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INTRODUCTION

I was requested to make an introduction to the reality of migration in the Americas. In 
doing so, I’m not attempting to be thorough nor to make an in depth study of any issue. 
I just want to make an initial reflection that I hope will be concluded, analyzed in greater 
depth and even corrected by you.

A good part of the text presented is not mine. It’s a compendium of quotes taken from 
the reports of Compañeros that work in the Jesuit Refugee Service (SJR in Spanish) or 
in the Jesuit Migration Services (SJM in Spanish) of Latin America and the Caribbean 
or are extracts from documents by specialists they recommended to me.

In particular I will focus on giving a general overview of irregular international migration. 
I speak about those persons who are displaced or are refugees. I will spend more time 
on the cases I consider to be most vulnerable.

It’s important to remember that there isn’t exact, hard data on these issues. There are 
estimates, precisely because irregular migration tries to protect itself through invisibility.

It  should  also  be  noted  that we  can’t  confuse  migrations  with  poverty:  “The  most 
impoverished from each society don’t usually make up the most dynamic groups in the 
search for  new horizons,  for  the simple  reason that  migration is  an enterprise  that 
usually requires certain savings and social networks. On the other hand, when in effect 
immigrants are the most impoverished in a society, it isn’t because they are carrying or 
moving poverty with them. They are the poorest because they suffer very concrete 
discriminations that affect their economic situation”1.

FIRST PART

GENERAL OVERVIEW OF MIGRATION IN THE AMERICAS

A) SOME CONSIDERATIONS ABOUT THE AMERICAS

To begin, I am going to present some facts about the American continent:
 
It is known that:

– It is the second biggest continent in the world after Asia; 
– It is the third continent with a greater number of inhabitants after Asia and Africa 

holding  close to 12% of the world population;2

– It is first place in terms of megadiversity of species in ecosystems;
– It has enormous cultural wealth and diversity.

1 Alejandro Grimson,  Twelve mistakes about migrations, in Nueva Sociedad (magazine) No  233, May-
June 2011, ISSN: 0251-3552,pág. 34-39  <www.nuso.org>.
2 http://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Población_mundial



Latin America and the Caribbean, 
– According to the UNDP it’s the most unequal region of the world3.
– In  2010,  32.1% of  Latin-Americans lived  in  poverty  stricken  conditions,  and 

12.9% in abject poverty. This is equivalent to 180 million impoverished people 
of whom 72 million live in conditions of abject poverty4.

– According to the ILO, the region of  Latin  America and the Caribbean ranks 
second in the world, after Asia, in terms of forced labor5.

As is known, 35 countries and 26 commonwealths located in four large sub-regions 
make up the Americas:

1) North America   - made up by three countries: Canada, USA and Mexico.
2) Cen  tral America   - seven countries: Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, 

Honduras, Nicaragua and Panama.
3) S  outh America   – twelve countries: Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, 

Ecuador, Guyana, Paraguay, Peru, Surinam, Uruguay and Venezuela.
4) The Caribbean   – thirteen countries: Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Barbados, 

Cuba, Dominica, Grenada, Haiti, Jamaica, Dominican Republic, Saint Kitts and 
Nevis, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, Saint Lucia, Trinity and Tobago. 

The 26 Commonwealths or quasi colonies are:
– 8  United Kingdom: Anguilla, Bermudas, Cayman Islands,  South Georgia and 

the South Sandwich Islands, British Virgin Islands, Falkland Islands (Argentina), 
Montserrat, (Argentina), Turks and Caicos Islands;

– 7 France: Clipperton Island (México), Guadeloupe, French Guyana, Martinique, 
Saint Martin, Saint Barthélemy, and Saint Pierre and Miquelon; 

– 6 the Netherlands: Aruba, Curaçao and  Sint Maarten (autonomous),  Bonaire 
Islands, Saint Eustatius and Saba (autonomous);

– 4 U.S.:  Navassa Island (Haití), U.S. Virgen Islands, Puerto Rico, Guantánamo 
(Cuba), 

– 1 Denmark: Greenland. 

