TAMAULIPAS

DEFINITION OF THE PROBLEM

The rapid growth of industry and human settlements observed in the region of
Nuevo Laredo during the last 15 years, as well as the historical lags that the city
has had in its urban infrastructure, are factors that not only have led to
insufficiency of public funds, but have also impeded adequate urban and
territorial planning, which in many ways affects the health of the inhabitants of
Nuevo Laredo. There is a deficient and inadequate sanitary infrastructure that
affects the health of the population of Nuevo Laredo. For example, the city has:
* An old network of pipes—that frequently rupture—for the distribution of drinking
water; 10% of the homes in the city lack residential drinking water

* A high level of chemical and bacterial contamination of the waters of the Rio
Grande, brought about by the flow of millions of gallons of untreated wastewater
* Only 80% of homes are connected to the drainage network; the majority of the
city relies only on one drainage network, which carries both rain water and
human excretions to their final destination

WHAT IS KNOWN

The city of Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas, has a population of 310,277 inhabitants.
There are 73,594 homes with an average occupancy of 4.18 persons and 1.27
persons per room.

The piped sanitary infrastructure for the distribution of drinking water reaches
90% of all homes. In terms of drainage, 81% of homes are served. There is only
one drainage network in this city, and it is the same network that carries human
excretions and rain water. With this comes the consequent inconveniences of
unpleasant odors throughout the city and obstructed pipes with a diminished
capacity.

Waste is collected by a private business, Technological Environmental Services,
S.A. (SETASA), which receives payment for its services in the form of
reimbursement from the municipal government. In the majority of neighborhoods
(colonias), trash collection trucks come twice per week, but in others they only
come only once per week. The waste generated by maquiladoras, industry, and
hospitals in the area is collected by private companies and sent to an unknown
location. The contracts with these companies are handled by the management or
directors of the businesses that use the services, and the frequency of service is
specified in those contracts. The trash collection company in Nuevo Laredo has a
large landfill located six kilometers to the west of the city by the highway that
leads to Piedras Negras, Coahuila. Included within that landfill are approximately
100,000 unusable tires. The company insists that these tires do not present any
risk to the health of the population.

In 1999, the local branch of Mexico’s Secretariat of the Environment and Natural
Resources (SEMARNAT in Spanish) required that those who own or operate



businesses that generate chemical or biological waste receive specific
instructions from its offices on the type of holding containers they could use to
store waste until collection. In the same meeting, information was taken about
the type and quantity of substances these businesses generated. With this
information, the frequency at which the waste would be collected for
transportation and final deposit was determined.

There are three businesses that conduct this activity in Nuevo Laredo:

* SETASA, which collects waste in the city and transports it to Monterrey for
confinement there

* Technicians Specialized in Reduction, S.A., (TERSA), which after collecting
waste, sends it to Altamira, Tamaulipas, for confinement there

+ a third company, whose name was not readily available, which collects waste
from the city and transports it to a plant in Toluca for treatment and confinement

Mexican environmental regulations state that dangerous environmental waste
generated by maquiladoras’ from raw materials imported from the United States
should be returned to the United States or, in unspecified certain circumstances,
should be recycled in Mexico. In 1990, according to SEDESOL statistics, only
33.5% of the businesses abided by this rule. Not all the institutions in the area
required to contract for this service actually did; the magnitude of this situation in
unknown.

In some cases, the same local trash collection business is charged with
collection and transportation of some chemicals, but in its plant the chemicals are
treated and inactivated. The waste that is not treatable is deposited in special
cells that the company has in the area of the landfill; the cells were built following
outlines that exist for effect. Some industries throw chemical substances in open
canals, drainage lines, and trash barrels. A few years ago there was a case
where, on a winter day, hundreds of dead fish were found floating in the artificial
lake in Nuevo Laredo; this event was attributed to the cold weather of the day
before. On another occasion, some drums with substances were found in a
stream to the west of the city; these drums did not specify what they contained
nor did they specify what company they belonged to. This type of attitude
constitutes a grave danger for the inhabitants of the city.

The problems of water pollution are insufficient drinking water, drainage and
sewage, and inadequate wastewater treatment systems. Another factor that
worsens the situation is that these service networks are not able to satisfy the
demands derived by population and industrial growth.

