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THE NATION:

Troubles in Tin

Operation Triangula_r‘ﬁ Bolivia’s Fate Rides With It

LA PAZ, BOLIVIA.

«Near each tin mine in the arid, poverty-

rldden ‘nation of Bouvln where the 12,000
makes cult,

alanda a large, bleak nnJ fully visible
graveyard, &

The graveyard Is a symbal of the con-
dition of the miner, who 1s respopsible for
88 per cent of Bollvian exports and whose

life expectancy 1s 29 years. It may become,

a symbol of the natlon. Clrcumstances
are fast bringing Bolivia to a point where
its problems are either going to explode,
or begin responding to one of the most ex-

pensive cures in the history of foreign ald. .

The s no 1 to the
United States. Besides its financial com-
mitment, -Washington 21s concerned. that
Bollvia 1s one of the most receptive Latin
American countries to Communist infiltra-
tion. Bince President Victor Paz Esten-
8s0ro took office in a coup d'etat in. 1052,
the country’s political situation has been
stable, but its economic situation has un-
dergone almost no improvement at all,

Bince 1942, United States ald to Bollvia
has totaled nearly $200,000,000, all but
a smattering In the past 10 years. With
a population estimated at 3,500,000, Bo-
livia recelved more per capita foreign
ald than any other country in Latin Amer-
ica—perhaps In the world. This year's
grant, under the Alllance, for Progress,
comes, to $80,000,000.

Funds Lost, Strayed, or Stolen

80 far the results have been dreary.
Much of that money has been wasted or
stolen or has simply disappeared. S8ince
1960, - however, United BStates ald to
Bollvia has ceased to be what American
Ambassador Ben 8. Stephansky calls “a
massive dole.”

‘““We never should have gone In so
heavily for budget support,’” he says.
“The emphasis now Is on self-help and
economic development.” Results of the
new program are still foggy, but informed
observers in La Paz—Mr, Bt

tion'" for Bollvia after the decision (in the
form of a subsidy), President Paz can-
celed his visit to the United States.

Unfort ly, all devel pro-
grams need time, Petroleim and other
industries are still small, and it Is go-

ing to take a good imany years to make
a mountain out of the molehill that Is
Bolivian agriculture. During ‘those years
the mining Industry will have to carry
the load.

Operation Triangular's first object Is
to bring about “a significant increase In
mineral production, and, at the same time,
to lower production costs.”” The initial $12,-
000,000 1s the first step toward recapitall-
zation of a dead-broke Industry, and capl-
tal by Itself can.increase pr fon

13,495 In 1961. The grade of Bollvian ore
dropped almost as fast as profuation. In
1961 Comibol would have collapsed alto-
gether if not for emergency Infusions of
United States ald.

Corpjbol at an Impasse

Complaints agalnst Comibol are my-
riad. The main one is that the mines
have become a soclal enterprise Instead
of an economic one. ‘‘Comibol has 10,-
000 useless men on the payroll,” sald one «
mining consultant, ‘‘but they cag't lay
them off because the unions won't let
them—and the unions control the goy-
ernment."

There Is a certaln amount of truth in
he

Lawering costs, however, means clamp-
ing down on the unlons, and that Is an-
other story.

Bollvia probably has the world's most
unruly labor force. Labor is a glant poll-
tical conslderation here, and its number
one man is a clever, flamboyant politiclan
named Juan Lechin, whom the miners
call “El Maestro' and whom many others
call the most powerful man in the coun-
try. Mr. Lechin is secretary general of
the Bollvian Workers' Federation (COB).
He undoubtedly has it in his power to
make or break Operation Triangular, sim-
ply by Inflaming the miners against “‘In-
terference by foreign capitalists.” Bo far
he has made no public commitments, one
way or another, and there are two schools
of thought on where he stands.

El Maestro: Which Way Will He Go?

‘“‘He's too smart to come right out and
oppose it," sald one mining englneer. ‘‘but
he's it, it's him,

Comibol employs 28,000
men. in 16 mines. The private sector—
five medium-sized mines and some 2,000
small ones—employs another 10,000 men,
all unionized. Thatl is about 1'3 per cent
of Bollvia's population. Yet, because the
mines are the natlon's only real source of
income — and because the 16,000-man
miners’ militla outnumbers the army
more than two to one—the question of

union s off the Comi-
bol pnyroll is a political bombshell,

The miners' militia {s an almost unique
force, strong enough to topple the govern-
ment any day of the week. Well-drilled
and well-outfitted, it fills the same role as
would, for Instance, a militia run by the
United Auto Workers which was' strong
enough to crush the United Btates Army,

Partly because of these extra men, it
costs Comibol $1.35 to produce a pound of
tin—while a private mine, the British-
owned Empressa Minera de Cerro Grande,

It Triangular succeeds, it means Labor
will have to be controlled—and if Labor
is controlled, Lechin will lose a lot of his
power."

Others say he is too much a nationalist
to hamstring his country by opposing eco-

The barometer everyone u\wltcmnz
18 called Operation Triangular, a $40,000,-
000 development plan almed at the re-
habllitation of Bolivia's mlnmc industry,
which has steadlly gone to pleces since
it was nuuonnuzed in 1953, The first

of Triangular'calls for $12,000,000,
split more or less evenly among the
United States, the Inter-American Devel-
,Opment. Bank, and West Germany.

