended family
members until the next paycheck.
The jobless rate in Orange County is now around
2.6 per cent. The number of unskilled immigrants
seeking work is at its lowest in half a century. But
the hospitality and resort industries have stubbornly
refused to raise wages.
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n Tuesday evening, the Anaheim City
Council gathers for its monthly meeting
at City Hall. Like all city council meetings, it’s a mostly excruciating affair, a
lengthy invocation by a Baptist minister
followed by lengthy speeches and an oath of Allegiance. After much fanfare, the freedom of the city
is awarded to Bruno Serato, a local restaurateur who
provides meals for hungry children. It’s a uniquely
American feature, rewarding the successful for acts of
charity that would be rendered largely unnecessary
by a minimum wage and basic healthcare.
But a 37-year-old Unite Local 11 member next to
me stands and applauds loudly. A single mother of
three, she tells me afterwards she works upwards
of 55 hours a week at Disneyland. Bruno Serato
has fed her three children on the many occasions
when her $11 an hour wages won’t stretch from one
payday to the next.
Working six days a week, including a double shift
when it’s available, leaves her with $370 a week,
after paying tax and a $521 a month healthcare insurance deductible. She has to have healthcare, she
says, because her youngest daughter has epilepsy.
Last January, when US president Donald Trump
announced his multi-billion-dollar tax windfall for
corporate America, he predicted it would lead to a
wage increase for low-income employees. So far, that
hasn’t happened. As predicted by critics of the tax
cut, big business has pocketed most of the money,
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while a handful of companies have paid one-off
bonuses of up to $1,000 to workers.
Other big employers like Amazon, Walmart, McDonald’s and American Airlines have been criticised
for failing to use any of their multibillion dollar tax
windfalls to raise wages for employees who are
earning minimum wages of $10- $12 an hour.
Like many small cities that find themselves dependent upon a giant corporation which provides
tens of thousands of jobs, Anaheim is both blessed
and cursed by its symbiotic relationship with Disney.
All over the US, the husks of great manufacturing
cities like Cleveland and Detroit bear testament to
their dependency on corporate giants, which, when
they pulled out or went overseas, bankrupted their
former hosts in the process. It’s not just the big corporate employer; it’s the ancillary businesses and
services that spring up to support its workforce,
or – in the case of Disneyland California – the 30
million people who visit its theme parks each year.
The massive Disneyland complex of three hotels,
a sprawling shopping complex and two theme parks
is the engine that drives Orange County’s massive
tourism industry. Although the company is valued at around $158 billion, it has received massive
subsidies from a city where the average income is
$61,000 a year.
Locals grouse that Disney holds the town to ransom
and does whatever it wants. Every night, at 9.30pm,
the town reverberates with the sound of fireworks,
followed by the noise of car alarms and dogs frightened by the pyrotechnics. They’ve complained at City
Hall Council meetings, but they say the attitude is
that you don’t bite the hand that feeds you.
But one hand washes the other. The City Council
has given Disney a staggering level of subsidies. It
underwrote the cost of building the vast carpark off
Harbour Road which it leases to Disney for $1 a year.
Disney, in return, charges every vehicle between $20
and $35 to park there. There are 10,245 spaces in the
car park. “It’s nearly always full,” an attendant says.
“All year round, doesn’t matter.”
At a conservative estimate – assuming it’s filled
with $20 cars – that works out at $200,000 per day
for Disney, or upwards of $70 million a year. The cost
to Disney is just $1 a year. Anaheim’s taxpayers, a
hefty chunk of whom are Disney minimum wage
workers, picked up the $110 million construction tab.
Right now, the taxpayers are covering the cost through
40-year bonds. When the total sum – estimated to
be more than $1 billion – is paid, ownership will
transfer to Disney.

C

ritics say Disneyland has received more
than $1 billion-worth of subsidies from
one of California’s poorest cities. Disney
responds that it would be an awful lot
poorer if the company were to up sticks
and take Minnie Mickey and Goofy to a new Magic
Kingdom in say, Santa Clarita. Anaheim’s mayor, Tom
Tait, is unsympathetic to Disney’s claims – and those
of the Orange County chamber of commerce – that
a forced 25 per cent pay increase in 2019 would lead
to job losses and the possible decampment of its
resort industry. Tait points out that even as Anaheim
is subsidising a company that makes $5.8 billion
profits, it has a $600 million hole in its pension funds.
He’s irked by what locals call the “billion-dollar
parking lot” and also by a new tax break to encourage
Disney and other developers to build more upscale
hotels. The City Council has agreed to reimburse
70 percent of future hotel taxes collected on night
stays for 20 years in return for building hotels – a
windfall of up to $550 million. Disney and Radisson
have already signed up.
“If companies like Disney are worried about the
impact of the ballot measure, they can turn down
future city subsidies and then it wouldn’t apply to
them,” Tait said.
The subsidies could then be directed into building
housing and support services for workers and inhabitants, rather than providing them to corporations
who currently enjoy the dual benefits of subsidies
worth hundreds of millions of dollars each year and
cheap labour.
“It’s because the luxury hotel developers asked
the city for a massive subsidy in the first place,”
Tait continued, “that workers now are asking the
voters of Anaheim to have those companies pay a
living wage.”
“They get to set the bar when it comes to wages
and working conditions,” Lynch says. “The other
corporations follow their lead. So, if Disney won’t
raise wages to keep workers above the poverty level,
there’s no incentive for other employers to make
any changes.”
Disneyland Resort spokeswoman Lisa Haines said
that Anaheim’s “increasingly hostile business environment” could lead the company to look outside
Anaheim when it comes to locating new developments. She even indicated that a planned luxury
hotel might not go ahead.
But Disney is unlikely to make good on any threat
to vacate its theme parks, hotels and billion-dollar
parking lot, implied or otherwise. It continues to
wield enormous power in Anaheim, where it employs one-fifth of the workforce. The effect on the
town would be catastrophic. And while Disneyland
may have secured some sweetheart deals from the
council, it does pay around 45 per cent of Anaheim’s

