In The Garage

FIXING CARS THE “MEXICAN

By Kenneth E. Seaton

0 YOU'RE OUT

FOR APLEAS-

ANT DRIVE
IN YOUR VEHICLE
WHEN YOU HEARIT.
“  THE MUCH-DREAD-
ED THUMP COMING FROM YOUR
VEHICLE'S ENGINE.

You concentrate and then...there it is
again. You say to yourself, I'd better stop
by the garage and see Chucho. Chucho?
Yes, Chucho.

Jesus Hernandez or as he is more af-
fectingly known, “Chucho” is the proud
owner-operator  of Transmisiones Au-
tomaticas y Direcciones Hidraulicas RI-
CARFM a small auto repair shop or Taller
in Puebla, Mexico. Puebla lies 130 km
southeast of Mexico City and is one of the
country’s oldest and most-visited cities.
With over 2.1 million inhabitants it's Mex-
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ico’s fourth- largest city and is renowned
for its warm and friendly hospitality, dis-
tinctive colonial history and scrumptious
cuisines.

Chucho is a proud family man of 306.
He has a wife and three kids and just loves
being a hard working entrepreneur. From
the top of his neatly combed, moussed
hair to his freshly polished dress shoes,
he is the very picture of a successful busi-
ness man. He likes to wear dress shoes
(a school uniform hang-over) and to keep
his shop orderly to hopefully impress pro-
spective customers.

He's a second-generation mechanic
and his love of cars started with his dad
who used to let him tag along to the
garage where he was working. Like his
father, Chucho has learned the mechan-
ics trade by being totally self-reliant and-
-unlike the rigorous educational demands
undertaken by his Canadian counterparts-
-has never had any official training or tak-
en any automotive repair courses.

He began his learning at the tender
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age of 12 where every afternoon after
school he'd rush down to work in a ga-
rage. The garage owner was an older me-
chanic who could, “fix any motor that he
put his hands on”. Chucho often worked
for little or no pay and he is very proud
of the fact that what little money he made,
went towards helping to pay for his own
schooling.

Right from the beginning he learned
to work hard. He would clean and car-
ry parts around, organize the tools and
ensure that the shop was workable. As
soon as he was tall enough to see over
the steering wheel he was allowed to
move customers’ cars around. Because
he was so little and at the larger mechan-
ics insistence, would often cram his body
into places on the vehicles that they just
couldn’t reach. Trunks were his specialty!

Chucho worked in a number of differ-
ent garages - learning as he went - until he
turned 21, when he decided to strike out
on his own. He felt that the only way for
him to grow and improve was to become




In The Garage

his own boss. It was not an easy decision
for him, but he believed that he was fi-
nally ready and able to go it alone.
Mexico is a country that has neces-
sarily created a culture of entrepreneur-
ship. With an average household salary
of $9,000 Cdn, it’s not uncommon to see
people turning their front yards into in-
formal cafes, or running a hair salon out
of their homes. Selling even, fried crickets

on the street corner (“garlic, please.”)—
anything to make a few extra bucks to
get by. Anyone who has travelled in this
country has surely been amazed by the
sheer number of corner stores, small res-
taurants, hair salons and yes, garages that
can be found within a one block radius of
each other.

In 2013 Enrique Jacob Rocha, presi-
dent of the newly-formed National Insti-
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tute of the Entrepreneur (INADEM) stat-
ed that “Micro, small-and-medium-sized
businesses (MSMEs) are the backbone of
the Mexican economy, accounting for 34.7
per cent of GDP, and representing more
than 99 per cent of all businesses in the
country, while generating seven-out-of-
every-10 jobs,” However, an important
counter point to these figures is that only
20 per cent of Mexican MSMEs pay their
taxes. Contributing factors to these figures
could possibly be attributed to corruption;
or the fact that many small business own-
ers do not even register their businesses.

Mexican small businesses owners face
many of the same challenges as their Ca-
nadian counterparts. They must have the
necessary experience to operate a small
business; building and keeping a loyal
customer base, making money, keeping
operating costs low, having the right lo-
cation, etc. Additionally, Mexican entre-
preneurs also face a high crime rate, cor-
ruption and constantly changing govern-
ment rules and standards that they must
contend with - and pay extra for - on an
almost-daily basis.

Chucho has had his shops broken into
numerous times and has had most of his
tools (to the tune of thousands of dol-
lars), equipment and once even his engine
hoist stolen. The first time he was robbed
he felt horrible. “T was very (insert swear
words here) angry and sad,” he grins and
shakes a fist, "I felt powerless that I was
unable to protect my stuff and my family!”

Things got so bad that he decided to
leave this shop and look for a safer loca-
tion. At his newly rented shop he hired
a security guard to watch over the out-
side of the business and he raised a Rot-
tweiler named Thor to protect the inside.
His most fervent wish is to someday make
enough money to be able to purchase
land and to build his own shop.

Canadian mechanics would find things
much different working in a Mexican ga-
rage. Mechanics - south of the borders -
work extremely long hours for very little
pay. On average, a Canadian mechanic
works a 375 hour week with an hourly
wage of $25 while Mexican mechanics
work around 54 hours and make roughly
$5 an hour Canadian. Safety standards are
lax, if not non-existent and the working
conditions would make any grease mon-
key cry!

Chucho has been injured on the job
numerous times and it is not uncommon
for him to return home bloody and band-
aged. Most recently he received second-
degree burns to his face and chest from
a faulty radiator blowback. Since there is
no health insurance or worker’s compen-






