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Produced by the No Borders Project--2008

Borders of Resistance is a 57-minute documentary video about El Paso, Texas, and its prolonged struggles with the American Smelting and Refining Company (ASARCO). The film documents the efforts of citizen activists to educate their community about the dangers to public health and the environment posed by Asarco.

For over 100 years Asarco operated a metals smelter in El Paso. The plant stands at the border of Texas, New Mexico, and Juarez, Mexico, just above the Rio Grande River. 

Asarco was an important contributor to El Paso’s economy, employing almost a thousand workers at its peak. At the same time the company contaminated the region—on both sides of the border—with lead, arsenic, cadmium and sulfur dioxide—all byproducts of the smelting process which are hazardous to human health.

In 1999 the El Paso smelter was placed on standby. Hundreds of workers were laid off.

Three years later Asarco asked the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality (TCEQ) to renew the air permit which allows it to operate. In response a coalition of groups, including Get the Lead Out, ACORN (Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now) and the Sierra Club organized to oppose the re-opening of Asarco. Their actions initiated a prolonged struggle involving elected officials, public agencies, former Asarco workers, environmental activists and citizens of Texas, New Mexico and Mexico.

“Borders of Resistance” chronicles the work of the border coalition as it prepares for the  final TCEQ hearing on Asarco’s air permit. The film includes interviews with key members of the coalition—former smelterworkers who have dedicated themselves to exposing Asarco’s hazardous legacy, public officials who support citizen efforts to prevent the smelter from re-opening, citizen researchers, community organizers and college students. The film gives representation to a broad range of voices as coalition members do research, educate themselves and each other, plan community events, and take leadership of a significant movement for public health, worker safety and the environment. The film provides historical context, showing the trajectory of a company that contaminated 22 states, leaving Superfund sites in its wake and posing significant risks to public and worker health. Finally, the film locates the El Paso struggle within Asarco’s chapter 11 bankruptcy, the largest in U.S. history. As State Senator Eliot Shapleigh explains: 

It is a strategy that will be used over and over again by other companies. The bankruptcy courts in the U.S. will play out this environmental saga, and we’ll see it, and this is the very first one.  

Texas State Senator Eliot Shapleigh (quoted in Borders of Resistance)

Responses to the Film: 

Borders of Resistance was screened with El Paso coalition members on September 6, 2008. Here are some of the responses to the film:

-“I like it that you showed both sides of the border.”

-“I never dreamed you would capture our work as well as you have.”

-“You’ve given us the tool we need to take the next step.”

-“I like it because it’s informative, but it also has human stories—it shows beautiful people in a tough situation.” 

-“The film shows how people can be agents of change, for the children, for the future. It moves us all to be aware of the things we can’t see.”

-“The film is an important story in the struggle for human rights.” 

-“The TCEQ has never before identified their powerlessness to deny a corporation a permit. You documented that. You’ve given us an organizing tool.”

-“It’s great work—we need to talk about how to get it to the public. I’d like to see internet versions and a website. This is a starting place to educate our community about the dangers of not only acute toxicity from metals but also chronic toxicity.”

-“It should be shown nationally and locally—we need copies for PBS, schools, libraries.”

-“We will have a screening at the Plaza (downtown theater) and fill it with 1,000 people.”

The No Borders Project: 

Borders of Resistance was produced by the No Borders project: documentary video and writing about workers and communities dealing with industrial hazards. The project has also produced A Worm in Every Pot (13 minutes): a film about a children’s plant project in Anapra, New Mexico, a nearby community that was heavily contaminated by Asarco’s emissions. Future films will focus on other Asarco-impacted communities. Other aspects of the project include collaboration with community writers, fostering connections between Asarco-impacted communities, and analytical writing (articles and a book).   

The No Borders project is supported by:

The Evergreen State College and 

The Evergreen State College Labor Education and Research Center. 

No Borders Co-Directors: Anne Fischel and Lin Nelson. 

No Borders Advisory Board: 


Mariana Chew (Sierra Club)* 

Lea Mitchell (former staff member of PEER: Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility)

Michael Silverstein (MD, MPH, Professor of Environmental and Occupational Health, University of Washington School of Public Health) 

*The Sierra Club has contributed significantly to documenting the Asarco story, including publications such as "Asarco: El Paso's Worst Citizen," Marilyn Berlin Snell's "Going for Broke: How a Copper Giant Plans to Make the Public Pay for its Toxic Mess," and a soil study linking Asarco emissions to soil contamination in El Paso, Anapra, New Mexico, and Ciudad Juarez, Mexico.  
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