All of these are found in the Caribbean, except for French Guyana, the Falkland 
Islands and South Georgia and South Sandwich Islands,  that  are part  of  South 
America, and the Bermudas, Greenland and Saint Pierre and Miquelon that are part 
of North America.

According to the Human Development Index of the UNDP6  

3 The United Nations Development Program (UNDP),  Regional  Human Development  Report  for  Latin  
America and the Caribbean 2010:  Acting on the future: breaking the intergenerational transmission of 
inequality. 
4 Centro  Gumillas,  IX  Analysis  of  the  SItuation  of  Latin  America  and the  Caribbean,  Oct-Dec.  2010, 
Caracas, pág. 5
5 http://www.oit.org.pe/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=2197:13-millones-de-vimas-de-
trabajo-forzoso-y-trata-en-amca-latina&catid=115:comunicados-de-prensa&Itemid=371
6 The Human Development Index (HDI) is an indicator of human development by country, elaborated by 
the United Nations Development Program (UNDP). It is based on a statistical social indicator composed of  
three parameters:
• Long healthy life: measured by life expectancy at birth.
• Education:  measured by adult  literacy rate and the combined gross rate of  registration for grade 

school, high school, and university education, as for the amount of years of obligatory study. 
• Level of decent living: measured by the per capita GDP in international dollars.

2

http://enciclopedia.us.es/index.php/Saba_(isla)
http://enciclopedia.us.es/index.php/San_Eustaquio_(isla)
http://enciclopedia.us.es/index.php/Bonaire
http://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sint_Maarten


the  group  of  38  countries  with  very  high  human  development  indexes  include: 
Canada (4th place), the U.S. (13th), Barbados (37th) 

The  group  of  45  countries  with   high  human  development  include  :  Chile  (44), 
Antigua and Barbuda (47), Argentina (49), Uruguay (50), Cuba (51) ,Bahamas (52), 
Mexico (53), Costa Rica (54), Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela (58), Panama (60), 
Trinity and Tobago (64), Saint Lucia (69), Dominica (73), Grenada (74), Brazil (75), 
Colombia (77), Peru (78), Ecuador (80)

The 75 countries of medium development include: Dominican Republic (90), Belize 
(93), Surinam (97), Jamaica (100), Paraguay (101), El Salvador (106), Honduras 
(112), Bolivia (113), Guyana (114), Guatemala (122), Nicaragua (124), Haiti (149).

The main   trade blocs  7   that exist in the Americas are  :

– The North American Free Trade Agreement (TLCAN or NAFTA): Canada, 
U.S. and México.

– The  Central  American  Integration  System (SICA  in  Spanish):  with  six 
member States pertaining to Central American countries, except for Costa Rica, 
and one associate member: the Dominican Republic. 

– The Union of South American Nations (UNASUR in Spanish): is more of a 
place  for  political  coordination  than  for  regional  integration.  It  includes  the 
twelve South American Countries. 

– The  Caribbean  Community  (Caricom  in  Spanish):  brings  together  the  ex 
English  Colonies  and  the  territories  that  are  presently  dependencies  of  the 
United Kingdom, plus Haiti. The fifteen full members are: Antigua and Barbuda, 
Bahamas, Barbados,  Belize,  Dominica,   Grenada ,  Guyana,  Haiti,  Jamaica, 
Saint  Kitts  and  Nevis,   Saint  Lucia, Saint  Vincent  and  the  Grenadines, 
Surinam,  Trinity and Tobago, and Montserrat. The five associate members are: 
Anguilla, Bermudas, Cayman  Islands,  Turks  and  Caicos  Islands  and  British 
Virgin Islands. There are also seven observer countries.  

– The Common Market of the South (MERCOSUR in Spanish): is made up of 4 
member  states:  Brazil,  Argentina,  Uruguay  and  Paraguay.  The  associated 
States are Bolivia,  Chile,  Colombia,  Ecuador  and Peru.  Venezuela  is in  the 
process of joining.

– The Andean Community (CAN in Spanish): formed by four member States: 
Bolivia,  Colombia,  Ecuador and  Peru.  The associate  States  are:  Argentina, 
Brazil, Chile, Paraguay and Uruguay.