Glynndana Shevlin, a Disney employee, appears with left-wing politician Bernie Sanders at a rally in Anaheim last month, calling for the
giant conglomerate to pay its workers higher wages
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tax revenue. In the fiscal year that ended last month,
close to $200 million in tax was paid by Disney.
Speaking to this newspaper, Liz Jager, a spokeswoman for Disneyland Resorts, said: “We currently
are in negotiations for our largest union contracts
at Disneyland Resort, with an offer that increases
starting wages by 36 per cent over three years, paying $15 an hour by 2020, well ahead of California’s
minimum wage.
“In addition, we are launching an education programmed that will help hourly cast members pursue
skills and degrees to further their careers. We are
proud of our commitment to our cast, and the fact
that more people choose to work at Disneyland
Resort than anywhere else in Orange County.”
But this offer has not been extended to its hotel
workers and Local 11 union members. It’s understood
that they are being offered a 9 per cent pay increase
over three years, while limited categories, such as
specialty chefs, will receive $15 an hour by 2021.
Initially, Disney offered workers a 25 cent an hour
increase for 2019 and 2020 with a $200 signing bonus.
Following a rash of protests and negative publicity,

it upped its offer in April, proposing a pay increase
for park workers from $11 an hour to $15 an hour in
2020 – putting it ahead of the California legislation
requiring it to do so by 2022. But it would be a year
behind the 2019 deadline the ballot issue is seeking
to mandate.
On January 1 this year, legislation increasing the
minimum wage in California came into effect. The
hike bumped hourly wages to $11 at employers with
26 or more people on the payroll, and to $10.50 at
smaller employers – an increase of around $20 per
week for a minimum wage worker on a 40-hour
week.
The wage increase, which affects around 2.75
million workers, is the first step in a commitment
to raise the California minimum wage to $15 an
hour by 2023.
The move was partly to combat the surge in
homelessness in California as unskilled workers
find themselves priced out of even low-cost, low
quality rental properties. Some of them are renting
rooms in low-end Airbnb rentals for a few days a
week or staying in cheap motels for as many nights
as they can afford, then sleeping in their cars, or
in the living rooms of friends or extended family
members until the next paycheck.
“Earnings generally have not kept pace,” said a
spokeswoman for California Budget & Policy Centre (CBPC), a Sacramento based nonprofit. “After
adjusting for inflation, the statewide median rent
has increased by 13.2 per cent since 2006, while the
median annual earnings for full-time, year-round
workers have increased by only 4.1 per cent.”
Earlier this year, the CBPC issued a report entitled
Making Ends Meet: How Much Does It Cost To Support A Family In California?. The report concluded
that the combined earnings of two full-time minimum wage earners weren’t enough to cover a basic
family budget in any of California’s 58 counties.
Taking payroll and federal taxes into account,
along with housing, food, transportation, medical
needs, and basics such as clothing, basic hygiene
supplies and a $30 a month telephone service, a
Californian family of two children and two working
parents need annual earnings of $75,952 – or $18.26
an hour each for two parents working full-time jobs.
A Disneyland Resort worker making $11 an hour for
a basic 40-hour week makes $22,880 a year before
tax and healthcare contributions.
So while the mouse has roared, whether its masters
will pay attention – or be forced to by the mid-term
voters – is by no means certain. n
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THE TRUTHS
SHE HOLDS
By Marion McKeone
Democrats are hopeful that Kamala Harris is the type
of modern candidate who can overturn the Republican
juggernaut, but right-wing rivals are making much
of her previous relationships, while left-wing critics
question her links to powerful institutions and whether
she is the right person to represent ordinary people
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Kamala Harris at the
launch of her 2020
presidential campaign
in Oakland, California
last Sunday
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T

he last Sunday in January is unseasonably warm in Oakland, San Francisco’s grittier but altogether more
interesting neighbour across the Bay.
From early morning, crowds have
started to gather around 14th Street
and Broadway, filling the streets that
intersect with Oakland’s City Hall
and Plaza.
The Plaza, a spacious amphitheatre that also serves
as a local hangout and impromptu party spot in the
evenings, has been sealed off. Police helicopters drone
and swoop over City Hall, casting shadows on the majestic Art Deco building. On its upper floor parapets,
the outlines of police sharpshooters are clearly visible
against the cloudless blue sky.
The different entrance points are ringed by police and
barricades. Behind them the political operatives are
instantly identifiable by their clipboards, and AAA laminates. Some of them are recognisable because they’re
veterans of the Clinton and Obama campaigns, having
worked as strategists, regional and communications
directors on previous presidential elections. This isn’t
their first rodeo, as is evidenced by the unflappable
manner in which they deal with the myriad mini-crises that accompany political rallies. Brass bands with
missing trumpets, swooning supporters, VIP impostors
and media outlets are swiftly dealt with.
In two hours, Kamala Harris, Oakland native, former
district attorney for San Francisco, erstwhile attorney
general for California and its current junior Democratic
Senator will launch her 2020 presidential bid. In the
meantime, crowds gather and choirs sing, pastors ý
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speak. The mayor, a longtime friend of Harris’s, gives
her a rousing endorsement. And then half a dozen
bands take to the stage. A reggaed-up version of
Marvin Gaye’s ‘What’s Goin’ On?’ fills the air, a nod
to Harris’s Jamaican roots.
All in all, it seems like an extravagant celebration
to announce your intention to jump into an already
overcrowded primary pool. More than two dozen Democrats have already signalled their interest
or launched their campaigns for 2020. As political
events go, it is flawlessly executed, a campaign rollout befitting a nominee rather than a contender just
out of the starting blocks.
Campaign launches are usually fairly low-key
affairs. Senator Elizabeth Warren announced she was
running via a video filmed in her kitchen, where the
former Harvard Law professor swigged beer from
a bottle in a clunky effort to ‘folksy-up’ her image.
Others have chosen to announce their candidacies on
late night television shows or cable news channels.
None so far has attracted even close to this level of
media attention or public interest. Banks of television
cameras have been in place since early morning.
Dozens and dozens of them. About as many in fact,
as turned up for Donald Trump rallies in the final,
turbulent months of his 2016 campaign. And as
anyone who has covered US politics can testify, the
number of television cameras at the outset of any
political campaign is more revealing than the number
of political supporters that have been rounded up.
The festival-like atmosphere continues at the tables where VIPs line up to get wristbands that allow
them into the inner circle. A full two hours before
Harris arrives on stage, the amphitheatre is full to
capacity. Areas cordoned off for general public access
are packed to what looks like capacity. A stage had
been erected in front of City Hall. Behind it dozens
of supporters stand, their multi-coloured KAMALA
HARRIS FOR THE PEOPLE posters at the ready. Giant
video screens flank the stage. Small children dance
to the music.
Police spokesmen estimate that around 20,000
people have turned out to attend the launch. Putting
this in perspective, around 500 people turned up
for Donald Trump’s campaign launch in June 2015.
Even at the height of his media-saturated campaign,
few of the dozens of Trump rallies attended by this
reporter attracted more than 10,000 people, despite
his claims to the contrary.
As the crowd joins the second line dancers in
moving to the irresistible beat of a New Orleans
brass band, an elderly black man in a wheelchair
turns to me. Seated just feet away from the stage,
he has a Kamala Harris poster in each hand and
wears a black baseball hat with a badge affixed to
it that says ‘F**k Your Wall’. “I don’t normally use
language like that,” he says, gesturing to the badge.
I apologise if it offends you.”
An electrician in his early 70s who still works
despite a leg injury that has plagued him for more
than a decade, Laurence Perry says he is not affiliated
to either political party. As a teenager, he supported
Richard Nixon and even volunteered to work on his
1968 campaign. The only black kid on the campaign,
he signed up “because I knew he was going to win.”
“But I ain’t no Roger Stone,” he chuckles. “I didn’t
get me no tattoos.”
He doesn’t hate Trump, he says. He just hates his
divisiveness, of which he regards his demand for a
wall along the southern border as the most potent
symbol. He didn’t vote for him because of his anti-immigration rhetoric and his pandering to white
nativism. But he was no fan of Hillary Clinton’s so
he stayed home.
Harris, he says, is the real deal. He knows various
members of her extended family and two decades
ago, he witnessed her in court as a public prosecutor
and then as a district attorney. “She was tough!”
he says approvingly, recalling that juries loved her.
“You’d see them defence lawyers and they wouldn’t
know what hit ’em.”
He hopes Harris will be judged on her merits and
that her policies won’t be viewed through the prism
of gender or race. It’s a forlorn hope, he knows.
While Obama and Clinton have made it easier for a
mixed-race woman to enter the political fray, Har-

