
D
rug violence in Mexico continues, but for most produce
companies operating in Mexico, Texas, and Arizona—busi-
ness goes on. 

The Impetus 
Life along the U.S.-Mexico border has often felt like a trip

through the Wild West. The desert landscape, rattlesnakes, scorpi-
ons, murky waters of the Rio Grande, and the blistering heat have

all contributed to the image of an unsettled land. But since
December 2006 when Mexico’s then-newly elected president,
Felipe Calderón, declared war on the country’s increasingly pow-
erful drug cartels, life along the border and beyond has gone from
unsettled to insecure to downright dangerous at times. 

In the early days of the anti-cartel crusade, deaths tended to be
limited to criminals and law enforcement officers.  Last year, the
body count reached more than 15,000, including hundreds of
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innocent victims whose only crime was to
be in the wrong place at the wrong time.  

More recent bloodshed, attributed to turf
wars between rival cartel factions, has spread
from near the Colombia border southward
to Guerrero and Michoacán, west to 
Sinaloa and Baja California, and east to
Tamaulipas.  This escalation, however,
appears to have only peripherally impacted
the produce industry.

Big Business
One might think such violence would

send produce businesses and investors pack-
ing. Not so, says Jaime Chamberlain, presi-
dent of J-C Distributing in Nogales, AZ and
board chairman of the Fresh Produce
Association of the Americas (FPAA).
Chamberlain finds it’s pretty much business
as usual, with a number of firms investing
further into existing operations, opening
subsidiaries, or launching new ventures 
in Mexico.

Chamberlain, whose company has been
distributing fresh produce from Mexico for
40 years, says, “From big companies that
own their own operations and acreage to
companies partnering with existing growers
in Mexico, I’m seeing the full gamut of
investment and participation.”

And indeed foreign direct investment
(FDI) in Mexico is on the rise, from $11.4
billion in 2009 to $17.5 billion in 2010.
This year, FDI is projected to rise about 13
percent to $20 billion; global giant Walmart
alone invested about $1 billion to open 300
new stores throughout Mexico in 2010.  

Other produce industry players, such as
Del Monte, Desert Glory Ltd., and
Organics Unlimited, also poured money
into existing facilities and growing opera-
tions.  Such activity belies reports of mount-
ing fears, pointing instead to an industry
prepared to stay and thrive through contin-
uing investment in land, equipment, people,
and partnerships. 

Though some may view such investment
as reckless others believe awareness of the
volatility and caution are all that is needed.
While it would be naive to think the pro-
duce industry couldn’t be targeted for dis-
ruption, most believe reported incidents
were crimes of opportunity and not directed
at a particular industry.  

And produce is big business, with
Mexico supplying more than a third of
U.S.’s fruit and vegetable imports, valued at

$6 billion in 2010.  Though agriculture
accounts for only slightly more than four
percent of the country’s gross domestic
product (GDP), over 14 percent of Mexico’s
47 million-strong labor pool is involved in
the agriculture industry.  

What’s more, the U.S. market wants its
commodities all year long, in or out of sea-
son, and Mexican growers are eager to meet
the demand. As Chamberlain points out,
the prime importing season in Nogales, the
U.S.’s biggest port of entry accounting for
$2.5 billion of imports annually, occurs
largely over 10 months, but somewhere
along the border between Brownsville and
San Diego, produce is crossing every month.
“If we don’t have imported produce, we
can’t get what we want,” Chamberlain says.
“Mexico is feeding American families 12
months a year.”

Precautions & Safety 
Few business owners or employees, how-

ever, would risk their lives for a shipment of
limes or chili peppers. Fortunately, they don’t
have to. On the contrary, people across the
industry operating in Mexico—growers, pack-
ers, distributors, brokers, and truckers—know
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business hasn’t been significantly interrupted
by the turmoil but are instituting safety 
precautions and perhaps being a bit more
careful than usual.

“As a general rule, people are trying to
keep a low profile, which is something they
have always done,” says Lance Jungmeyer,
president of the FPAA. “You probably don’t
want to drive down there in an SUV or a
large truck, and you want to travel on the
road during daylight hours. But the situa-
tion isn’t affecting the daily commercial
operations of produce companies.”