The Rio Grande, the main source of water supply in this area, has unsanitary
conditions principally due to the waste and residues of all types thrown into it.
The problem increases due to the fact that only one part (a specific quantity was
unavailable) of the municipal wastewater is treated before flowing freely into the
river. This unloading contributes significantly to ecological esthetical degradation



and generates economic losses and damages to health that have not yet been
evaluated. The damages to health could consist of the epidemic outbreaks of
Hepatitis A and Salmonella the city has sustained.

Upon analyzing the morbidity and mortality that occurred locally in 2001 and
2002, which was published in an epidemiological bulletin that is edited by the
Secretariat of Health in Tamaulipas (Table 1), the numbers of reported infectious
diseases of the digestive system still continue to be high, and Nuevo Laredo is
always within the highest rankings of incidence in the states.

Looking at this same chart, it is clear that there were no reported cases of
cholera in the entire state during the analyzed years. As well, the quantity of
reported intestinal infection cases due to other organisms is enormous; perhaps
it would be more convenient to be specific to precisely understand the etiology of
these illnesses, considering that in 2001 there were 21,637 reported cases and in
2002 there were 19,699. In both years, the incidence of typhoid fever in Nuevo
Laredo ranks the area in second place after the area (jurisdiccion) of Reynosa.
With respect to a typhus-like fever, Nuevo Laredo occupies third place in the
state behind Tampico and Reynosa, which occupy first and second place,
respectively.

It is probable that all of these statistics suffer, in some manner, from the influence
of a deficient sanitary infrastructure. The statistics could be lowered through
improvements and amplifications to the sanitary infrastructure while continuing
the educational activities regarding health and safety; these complementary
activities will result in a healthier populace.

Upon analyzing mortality by severe waterborne disease (Figures 1 and 2), In
2002, Nuevo Laredo ranked seventh in mortality by severe waterborne disease;
areas (jurisdicciones) in which the sanitary infrastructure has problems that are
even more grave ranked in the top spots. The average for the entire state was
8.78.

Figure 3 is based on verbal autopsies: 60% of the mothers interviewed
recognized alarm signs of illness and 55% of these same mothers had received
training for the prevention of acute waterborne diseases.

In the area of Nuevo Laredo/Laredo, 27 million of gallons of untreated
wastewater are released every day directly into the Rio Grande from more than
30 locations. In surveys of the water, the presence of metals such as mercury
and aluminum, as well as high levels of fecal pollution, have been noted. These
statistics show that the value of the Rio Grande as a source of drinking water is
diminishing. The water is used to irrigate vegetables farmed on the fertile plain of
the river; down river in other small settlements, the water is used as drinking
water, which is extremely risky to the health of the residents of these villages.



The pollution of wastewater from maquiladoras’ industrial discharge can reach
high levels, hence permanent and professional monitoring should be carried out.
Also, studies of the levels of pollution at the points of discharge of some
maquiladoras, especially those that are believed to use a variety of chemical
substances in their processes, should be carried out.

There are two factors that increase the health risk from the water pollution:

» The presence of open drainage canals with high levels of volatile toxic residues
in the streets of the city, a situation with which Nuevo Laredo has already had
some experience, with grave results

* The lack of residential water that serves some of the residents of this border
city, which means residents must store drinking water in drums that are not
adequately protected; this can cause iliness and/or serve as a breeding place for
a variety of mosquitoes that transmit ilinesses like Dengue Fever (potentially
leading to an epidemic like we had three years ago).

WHAT IS NOT KNOWN

What happens with the cells in the locality when they have surpassed their
storage capacity?

What types of substances are stored in the deposits of the locality?

Who or how many people disregard the SEMARNAT regulations? What
damages can such disregard cause in the health of the community?

What are the causes of the lack of two types of drainage (rain and sanitary) in the
city?

At which frequency is unblocking, or cleaning, of the drainage pipes completed?

Is drinking water truly safe, due to the processes of sanitization and the quantity
of broken supply pipes?

Is the capacity of the water sanitization plant sufficient to satisfy the needs for
water, particularly in the hotter months when the demand for water increases
enormously?
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