– The Bolivarian Alliance for the peoples of our America (ALBA in Spanish): 
formed by 8 countries: Antigua and Barbuda, Bolivia, Cuba, Dominica, Ecuador, 
Nicaragua, Saint Vicente and the Grenadines and Venezuela. 

B) THE GLOBAL MIGRATION CONTEXT 

The United Nations Development Program (UNDP) in its 2009 report on migration 
maintained that close to:

– 740 million people are internal migrants.  
– 214 million people are international migrants of whom, approximately 60% have 

moved either between developing countries or between developed countries; 
37% from a developing country to a developed one and the remaining 3% has 
migrated from developed countries to developing ones. 

7 http://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bloque_comercial#Am.C3.Africa
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– 50 million people irregularly live and work abroad.

That  same  report  indicates  that  during  the  last  50  years,  the  percentage  of 
international migrants in the world population has been notoriously stable –close to 
3%- in spite of factors that could have increased  the number of people that take 
course of action. What has increased considerably is the proportion of people that 
go to developed countries8.

With regard to refugees, the UNHCR report from that same year points out that 
there are approximately: 

– 43.3 million people in the world who are victims of forced displacement due to 
conflicts or persecution, the highest number since the mid nineties. Of whom: 
o 15.2 million are refugees,
o 27,1 million are internally displaced 

– Close to 1 million people request asylum9. 

C) SOME CHARACTERISTICS OF MIGRATION IN THE AMERICAS 

1) From the migration point of view, the Americas is a continent of contrasts  : 

On one hand,  there are the  principal  Latin  America and Caribbean sending 
countries. According to the IOM, Mexico is the main migration country with 10.1 
million people living abroad, representing about 10% of the total population of 
the country10. On the other hand there’s Canada and the U.S. which are the 
principal reception countries.

On one hand there are “borders that are bridges” located in sub-regions with a 
high  level  of  integration,  as  is  the  case  of  the  countries  of  MERCOSUR. 
Between  them  there  is  an  agreement  that  went  into  effect  in  2009  which 
recognizes the right of the nationals of those States to reside in the territory of 
the other countries of the bloc. They also decided to carry out a plan of action 
for the progressive conformation of a Statute of Citizenship of Mercosur, which 
among its objectives would contemplate a policy of free circulation of people in 
the region, equality of rights and civil, social, cultural and economic liberties for 
the nationals of those participating States; equal conditions of access to work, 
health, education, and the progressive recognition of the political rights to the 
«citizens of a participating State, including the possibility to elect members of 
the Mercosur parliament». The plan should be fully applied in the year 2022. 
There are also borders with a certain level of integration, where the countries 
involved acknowledge the free transit and stay of its citizens during a lapse of 
up to six months. That is the case between Canada-U.S., among the countries 
of CARICOM and C4 in Central America made up of Nicaragua, Honduras, El 
Salvador and Guatemala. On the other hand there are “borders that are walls”, 
even physical ones, as in the case of the U.S. – Mexican border.

8 PNUD,  Human Development Report 2009: Overcoming obstacles: Human mobility and development, 
NY, NY 2009, pages. 2, 3, 22 and 23)
9 UNHCR, Global Tendencies 2009, Geneva June 15 2010, p. 1
10 OAS. Preliminary Observations of the CIDH Rapporteur to Mexico on the Human Rights of Migrants,  
August 3, 2011, p. 3.
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On  one  hand  there  are  very  advanced  Constitutions  in  which  “universal 
citizenship” is recognized and, in consequence, free transit for people from any 
part of the world, as occurs in the case of Ecuador; and on the other hand there 
are laws to criminalize irregular immigration, as in the case of Arizona, known 
as the SB1070.

Despite these  contrasts  and  the  economic  crisis  that  persists  in  the  United 
States and Spain and the harshening of the reception policies in the destination 
countries,  in  Latin  America  and  the Caribbean  the  tendency  to  migrate  has 
maintained the same level, without registering important movements to return to 
the countries of origin.