As someone who travels to Mexico once
a month to meet with growers, Cham-
berlain agrees, yet points out his company
isn’t doing anything differently than it has
done in the past four decades.  “I’m careful
about where I go, when I go out, who I go
out with, and what car I’m driving,” he
explains. “All those things play into how
you do business in general, as they do in
any big city around the world.”

Indirect Effects
Although day-to-day operations con-

tinue normally in terms of production and
investment, one industry source (who

wished to remain anonymous) admits the
violence and uncertainty have affected his
company in several ways.  

He advises employees, many of whom
travel constantly, to stay aware of which
areas are currently “hot,” or dangerous, and
to avoid making sales calls in those areas
until the situation cools off.  If a meeting
can’t be postponed, however, he suggests
they fly, rather than drive.  And echoing
other business executives, he says fancy cars
or large SUVs are out of the question, as are
permanent logos; removable magnetic logos
are a safer, more generic, look. 

“We all travel a lot out in the country
and in the outskirts of cities, so I tell my
people to drive during the day, to travel
with someone, and to find out from 
local contacts how to get around and where
not to go,” he says. “You just have to be 
sensible.”

This is especially true if you find yourself
dealing with less than upstanding individu-
als.  In one instance, the director of a 
U.S.-based Mexican subsidiary received a
call from someone claiming to be a member
of Los Zetas, one of the seven cartels,
demanding money in exchange for his

safety.  After working at home for a few
days, he ultimately decided the call was 
simply ‘garden-variety’ extortion.

“There will always be people who take
advantage of situations like the one we now
have in Mexico,” the director says. “So now I
don’t give out my business card to everyone,
but I’m also not thinking about it all the
time.  It’s nothing to agonize over.”

In general, companies and growers who
can afford it have taken some just-in-case
measures, such as hiring extra security guards
at greenhouses and business locations.  J-C
Distributing’s Chamberlain says many of his
growers have had private security for years,
but it doesn’t mean they’re worried specifi-
cally about the cartels.  “It’s rare that you find
a businessperson, especially one from the
U.S., caught in the crossfire,” he says. “This
is a drug war among the Mexican cartels.
They’re not interested in produce businesses.”

According to some, however, this may not
be the case—there have been reports of 
cartels targeting highly rated firms, even
those listed in the Blue Book—but this has
not been corroborated.

In one unique development, many 
produce packing facilities now feature an
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ATM machine right outside the entry gate.
According to FPAA’s Jungmeyer, most grow-
ers traditionally pay workers in cash on
Saturdays, but since many banks aren’t open
for deposits, it makes workers a target for
thieves.  Instead, in locations near ATMs,
many workers are now being paid with debit
cards rather than cash.  

“It’s a common-sense measure that’s part
security-conscious and part social change,”
Jungmeyer explains. “Other than that, we’re
not seeing many changes. Nobody is moving
their operations; they have investments in the
land and infrastructure.”

Direct Costs
On the U.S. side of the border, a few

things have changed since the onset of drug
cartel violence.  In November 2010, the
Arizona Department of Agriculture (ADA)
suspended all fresh produce inspections on
the Mexican side in Nogales, Sonora; instead,
citing safety concerns, the ADA announced
that grading would be done once import
shipments had crossed into Arizona.
Although the change affected mostly table
grapes and tomatoes, the switch could prove
to be a challenge logistically. 

Whereas the Mexico inspections were
conducted in a single warehouse, the U.S.
has more than 30 warehouses, with inspec-
tors driving from one location to another.
When the haul is 15 to 16 million cartons of
grapes over six weeks at a value of more than
$450 million, Jungmeyer says efficiency is
critical to getting the product graded and to
market.  “We believe it’s safe in Mexico, and
we met with the ADA to try and convince
them,” he says. “We want to be sure the
inspections are seamless, wherever they’re
conducted.”

For the fall apple harvest, concern 
shifted from safety to how much stepped-up 
security, long transit times, and border delays
would hinder the supply chain. According to
one industry source, it’s already happened—
like the 20-mile backup that occurred on the
Mexico side last year, when a gamma ray
machine broke down at a checkpoint, forcing
every truck to be inspected by hand.  