ris is already getting a taste of what awaits her as a
woman who doesn’t fit the traditional mould from
which America casts its female politicians.

Party time

The party atmosphere cranks up another notch or
two. A frisson of excitement ripples through the
crowd as Harris’s husband, media and entertainment lawyer Douglas Emhoff, arrives, nodding and
smiling and shaking hands, followed by his college
age children and about a dozen members of Harris’s
extended family.
If the Kamala Harris campaign were a Netflix
drama, Emhoff as her husband, is straight from central casting. Tall, handsome in a bland way, dressed
in an expensive blue suit and shirt with no tie, he
strikes just the right note of informality and respect
for the occasion. He exudes calm competence and
seems entirely happy that his wife is, as she has
been throughout the four years of their marriage,
the star of the show.
The two met in 2013 when a mutual friend set them
up on a blind date. They married in August 2014. A
former West Coast managing partner at Venable LLP,
he took the Washington DC bar exam when Harris
was elected to the Senate in 2016. He is now a partner
with DLA Piper, one of the world’s largest law firms,
which boasts former senator George Mitchell as its
chairman emeritus.
Then to a deafening cheer and a Mexican wave of
thousands of Kamala posters, Harris strides onstage,
flashing the megawatt smile and waving to the crowd.
Emhoff, who has been chatting animatedly with his
son and daughter, jumps to his feet and blows her a
kiss before bursting into applause. He fairly radiates
devotion and pride, and you can’t help wondering if
his enthusiasm will survive sustained contact with
the bruising political battles that lie ahead.
But for now, the entire family seems buoyed with
delight. Harris launches into her speech, interrupted
repeatedly by cheers and standing ovations. A few
robust hecklers make their presence felt, but they are
soon drowned out by shouts of “Kamala, Kamala”.
If Trump represents the last wag of the tail of white
male dominance of American politics, Kamala Harris, whether she becomes America’s 46th president
or not, is very much the face of America’s political
future.
Her family resembles a Benetton billboard of
good-looking people. She and her younger sister
Maya, who is also a lawyer, former Clinton operative
and her campaign chair, are part Afro-Caribbean,
part Tamil Indian. Her husband is a white, Jewish
lawyer and she is step-mother to his two children.
Her brother-in-law Tony West, who possesses filmstar looks and stature, was a top Department of
Justice official in the Obama administration. He
was shortlisted to succeed Eric Holder as attorney
general of the United States in 2014. As was Harris
herself.
She has an extended family that represents almost every US demographic. Seated in the front
row, it’s a snapshot of 2019 America, a thoroughly
modern political family. The daughter of a Tamil
Indian oncologist and a Jamaican economist who
met as student activists in 1960s Berkeley, she and
her younger sister grew up steeped in liberal politics.
Her mother, the daughter of an Indian diplomat
refused to return to India to an arranged marriage
after she completed her studies and married her
father instead. They separated when Harris was five
years old and she and her sister had a peripatetic
life with their newly-single mother, who combined
her studies with teaching jobs on the West Coast
and Canada, becoming a lecturer at the prestigious
MacGill University.
They returned to Oakland and Harris studied law
at Howard University in Washington DC. Time and
again in her speeches she pays tribute to her mother’s bravery and independence. “Get up. Stand up.
Don’t give up the fight,” she says summarising her
mother’s activism as a Berkeley student and activist
in the 1960s.
As campaign launch speeches go, it ticks all the
boxes, but could use a little editing. Yes, she favours
universal healthcare and affordable college tuition
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and a more compassionate criminal justice system
and all the other things that presidential candidates
favour when they’re starting out of the blocks and
the public is still prepared to indulge them in their
game of fantasy politics.
It’s hardly earth-shattering stuff for a progressive
Democrat. But Harris’s delivery is assured and her
eloquent denunciation of Trump’s policies elicits
roars of approval, although she doesn’t mention
him by name.
Her exhortation to Americans to join together in
the pursuit of common goals and a restoration of
American values owes more to Obama than Clinton.
Harris is aware that politics of gender and identity
can be just as divisive if played from the progressive
side of the table. Hillary Clinton’s focus on identity
politics in 2016 cost her votes among traditional
working-class Democratic voters. And while Harris
has several Clinton campaign veterans working for
her, its chief architects are noticeably absent.
Then, as if laying out a defence strategy that she
will be forced to use many times over the next two
years, she reminds the audience that she has made
mistakes in her professional and personal life. “I’m
not perfect. Lord knows I’m not perfect,” she reminds
them. “No one is!” a woman’s voice interjects. Harris
laughs and the audience applauds and the hecklers
start up again. It’s difficult to decipher what they
are saying, but the name ‘Willie Brown’ is chanted
repeatedly.
Unperturbed, she pledges to do her best for the
American people. All the usual pledges of restoring
decency and civility to Washington are duly made.
Amid tumultuous cheers, the band strikes up again
and her family crowds on stage where they embrace
for several minutes. At one point, Harris swoops
down and picks up a niece and balances her on her
hip as she continues to thank her supporters. It’s a
completely unselfconscious gesture and the child
throws her arms around Harris’s neck and smothers
her with kisses and excited chatter.
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A tough road ahead
than the
Despite the advantages she possesses, a tough road
number of lies ahead for Harris.
In the mid-1990s, when she was a thirtysomething
supporters
prosecutor in Alameda County, she dated Willie
who turn
Brown, a larger-than-life figure in California poliup
tics with a penchant for $5,000 suits, $2,000 shoes