2) Even in  the countries  of  Latin  America  and the Caribbean  migration  is  very   
heterogeneous: 
-  43% of the regional total comes from Mexico, 
- the relative importance of migration on the populations of origin goes between 
0.4% in Brazil and 69.1% in Grenada. It is particularly high amongst most of the 
caribbean countries (West Indies, Guyana, Suriname)

3) However,  there  are  similar   tendencies  at  least   on  a  Latin  American  and   
Caribbean level11, such as

a) The loss of an important  part  of  their  young population.  In recent  years 
(2005-2010) many Latin American and Caribbean countries have lost the 
net equivalent of more than a third of their youth. This occurs in French 
Guyana and El Salvador  (close to 50%);  in  Saint  Vincent,  Jamaica and 
Grenada (40-50%); and in Mexico, Ecuador and Nicaragua (25-35%)12.

b) The  growing  participation  of  female  migration not  just  due  to  family 
integration but in the search for job placement through house-keeping jobs 
which is way that is preferred for South American immigrants in Europe, 
although lesser so in the United States and Canada. 

The Latin  American migrant  population  in  Spain  is  made up 44% men, 
whose labor is mostly used in construction, and 56% women, that usually 
work in other services, particularly in taking care of the ill, senior citizens 
and children, and attending tourism and hotel related services. In addition, 
women migrants who are employed in  these sectors in  Spain  face less 
competition  in  the  labor  market  in  comparison  with  the  men who  must 
compete for jobs with migrants from other regions.”13. 

The proportion of men to women in the Haitian community in Quebec is the 
same as in Spain.

In  most  of  the  Caribbean  countries,  women  are  predominant  in  the 
economically active migrant population, except in the cases of Antigua and 
Barbuda, Cuba and Grenada.14

11 Latin American and Caribbean Demographic Center (CELADE in Spanish) – Population Division of 
CEPAL, International Migration of Latin Americans and Caribbeans, Santiago,Chile, July 2006, pps. 2-10.
12 OAS, Continuous System of Reports on International Migration in the Americas (SICREMI in Spanish) 
International Migration in the Americas, Washington 2011, p. 3
13 Maldonado, R., Bajuk, N., Hayem, M. “Remittances to Latin America and the Caribbean during 2010:  
stabilization after the crisis”. Multilateral Investment Fund, Inter-American Development Bank. Washington 
D.C., 2011, pps. 15-16
14 OAS, SICREMI, International Migration in the Americas, Washington 2011, p. 25
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c) The increase of qualified migration. As has been occurring for decades in 
other developing regions, Latin America and the Caribbean are undergoing 
the loss of the highly qualified population. The census data indicates that 
since  1970  there  has  been  a  strong  increase  in  the  number  of  Latin 
American professionals, technicians and similar outside of their countries of 
origin, amounting to a little more than 300 thousand people in 1990 and 
almost a million in 2000. Of all of these migrants, only the fourth of them 
remained within the region by the year 2000. Among the factors that favor 
the migration of qualified personnel the most important are the conditions of 
the labor market and the difficulties in the area of investigations, science 
and technology in developing countries. In that same direction, there is an 
active demand for specific fields in developed countries which favors the 
migration of  international  students as it  is  considered to be an entrance 
channel for young people who want to stay to work and perhaps establish 
themselves once their studies are finished: There were 82,350 international 
students during 2008-2009 in Canada, and 348,000 in the United States.15 

D) THE  MAIN  DESTINATION  OF  INTERNATIONAL  MIGRATION  FROM  LATIN 
AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN 

According to data from 2005, close to 26 million people from Latin Americans and 
the Caribbean live outside their countries of origin, an amount that has probably 
stabilized between that time and 2010.16. 

The principal destinations of this migration are:

1) The United States. 
This  is  the destination  country  of  72%  of  the  migrant  persons  from  Latin 
America and the Caribbean. They have become the largest minority in the U.S., 
slightly outnumbering the Afro-American population.

2) Europe, especially in Spain. 
An estimated 12% of migrant persons from Latin American and the Caribbean 
live in Europe, mainly in Spain, Italy, Portugal and France. Spain is the second 
destination of regional migration (9%).