Bollvia cannot make a go of it without
tbemmlncl.ndunry For 400 years min-
ing has been the key to Bollvia—econom-

mining
dustry back on its teet 1t also will ac-
complish its long-range goal of making
less vitdl to the Bollvian

nomic devel even If he does not
like where the money Is coming from.
It has to come from somewhere, and Mr.
Lechin is smart enough to know it is not
going to come from Bollvia, He also ex-
pects. to succeed Mr, Paz as presidefit in
1964, and he would need a solld mining
industry to keep the country golrg.
Before the 1952 revolution, three com-
panies—Patino, Aramayo, and Hochschild
—controlled 80 per cent of the industry.
The taxes they pald were the bulk of the
government's income, and thelr wish was
the government's command. They re-in-
vested as little of thelr profits as possi-
ble; most of the profits went into foreign
banks or real estate. The rs were

pald a few cents a day and kept In the

camps by armed guards, The Bolivian
mining industry was one of the purest
forms of exploitation existing In Bouth
America.

80 it came as no surprisé, after the
revolution, when the three big holdings
were nationalized and turned over to
Comibol, the government mining corpora-
tion. Most Bollyians main even now
that it was a necessary step, even though
Comibol’s losses have grown worse with
every passing y and now average
about $1,000,000 a month, To keep the
corporation on {ts feet has required some
$20,000,000 of foreign capital, most of it
to meet labor costs.

With few exceptions, top managers and
techniclans departed the country with
the ‘‘tin barons. The mines were plagued
with strikes, theft, featherbedding, and

Tin
from 26,000 fine metric tons in 1963, to
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In these wood cabins live the men who work the privately run
Grace Co. mine outside La Paz, Bolivia.

“ the natlonalized mines.

The mine yields tungsten.

an pound for 70 cents,
On the world market, a pound of tin cur-
rently fetches around $1.

This, in a nutshell, is the case agalnst
But, lke most
figures, these tell only a part of the
story. ‘‘To give the devil his due, a
one man puts it, “you have to
the kind of problems Comibol faced when
it _took over."

There were two main ones: A hopeless
lack of capital, and an outsized labor
force. The three companies had seen
nationalization coming long before it hap-
pened, and consequently sold off every-
thing that could be sold without halting
production, and made up for the lack,of
machinery and equipment by hiring more
men, Instead of replacing a broken drill,
they simply hired ‘10 men with plcks.

‘‘When the government took over," says
one American officlal, ‘‘all they got were
holes In the ground."

They also got a swollen labor force
that had gone Into the streets of La Paz
with homemade bombs and hoarded guns
to smash the tin barons' army. The
miners carried the 1952 revolution, and
when It was over they were not about to
be told that the new government's first
suul; was to chop 10,000 men off the pay-
rolls.

Cost of Living Soars
The miners' critics point to the con-
stant strikes in the mines—an average of
10 to 12 major ones a year—and an in-
“creasing tendency toward ‘‘labor an-
archy.'" Yet the average wage in Comi-
bol's mines Is roughly 80 cents a day.
This is 10 years after the revolution that
was supposed to bring a better life, and
in those years the cost of living in Bollvia
has gone up about 30 times. Conditions
in most mines are as bad as they were
before nationalization. A miner's family,
regardless of its size, is rationed to five
pounds of rice a vleek ten pounds of
meat (counting bone and fat), five pounds
of sugar, and as much bread as they
need to fill out thelr stomachs. Most
families run to eight or nine' people.

Yet only two companies—Grace and
Cerro Grande—pay wages that average
$50 a month. The Comibol average is
about $25; the smaller, private mines
pay even less. A recent strike at the
government's Catavli mine came about
when management attempted to shut
down a section that was deemed ‘‘too
hazardous.” The miners protested and
struck because they got extra pay for
working in that section, and preferred to
keep on risking their llves rather than
take a pay cut.

1t Comibol could afford to invest in new
equipment—as can Grace and Cerro .
Grande—both income and conditions would
immediately improve. As it is, however,
they have a hard time hanging onto the
machinery they have. The corporation is
80 far In the red that often it cannot pay
salaries untll an outside loan comes
through. And a miner who has gone for
a month without pay feels no sense of
gullt at stealing a box of dynamite trom
Comibol and selling it to one of the smaller
Bo‘llvlm companies for whatever he can
get.

»Sclentific Exploration Planned

It 18 no wonder that the Communists
have made blg inroads in the mining un-
fons—and they have.

Bince the beginning of Operation Tri-
angular almost a year ago, the situation
has slightly improved. There has been a
small production increase, and—far more
fmportant—no major strikes. Before the
loans were approved, United Btates of-
ficlals got written promises that labor
leaders would not interfere with technl-
cal decisions, over which they" had a
veto for 10 years,

New machinery is beginning to arrive,
and a program of sclentific exploration
for -new deposits 1s. getting under way.
The Comibol payroll is quletly being
trimmed by making separation bonuses
avallable to those who can be urged into
other-fields.

Even so. the first big program for
Bolivia under the Alllance for Progress
is still a question mark. What will come
of the new exploration, and will it come
soon’eénough? How will labor react when
it is asked to make ‘a4 real sacrifice to
achleve some long-term gain? What kind
of wrenches are the Communists going to
throw Into the works?

Bpeculation is generally vague. In any
event most people are not thinking much
beyond the end of this year. If Operation
Triangular falls—or even If the trend
starts In that direction--the préspects for
Bolivia are not pretty.
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