MONEY ● MARKETS ● MOTORS

PostPlus
●

TheSunday
Business Post
April 21, 2019
businesspost.ie

Jill Kerby
How fair is
Fair Deal?
page 5

A US border patrol agent
speaks with Central
American migrants at
the US-Mexico border
fence at El Paso
Picture: Getty

Garry Ferguson, Managing Partner
and Susan Battye, Partner
Susan Battye
Partner, Employment
The Exchange
George’s Dock
IFSC, Dublin 1
Ireland
T +353 1 470 6600
E susan.battye@walkersglobal.com

*Walkers works in exclusive association with Kevin Taylor, trading as ‘Walkers Bermuda’, a full service commercial law firm providing advice on all aspects of Bermuda law.

BERMUDA* | BRITISH VIRGIN ISLANDS | CAYMAN ISLANDS | DUBAI | GUERNSEY | HONG KONG | IRELAND | JERSEY | LONDON | SINGAPORE

Commenting on the announcement, Garry Ferguson,
Managing Partner said: “In a changing international
climate and with Brexit on the horizon, Walkers continues
to experience growing demand for its agile one-stopshop product and ability to combine international and
local industry knowledge with global, market leading
and integrated expertise. In this context, Susan is an
important addition to our team.”

Walkers (Ireland) is pleased to announce the opening
of an Employment Practice with Partner, Susan Battye,
joining the law firm to lead this new practice area,
expanding Walkers’ global partner team to 100.

Expansion at Walkers
with New Employment
Practice

Border battlefront
Failed attempts to deal with migration across the southern border of the
US have led to a partisan conflict between draconian and humanitarian
solutions, and endless misery for immigrants and refugees

By Marion McKeone
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it did nothing to address the wider problem.
Trump made a hardline approach to immigration
the main plank of his election campaign. He pledged
to build a 2,000-mile-long wall along the US’s entire
border, and promised Mexico would foot the bill.
His campaign pledge to crack down on immigration – legal and illegal – resonated with the white
nationalist base that became his core support group.
Trump inherited a broken immigration system
that previous administrations had failed to address.
Department of Homeland Security statistics, which
indicated the number of border crossers in 2016
had dropped by 75 per cent from their 2001 peak,
suggested the issue was not as pressing as it had
been a decade earlier.

or decades, successive administrations have
tried – and failed – to deal with the flow of
migrants over the southern border of the
United States. At its 2001 peak, 1.6 million
migrants who illegally entered the US
were apprehended by border enforcement
agents. Long before president Donald Trump arrived in
the White House with his scorched earth immigration
policies, the Clinton, Bush and Obama administrations
had failed to deliver comprehensive immigration
reform, largely because Congressional leaders lacked
the will to overhaul the system.

Democrats and Republicans in Congress failed
to agree on even the most basic reforms that would
address the status of the estimated 11 million undocumented workers in the US, or introduce measures
to streamline asylum and immigration laws so that
migrants are processed in a humane and just manner.
The Obama administration deported record numbers of migrants and continued the Bush administration’s policy of building hundreds of miles of physical
barriers along populated stretches of the border.
Obama provided 800,000 ‘Dreamers’ – children
who were illegally brought to the US by their parents,
but had grown up as Americans – with a right to
stay in the US, subject to stringent conditions. The
measure was supported by a majority of Americans,
but while it protected a finite group of child migrants,

People arrive at San Ysidro Port to cross from Tijuana in Mexico to San Diego in the US
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‘‘
elled thousands of miles to seek asylum
in the US.
Even with the best of intentions, a system that had previously been geared to
deal with mostly male economic migrants and unaccompanied male minors,
was ill-equipped to deal with the influx
of thousands of desperate families. The
surge in asylum seekers collided with the
Trump administration’s determination

’’

to curb their numbers.
Devising policies that would deter asylum seekers from seeking entry to the
US was left to Stephen Miller, Trump’s
33-year-old domestic policy adviser,
who shares Trump’s antipathy to immigrants.
From the outset, the Trump administration attempted to implement highly
controversial immigration policies. From

its ban on visa holders from Muslim states
to a zero-tolerance policy on the southern border that mandated that migrant
children be forcibly separated from parents, the measures triggered a storm of
controversy and an avalanche of legal
challenges.
The policies imploded under the
weight of their cruelty and Miller’s incompetence. Trump’s immigration enforcer had little knowledge of - or respect
for - US or international immigration
and asylum laws. Federal courts quickly
struck down the child separation policy
and subsequent initiatives.
Meanwhile, Trump and Congress remained locked in battle over funding for
a border wall, triggering a government
shut-down and eventual capitulation by
Trump on the issue, before he declared
a national security emergency that his
advisers said would allow him to funnel
funds to build a wall without Congres-

Trump and Congress remained locked
in battle over funding for a border wall,
triggering a government shut-down and
eventual capitulation by Trump

from page 1

Throughout 2017 and part of 2018, the
numbers of migrants illegally crossing
the border in search of work continued
to drop.
But political instability and state-sanctioned violence in Honduras, Nicaragua,
El Salvador and Guatemala triggered a
surge in the number of women, children
and unaccompanied minors who trav-