According to data  from the Municipal Census, at the beginning of 2010 there 
were 2.4 million people who were born in some Latin American country. It’s a 
contingent that has grown constantly and that as a whole makes up almost half 
of the entrance of foreigners since 2000, in addition to representing almost 40% 
of the foreigners in the country.

In 2004,  most of the foreigners with an irregular migration status were those 
born  in  Latin  America.  Among  the  Latin  Americans,  the  percentage  of 
undocumented reached 32% in 2001 and close to 51% in 200417

26%  of  the  Latin  American  immigrants  come  from  Ecuador,  17%  from 
Colombia, 13% from Bolivia and 11% from Peru. In the case of Ecuador, Spain 

15 OEA, SICREMI, International Migration in the Americas, Washington 2011, Executive Summary, p. 9
16 OEA, SICREMI, International Migration in the Americas, Washington 2011, pps. 56- 59
17 OEA, SICREMI, International Migration in the Americas, Washington 2011, pps. 65-67
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is the main source of remittances received, outnumbering those received from 
the U.S.

Regarding Central Americans, until before 2010, the number of migrants from 
that  region  wasn’t  important  (close  to  1%).  After  last  year,  the  number  of 
Hondurans and Nicaraguans grew 35% compared to 2009. They became 2.4% 
of the total migrant population in Spain.

3) Countries from Latin America and the Caribbean. 
Intra-regional  migrants  constitute  11%  of  those  in  Latin  America  and  the 
Caribbean. They travel mostly between countries with common borders or that 
are geographically close, coinciding with spaces for sub-regional integration.

The most relevant intra-regional flows are found as follows: In South America, 
that of Paraguayans, Bolivians and Peruvians to Argentina; Peruvians, Bolivians 
and Ecuadorans to Chile and that of Peruvians to Ecuador. In Central America, 
the migration of  Nicaraguans to Costa Rica.  In Middle  America,  there is  an 
important  flow  of  temporary  workers  from  Guatemala  to  Mexico.  In  the 
Caribbean there is an intense circulation of Haitians to the Dominican Republic 
and  among  those  from  Anglophone  countries  mostly  to  the  Bahamas, 
Barbados, U.S. Virgin Islands, Jamaica and Trinity and Tobago18.

4) Canada
2% of the migrants from Latin America and the Caribbean live in this country. It 
ranks third among the developed countries that receive migrants -after the U.S. 
and  Spain-.  It  has  a  population  of  almost  700  thousand  people  from Latin 
America and the Caribbean (11% of the total migrant population).

In 2006,  57% of  the  stock  of people from Latin America and the Caribbean 
corresponded to those coming from the Caribbean, mainly Jamaican migrants, 
with more than 123,000 people;  Guyana with  more than 87,000,  Trinity and 
Tobago, with more than 65,000; and Haiti with over 63,000 immigrants. Among 
the South Americans, who represent almost 24% of the total from Latin America 
and  the  Caribbean,  Colombians  are  the  main  stock, with  39,000  people, 
followed  by  Chileans,  (27,000)  and  Peruvians  (22,000).  Among  Middle 
Americans, most of the immigrants are born in Mexico, with 50,000 migrants 
and El Salvador with almost 43,000.

The total migrant entrance flow is approximately a quarter of a million a year 
(permanent residency  granted) and is one of the countries of the OECD with 
greater amount of foreign population in relative terms (almost 20% of its total 
population in 2006)19. 

5) The remaining 3% lives in Africa, Asia or Oceania, principally in Japan.

  

E) THE MAIN ORIGIN OF IMMIGRATION TO THE U.S. 

The U.S., in absolute terms is the country of the world that  receives the greatest 
number of migrants from the greatest number of countries. They practically come 
from all over the world, although the top twenty countries of origin concentrate more 

18 Data,  Jorge Martínez Pizarro,  The migratory map of Latin America and the Caribbean, women and  
gender, Santiago de Chile, September 2003 en http://www.oas.org/atip/Migration/CEPAL, 
19  OAS, SICREMI, International Migration in the Americas, Washington 2011, pps. 61-63 
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than 60% of  the total  immigrants.  The annual  migrant  flow is  greater  than one 
million a year (according to permanent residence granted).