Economic Impact
Growing & Selling 

What may also be costing the produce
industry a few dollars is negative publicity.
In addition to State Department travel

warnings, daily newspapers have featured
lurid details of kidnappings, ambushes, and
shootouts.  The constant barrage has fed
already existing fear and insecurity.  One
industry insider admits some U.S. clients
are hesitant and “a little scared” to visit
Mexico, while many others are not.  

“The press is feeding the hysteria, so I
don’t judge people who won’t visit,” he 
says. “If you’re reading all the time about
bad things happening in Mexico, of course
you won’t want to go. It just depends 
on what opinion the media has helped 
you form.”

Jungmeyer concurs, adding that the neg-
ative perceptions about the country’s secu-
rity have also impacted what segments of
the general public think of Mexican pro-
duce. Even though it is grown to stringent
world-class standards—often exceeding
those required by the U.S.—there remains a
stigma attached to Mexican produce for
some consumers.  It’s nothing new for com-
panies doing business in Mexico, but lately,
it has become more of liability.

“When you’re working with big buyers,
one of the best ways to illustrate your 
social responsibility and the safety of your 
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produce is to show them your farm,” he
says. “But right now, because of the 
violence, fewer buyers are willing to go to
Mexico.”

Travel & Security 
Although the global recession has 

helped put a damper on many industries,
south of the border tourism has taken the
biggest hit.  As Mexico’s third-largest 
revenue source, tourism revenues started
falling in 2009.  

The malaise has also spread to the busi-
ness community. In a 2009 survey of its for-

eign and national manager members, the
American Chamber of Commerce in
Mexico City noted that 75 percent of
respondents indicated business had been
affected in some way by the situation in
Mexico. Fifty-percent of those surveyed said
employees had been threatened; 37 percent
experienced logistics problems, 23 percent
with distribution, and 19 percent with sup-
pliers or supply chain.

In line with these results, the market for
private security in Mexico is estimated to be
a whopping $8 billion, or one percent of
GDP. There are now 10,000 private security

firms around the country, versus 6,000 just
15 years ago, with the industry employing
nearly 500,000 people.

A Fruitful Future
Some industry stalwarts are not letting the

threat of violence decrease their business
dealings with Mexico.  Chamberlain is 
one of them; when he became president of 
J-C Distributing, he increased his visits 
to Mexico to once every three weeks.  
“We’re not paying as much attention to
Mexico as we should,” he says. “There are so
many great things going on trade-wise, and
all we’re hearing about is the drug wars.”

As Chamberlain sees it, nothing will 
stop fresh Mexican produce from getting 
onto American tables.  He hasn’t had to 
cancel a single order, move a packing shed, or
deal with a threat to any of his growers.  He
foresees the industry enjoying a sizable cash
infusion—specifically in technology and
farming practices—over the next five to 
ten years, with both American and Mexican
companies investing in new projects 
in Mexico.

Moreover, the Mexican government wins
high praise for taking on the country’s 
organized crime groups, in a move many
believe was long overdue.  Indeed, most in
the industry are quick to praise President
Calderon’s initiative, including one Mexico-
based source, who also believes the govern-
ment’s efforts are good for business.

“The produce sector is extremely impor-
tant to the Mexican economy,” Chamberlain
says. “That’s why the government and the
business community will continue to nurture
its continued success and development.”
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Cristina Adams is a freelance business writer
and editor with more than 17 years 
of experience. She writes for a number 
of business publications and websites, 
for more examples of her work visit
www.cristinaadams.wordpress.com.
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For information on related topics, reference the 

following articles in the Blue Book Online Services

Learning Center: 

“Global Trade: Fulfilling Demand for All Seasons” – 

January 2011

“Nogales, Arizona: Bullish on Mexican Trade” – 

January 2011



Anavale provides you 
with the best Mexican 
fresh produce in all of Texas! 

Jaime Moreno, Sales Manager
Cell 956 688-7054 or 956 522-6924
Nextel Direct 145*3*6470 • Office Phone or FAX 956 682-2421

Fresh onions, Roma tomatoes, chili peppers and 
much much more! 

Llamame hoy, Call me today. 