The town of Arivaca in Arizona, population 713

about the militia groups that have taken
up residence on the outskirts of town.
Despite its ‘live and let live’ creed, Arivaca is no stranger to violence. Decades
back, relations between the cowboys
and hippies were not quite so congenial.
But now they’re united in their mutual
loathing of what the militias represent ever since vigilantes stormed the home
of a Hispanic resident and shot him and
his nine-year-old daughter dead.
Border militias are nothing new in Arizona. The Arizona Minutemen Project
was set up in the early 2000s when border crossing apprehensions were peaking
at around 1.6 million a year.
Even though the number of illegal im-

sional approval.
With Congress apparently paralysed by
its divisions on the issue of immigration
reform, and the Trump administration’s
determination to effectively close the
southern border to asylum seekers, the
impasse over immigration has erupted
into a full-blown humanitarian crisis that
has convulsed border towns from the
east coast of Texas to California’s Pacific
shoreline.
Civil liberties groups and immigration
lawyers have successfully challenged
Trump’s use of illegal tactics to enforce
a hardline anti-immigration strategy.
An already broken system walked into
the propellers of an immigration policy
drafted by white nationalists whose primary goal was to block migrants from
Hispanic, Latino, Muslim and African
states from entering the US.
Few Americans would argue that the
US needs to secure its borders. Most are

migrants has dropped by an estimated
70 per cent over the past two decades,
the militia groups have mushroomed,
emboldened by the White House’s anti-immigrant rhetoric and policies.
Recently formed militias include Arizona Border Recon, Utah Gun Exchange
and Veterans on Patrol. Arivaca residents
are quick to point out that these groups
and their founders are out-of-staters
and neo-Nazis who just want to beat up
brown-skinned people. Or worse.
The cantina’s owner, Maggie Milinovich, is a bespectacled 60-something
woman who looks more like a Sunday
school teacher than a Wild West saloon
keeper.

Members of the militia group Veterans on Patrol survey the area around Arivaca

courts. The stress is exacerbated by a lack
of resources, manpower and facilities
to support the zero-tolerance policy of
detaining every border crosser.
“Every week there’s a new order;
impose a metre system at pedestrian
points of entry. Shut down the points
of entry. One day we’re told to release
everyone, the next we’re told to pick
them up again,” a 37-year-old border
guard based in Yuma said. “Last week, we
were told to just release 1,300 migrants
into the town. There’s no facilities for
them there, nowhere to sleep, no food.
We didn’t even have mylar blankets for
the children.”
It’s a similar story in El Paso where
hundreds of families seeking asylum
were detained in a trash strewn, rat-in-

fested pen under Paso del Norte bridge.
Children slept on gravel, surrounded
by razor wire and metal fencing while
night-time temperatures plummeted
to near freezing. Following a public
outcry, the pen was dismantled. In the
confusion that followed, some families
were released, others were transferred
to military tents.
Additional stress comes from the fact
that many of the Hispanic border guards
believe their white colleagues regard
them with suspicion. Sr Nora Pimental,
who runs the Catholic Charities relief
centre in McAllen, says the CBP officials are for the most part doing their
best, even as they are ordered to enforce
policies that are inconsistent, inhumane
and sometimes illegal.
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not opposed to the continued building
or reinforcing of the 650 miles of border
fences or barriers that currently exist.
Before the current impasse, Democrats signalled they would be willing to
fund more border barriers in exchange
for agreements to protect Dreamers and
allow asylum seekers to be processed
through legal points of entry. But Trump
has spurned any compromise on Dreamers or asylum seekers after furious protests from previously loyal surrogates.
The recent firings of the secretary for
homeland security Kirstjen Nielsen, and
a top layer of DHS officials, has convulsed
the Customs and Border Patrol and Immigration and Customs Enforcement
departments.
An enormous backlog of cases has
built up with a corresponding surge in
human misery.
In the absence of any congressional
will to deal with the issue, security and

In Tijuana, Mexican officials have neither the resources nor the experience
to deal with a massive encampment of
mostly women and children, many of
whom are suffering from respiratory
illnesses. Last month, an outbreak of
mumps exacerbated the misery of the
situation. Scores of children and babies,
most of them sleeping outdoors or under
makeshift tents, were affected. When
medical workers arrived, the mothers
feared they would take their children
and not return them. In the midst of the
chaos, volunteers write the names and
dates of birth of infants on their backs
with indelible Sharpie markers. They
also write their mothers’ names and
phone numbers of next of kin across
their chests.
Rachel Levine, a volunteer at El Otro
Lado, which provides legal services for
asylum seekers stranded in Tijuana, is
aware of the chilling parallels between
these temporarily tattooed infants and
previous waves of Jewish asylum seekers
who were turned away from the US.
Terror and exhaustion are the prevalent emotions among migrants detained
here. Food, water and emergency supplies such as blankets and infant diapers
are scarce commodities. Without the
intervention of Catholic charities and
non-profits, they’d be non-existent.
Levine helps women who are victims
of domestic or gang violence to apply
for U Visas. The legal limbo caused by
the court’s overturning of Trump’s Remain in Mexico policy has added to the
stress. Previously, asylum seekers who
passed the Credible Fear Interviews, a
preliminary step in obtaining a U Visa,
were allowed to live and work in the US
until an immigration court made a final
determination about their status.
While many view Trump’s chaotic
border policies as the inevitable consequence of a White House that is wilfully ignorant of its responsibilities under
international law, the lawyers at El Otro
Lado believe that the misery inflicted by
policies that are invariably overturned
by the courts are a feature, not a bug,

Earlier this year, she put a sign in the
bar window saying “UNWANTED: Members of any vigilante border militia group,
including, but not limited to AZ Border
Recon. Do Not Enter our establishment.”
It’s the kind of sign that could get your
windows shot out or your house torched;
the publisher of the local monthly magazine received death threats and obtained
a restraining order against vigilantes who
objected to her expressing similar sentiments.
But Milinovich is unrepentant. She’s
not going to tolerate “Rambos who hunt
humans”, she says. “They’re not welcome
here and they’ll never be welcome here.”
Not everyone in Arivaca agrees. Most
people don’t want to ‘poke the bear’, a
former ranch hand at Chilterns says. “You
don’t want to antagonise these guys, but
we don’t want them here.” He paraphrases Buchanan’s oft-quoted line: “We’re
not friendly to them for the same reason
we’re not unfriendly to them; they’re
heavily armed and crazy.”
Jim and Sue Chilton are fifth-generation ranchers whose 50,000-acre
Altar Valley land contains the biggest
watershed in Pima County. They are vocal
Trump supporters who are frequently
interviewed about border issues.
There’s no wall on their land; a couple
of strands of barbed wire are the only
signs of a border. But a local tells me that
few migrants cross onto Chilton’s land.

Cattle rancher Jim Chilton stands beside a fence that is on the US-Mexico border and makes up part of his 50,000-acre ranch
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activity by their neighbours. Eccentrics
and drop-outs are welcome provided
they observe the only laws that seem to
govern this one street town: everyone
minds their own business.
And no one talks about politics, religion or immigration. In communities that
are home to the entire political spectrum,
from neo-Nazi militias camps to liberal
hippie communes – all of whom carry
guns - it’s a law that’s worth observing.
A sizeable portion of Arivaca’s residents gather early each day at La Gitina
Cantina, the local bar and community
hub. Above the till, a rifle hangs atop
a sign that says “We Don’t Dial 911”. A
“Thank You For Not Smoking” sign has
been altered to read “Thank You for Pot
Smoking”. Another sign says “No Militias,
Never Again”.
The bar is mostly occupied by astonishingly hirsute local men. Its horseshoe layout has self-organised itself into
two sections; on one side sit grizzled
cowboys, several of whom are missing
thumbs as a result of roping accidents
sustained while rounding up cattle.
The other side is annexed by the ancient hippies who first arrived in the early 1970s. Most days, the town’s mayor
Ken Buchanan referees the trading of
good-natured insults. The tableau is not
unlike an anarchic reproduction of Da
Vinci’s The Last Supper.
Occasionally, a cowboy will amble
over to the pool table and challenge one of
the hippies to a game of pool. The length
of the game is dictated by the amount of
weed smoked beforehand.
But these days, Buchanan says the
banter has been replaced by discussions

block asylum seekers from entering the
US while their asylum claims were being
assessed, a process that can take months,
even years.
Trump’s newly appointed attorney
general, William Barr, has appealed the
ruling. In the meantime, border officials
at the nearby San Ysidro legal port of entry have been ordered to employ tactics
intended to restrict and delay the entry of
asylum seekers who are legally entitled
to be in the US.
It’s hard not to have some sympathy for
the border officials, who are caught between trying to deal with a rapid increase
in the number of women and children
crossing the border and enforcing Department of Homeland Security (DHS)
policies that are frequently rescinded by

A mother and child are part of a group that passed through a breach in the US-Mexico border fence on the beach in Tijuana,
Mexico. They were detained by border patrol agents almost immediately on the US side

The militia men
for effect. “Especially the people.”
Arivaca is one of those small dusty
towns on the Mexico border where time
seems to stand still. Arivacans are taciturn
but welcoming, with a collective sense of
humour as dry as their surroundings. It’s
a close-knit community, bound by the
constant battling of the elements and, of
late, more sinister threats. There’s a sense
of being at once isolated and under siege.
By day, they gather in the time-warp
bar or café, where the air-conditioning
provides relief from the relentless heat.
There is not a lot to do here.
Work comes from labouring for one
or two big ranches in areas where cattle
are raised on sparse grasslands under
the shade of mesquite trees. The Arivaca Therapeutic School for Defiant Boys
and nearby copper mines bump up the
employment statistics a notch. And there
are well-paid federal jobs with Customs
and Border Patrol.
A hefty proportion of the population
comes under the category of ‘early retirees’, artists, musicians and drifters lured
by the solitude and anonymity the Sonora desert offers.
There’s no police force here and border
patrol officials, many of whom live in the
area, are not inclined to monitor illegal

In a small desert town near the Mexican
border, hippies and Trump-supporting
cowboys are united in their resistance to
the violent militias who target unarmed
migrants

P
ima County, which covers
about one third of Arizona’s
border with Mexico, is one
of the most brutally inhospitable places in the United
States. Its total land surface
is around 9,200 square miles. Of that
just two miles – 0.02 per cent - is water;
in the south-west corner, man-made
lakes built to service the Green Valley
copper mines are as desiccated as the
land around them, save for a couple of
murky puddles.
A muddy sliver of riverbed known
as the Pantaro Wash weaves its way for
about 25 miles from the Del Lago golf
club towards Tucson, Arizona’s capital
and home to around 98 per cent of Pima
County’s one million inhabitants.
The other few thousand denizens of the
county are scattered in barren Indian reservations and border towns like Arivaca
(population 713) and the near-extinct
Sasabe (population 11).
In the summer, temperatures can soar
above 50C. In the winter at night, they
plummet below freezing. Nothing grows
except mesquite trees and cacti.
“Every living thing here will sting,
scratch or bite you. Even the people,”
says Arivaca native Brad Katib. He pauses

Breaking at
the border
As they approach the beach, a pair of
honeymooners from Connecticut ask if
they can take a left turn so they can photograph the migrants who peer through
the barrier on the Mexican side of the
border. “Oh no,” the instructor responds
matter of factly. “It spooks the horses.”
The horses may be spooked, but for the
Americans who work in San Diego’s expensive suburbs and relax on its beaches,
the plight of tens of thousands of migrants who are crammed into Tijuana’s
makeshift detention centres appears to
be a matter of indifference.
But for scores of American lawyers,
students, volunteers and aid workers
who travel south of the border each day
to help, the scale of human suffering is
the direct and deliberate result of White
House immigration policies.
The chaos and squalor of Tijuana’s detention centres pushes up against one of
the wealthiest regions in the US. Immigration lawyers and law students and
US refugee support groups are grappling
with what they describe as a “rapid onset
crisis” that has, they say, directly resulted
from Trump’s Remain in Mexico policy.
The policy dictated – illegally, according to a San Francisco court ruling – that
California Border Park (CBP) agents could

Trump’s policies have caused chaos for
border guards and shocking conditions
for asylum seekers at the detention
centres in Tijuana and El Paso, just south
of the border between the US and Mexico

I
f you want a study in contrasts, they
don’t come much greater than the
border area that separates Mexico
and the United States at its most
western point. The beach that is
shared by the US and Mexico is
divided by a 30-foot barrier that stretches for several hundred feet out into the
Pacific Ocean.
South of the border, Tijuana’s wretched, overcrowded and violent migrant
detention centres teem with misery.
Immediately to the north, the pristine beauty of California’s Border Field
state park is breathtaking. The unusually
heavy rains this year spawned an astonishing April bloom of wild flowers,
tropical grasses and flowering shrubs.
The park, which is beside Imperial
State Beach, is a favourite spot for tourists who like to view the riot of spring
colour on horseback. Horse trails are
big business here; from 5 pm onwards
it’s equestrian rush hour as scores of
day-trippers nudge their horses onto the
beach under the tutelage of local riding
instructors from the high-end stables
that run the length of the adjacent Hollister Road. From atop their mounts, they
watch the blazing sunset through their
smart phones.
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immigration experts agree that resources must be chanelled into reducing the
backlog of hundreds of thousands of
cases before the immigration courts. A
huge increase in personnel is needed to
process claims.
The Association of Immigration Lawyers and the American Council for Civil
Liberties say the number of immigration
judges needs to double to deal with the
backlog of cases that have caused the
system to implode.
They also point out that instead of holding tens of thousands of asylum seekers
in detention centres at an average daily
cost of around $757 per detainee, that
ankle bracelets and sponsor guarantees
should be used to ensure asylum seekers
appear for court hearings, a policy that
was employed by the Obama administration, but which Trump has mocked as
a ‘catch and release’ programme.
Its supporters point out that the elec-

tronic monitoring programme which
cost between $2 and $5 dollars a day
per asylum seeker to implement led to
court attendance rates of between 78
and 92 per cent.
Moderate Republicans and Democrats agree that these proposals would
incrementally reduce a crisis that has
defied quick fixes and draconian deterrent policies that have been struck down
by the courts.
But a systemic, multi-faceted approach
to resolving the issue has been rejected
by Trump.
Instead, he and his advisers lurch from
one legal and humanitarian crisis to the
next, each of which is generated by a
determination to find ways of ensuring
asylum seekers and refugees cannot enter – or remain in – the US.
Meanwhile, the humanitarian crisis
increases as the partisan battle on immigration escalates.

extremist group’ by the Southern Poverty
Law Centre, is headed up by Tom Foley, a
Nevada transplant and former member
of the militia group which got into an
armed confrontation with federal agents
in 2014 following the attempted arrest of
Nevada rancher Cliven Bundy.
Foley, an army veteran, decamped to
Arivaca in 2017. With a self-appointed
mission to deter drug traffickers and
illegal immigrants, his group of around
200 volunteers patrol the border in
souped-up trucks with searchlights,
brandishing high velocity assault weapons, camping out for about seven to ten
days at a time.
Foley, an ardent supporter of Donald Trump, was one of the speakers at
the Mother of All Rallies, a pro-Trump
demonstration in Washington DC, and is
a close friend of the controversial former
Maricopa County Sheriff Joe Arpaio.
Veterans on Patrol is headed by Mike
Meyer, a conspiracy theorist and convicted criminal who has never served in
the armed forces. Meyer claims mothers who cross the border with young
children are involved in sex trafficking,
which he claims is how Arivaca locals
generate their income. He refers to border
stretches that his vigilante group patrols
as “targets for hunting big game”.
Meyer says he has never encountered
a less friendly town than Arivaca. “The
folks there don’t seem to get that we’re
doing this for them.”
But it’s a service most Arivacans don’t
want. Even the Trump supporters fear
the anti-immigrant rhetoric is being
interpreted by militias as open season
on migrants.
“There’s no one here who doesn’t support the Border Patrol and their right to
arrest and deport migrants who doesn’t
have the right to be here,” Buchanan
says. “But we don’t want guys with guns
in camo gear chasing down women and
kids.”

Militias with Arizona Border Recon on patrol near Arivaca in Arizona

That’s because the militia groups are welcomed by the Chiltons. In return, they
patrol their barbed wire fence around
the clock.
The Chiltons say Mexican cartels run
drugs through their land.
Arivacans disagree. The only border-crossers on Chilton’s ranch are unarmed and on foot, they say. No drug
cartel would use such a kamikaze route.
Their scepticism is borne out by Department of Homeland and Drug Enforcement agency statistics; more than 90 per
cent of the drugs trafficked from Mexico
into the US are brought in through legal
points of entry.
At Caffe Aribac down the road, things
are more nuanced. Its owners serve everyone, although things can get a little
tense when the transplant vigilantes and
the locals who oppose them are sitting at
adjacent tables. “There are a lot of Trump
supporters in this town,” the waitress
says. “We’ve all got to eat.”
The Utah Gun Exchange’s founder
Bryan Melchior arrived in Arivaca from
Utah six months ago driving a repurposed
armoured car with the words ‘Take Your
Country Back’ emblazoned on the front
windscreen and a replica .50 calibre machine gun positioned on top.
He coordinates armed ‘volunteers’ who
patrol on a revolving basis, some coming
for weekend patrols, others staying for
weeks on end. He denies he’s part of a
militia and says his group are mostly
concerned with making YouTube videos that urge Americans to stand up for
‘freedom and guns and borders’.
According to local artist Clare Godfry,
they’re “a bunch of vigilantes who got
their kicks out of terrorising unarmed
men, women and children who had
crossed the border illegally”. She adds:
“They’d hide under a rock if they came
face to face with those cartel guys.”
Arizona Border Recon, which has been
designated an ‘anti-immigrant nativist

[is made] with the contaminated water,
and when the babies become dehydrated
from diarrhoea and vomiting, they’re told
to make them drink the same contaminated water,” she said.
For George, what’s particularly harrowing is not just the stories of horrific
violence and brutality suffered by the
women and children seeking asylum,
but the way the deck is stacked against
them after they arrive in the US. Most
of them are from the Northern Triangle
countries of El Salvador, Honduras and
Guatemala as well as Nicaragua.
Most of them are deeply traumatised,
she says, not just by the journey, but by
the violence, which is often state-sanctioned, that caused them to flee their
countries. Many have permanent injuries
and disfigurements as a result of the domestic violence they endured.
They are particularly vulnerable because they have been conditioned by
brutality never to question or contradict male authorities. This means they
won’t challenge immigration officials
who deliberately intimidate them or mischaracterise their fear of persecution,
which in turn means they may not get
past the initial Credible Fear Interview
and are eligible for deportation, which
is, in many cases, tantamount to a death
sentence, she said.

An aerial view of people walking on the beach in Tijuana on the Mexican side of
the US-Mexico border

of Trump’s anti-immigration policies.
The cruelty is intentional they say, a
deliberate and methodical attempt to
deter other asylum seekers from following suit.
Alex George is a trainee immigration
lawyer at the Chicago-based McEntee
Law Group. She volunteered to help
women detained at a South Texas Family
Detention Centre in Dilley.
The centre, like the others, is positioned
in an isolated area. Lawyers’ access is
restricted. They’re not allowed to inspect
the conditions at the centre which, like
most of the detention centres in the US,
is run by contractors CoreCivic, a private
company that generates $2 billion a year
from its detention business.
Founded by a former GOP chairman,
it changed its name after an undercover
exposé led to investigations, fines and a
contempt of court ruling in 2016.
Detainees prepare meals, clean and
do laundry for a maximum of $6 a day.
Even though children younger than a
year aren’t supposed to be held there,
George says there are months-old babies
among the 1,900 inmates.
The water which comes from Dilley
contains dangerously high levels of
e-coli. As a result, many of the children
and babies are chronically ill with gastro-intestinal infections. “Baby formula

A medical officer holds unidentified bones at Pima County Office of the Medical
Examiner in Tuscon, Arizona
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Volunteers walk through a remote desert area to leave water bottles for migrants
as they cross the US-Mexico border, in Jacumba Hot Springs, California 
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rescued. The third is believed to have died. eral charge of harbouring two people in
“A humanitarian crisis warrants a huThe volunteers were charged with the country illegally, after he drove two manitarian response,” volunteer Max
entering the refuge without a permit, migrants suffering from heat stroke and Grainger said. “A border wall will do
driving in a wilderness area and aban- exhaustion to a medical centre.
nothing to alleviate the crisis of death
donment of property. The latter charge
Warren was arrested the day after No and disappearance along the US-Mexico
referred to placing gallon containers of More Deaths broadcast video footage of border. Members of our organisation are
Border Patrol agents kicking over and being criminally prosecuted for placing
water near migrant trails.
After statements of support by more emptying gallon containers of water water in areas where hundreds of people
than 500 organisations, criminal charges that had been left out for border cross- have died of thirst.”
were dropped against four of the volun- ers during a heatwave. He faces up to 20
But a spokesman for the National Borteers and civil fines were imposed. In years in prison if convicted.
der Patrol Council says such efforts are
March this year, another four defendants
The arrests have been criticised by im- “misguided”.
were each convicted of federal misde- migration lawyers who point out that
“They mean well, but these supplies
250x168 (Sunday
1 28/02/2019
Pagecould
1
meanours,
fined andBusiness_GENERIC):Layout
sentenced to 15 in failed states
and conflict 17:10
zones, aid
end up being used by drug smugmonths’ probation.
organisations are permitted to provide glers and human traffickers,” he said.
A ninth defendant, Scott Daniel humanitarian assistance to civilians Instead of helping save lives, their efforts
Warren, 35, is awaiting trial on a fed- without fear of arrest or prosecution.
could be endangering them, he said.

Death in the desert

Increased fencing
along the US-Mexico
border means more
migrants are risking
their lives by trying
to cross through
remote desert areas.
Thousands are dying
doing so and the
humanitarian groups
who try to help them
face criminal charges

S
ince 2015, more than 4,000 migrants attempting to enter the
US through the Mexican border have died or disappeared.
Since 2006, almost 700
miles of border fencing has
been erected in the most populated and
accessible border stretches along California, Arizona, New Mexico and Texas.
Much of what remains unfenced abuts
onto arid stretches of desert, so inhospitable that no fences were deemed necessary to deter would-be border crossers;
only the most desperate would risk their
lives by trying to enter the US through
the Sonora Desert.
But the miles of fencing have increased
the numbers attempting to cross through
more remote areas. And the combination
of searing heat and lack of food, water
or shelter takes a deadly toll on the tens
of thousands of migrants who attempt to
navigate this treacherous terrain on foot.
The bodies of more than 3,000 of them
have been recovered along the Pima
County stretch of the Arizona desert since
2001. This stretch represents around 120
miles – or about 6 per cent - of the almost
2,000-mile-long border between the US
and Mexico.
Putting this in perspective, that’s
around the same number of people who
died in Northern Ireland in the three
decades that preceded the peace process.
The most common causes of death are
starvation, dehydration and heatstroke.
A spokesman for the Pima County
Medical Examiner’s Office concedes this
number may be just a fraction of the total
death toll. Customs and Border Patrol
agents acknowledge that many bodies
are never recovered.
There is no system for families of migrants who disappear after they have
crossed into the US to report them
missing. In Pima County, the Humane
Borders organisation partners with the
Medical Examiner’s office to provide
a ‘migrant death map’ that shows the
location where each migrant body was
found in the desert.
If a migrant is carrying some form of
identification, the family can be notified.
Otherwise, information about the gender
of the deceased and the cause of death, if
either can be determined, and the date
the remains were discovered are included
in a database and become a single red
dot on a macabre map of Pima County
that’s almost obliterated by thousands
of red dots.
The scale of death and disappearance
has prompted several humanitarian
groups, including the Tucson-based No
More Deaths to leave water, blankets
and first-aid kits along migrant crossing
routes in the scorched triangle south of
Aja.
Their rescue work has taken on a new
urgency in the face of an upsurge in vigilante attacks on border crossers. But it
has also coincided with a zero-tolerance
approach by the Trump administration
which has triggered a crackdown on humanitarian organisations that provide
emergency assistance to migrants.
And it has led to the arrest and criminal prosecution of nine humanitarian
workers who left water and food in the
Cabaza Prieta National Wildlife Refuge
adjacent to the Mexican border. The arrests stemmed from rescue calls in the
summer of 2017 – the hottest on record
in the region – about migrants who had
collapsed in the Cabeza Prieta National
Wildlife Refuge.
No More Deaths operates a searchand-rescue hotline that members of the
public can call to alert the organisation
about border crossers in distress. According to the organisation’s spokeswoman,
Catherine Gaffney, in one instance the
local sheriff and the Border Patrol were
alerted, but when they refused to respond, No More Deaths sent out a search
party. Two of the three migrants were