The total U.S. population  is 308,745,538, of which 50.5 millions are of Hispanic 
origin, which is 16.3% of the total population. The growth rate in the last ten years 
has  been  43%.  According  to  Census  Bureau  projections,  Latin  Americans,  will 
constitute 30% of the U.S. population by the middle of this century, that is, some 
133 million of a total of 439 million20. 

Of the Latin Americans, 29.3 million are Mexican; 4.1 million are Puerto Rican; 3.6 
million  are  Central  American;  2.5  million  South  American;  1.5  Cuban;  and  1.2 
Dominican.21 

4.8% are of Asian origin. They are the ones that had the highest rate of growth in 
the last 10 years: 43.3%.22 

From 2001 to 2010 6,556,004 foreigners were naturalized in the U.S. equivalent to 
2.1% of their total population.  The origin by continent of those naturalized is as 
follows: 39% was born in North and South America (36.7% in Latin America and the 
Caribbean), 38% in Asia, 13% in Europe and 7% in Africa. Of the total amount of 
persons naturalized during the first  decade of the XXI  Century,  14% come from 
Mexico, 7% from India; 5.7% from the Philippines, 5% from Viet Nam and another 
5% from China. 

During this same period, 10,501,053 immigrants  were granted permanent legal 
residence in the U.S., equivalent to 3.4% of the total population. Their origin by 
continent  is  distributed  in  the  following  way:  43%  are  from  North  and  South 
America, 36% from Asia, 12% from Europe and 8% from Africa. Among the total of 
those granted legal permanent residence in the U.S. during this period, by country, 
16% are from Mexico, 6% from China, 6% India and 6% Philippines.

The Department of  Homeland Security (DHS) estimates that  between 2000 and 
2009 the irregular  immigrant population that lives in the U.S. increased close to 
27%. During this same period, the greatest percentage increase of this population 
occurred  among  Hondurans,  95%;  Guatemalans  65%,  from  India  64%  and 
Mexicans 42%. Of the total amount of irregular immigrants that live in the U.S. in 
2009, 63% arrived before 2000 and 62% come from Mexico; the other countries of 
origin are El Salvador with 5%, Guatemala 4%, Honduras 3%, Philippines, India, 
Korea, Ecuador 2% each and Brazil and China 1% each. In January 2009, the total 
amount of irregular immigrants in the U.S. decreased to 10.8 million, with regard to 
the 11.6 millions in January 200823. 

Without  a  doubt,  one  of  the  institutions  most  affected  by  these  demographic 
tendencies is the U.S. Catholic Church: 

With the arrival  of  so many Mexican and Central American immigrants, Catholic 
Latin Americans are now 35% of the 75 million people who profess that religion in 
U.S. territory. This already makes them the largest ethnic group within the Catholic 
Church  in  that  country.  According  to  statistics  from the  Secretariat  of  Hispanic 

20Elaine Levine The Hispanic/Latin Americans in the United States in  Contemporary Migrations,  Plural 
Editores, Bolivia, January 2009
21 http://pewhispanic.org/
22 http://2010.census.gov/2010census/data/
23 Michael  Hoefer,  Nancy  Rytina,  and  Bryan  C.  Baker, Estimates  of  the  Unauthorized  Immigrant  
Population Residing in the United States: January 2009,  en Homeland Security,  Population Estimates, 
January 2010 
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Issues of the Bishops Conference, by the year 2030, Latin Americans will increase 
from 35% to 44% of the total number of Catholics in the U.S., and by the middle of 
the century, 8 of every 10 of them will have that origin.

This change presents a pastoral challenge to the Catholic Church of the Americas. 
Of the 42 thousand catholic priests in the U.S., only 2 thousand (5% of the total) are 
Latin American, while of the 19 thousand existing Catholic parishes, only 17% offer 
Mass in Spanish and only 20% have an office of Hispanic Ministry.

F) THE  GROWING  VULNERABILITY  OF  MIGRANTS  IN  THE  AMERICAS  AND 
THEIR INSUFFICIENT PROTECTION:

1) It  is obvious  that  the  main  cause  of  a  Migrant’s  vulnerability  is  his/her 
“irregularity”.  The  inability  to  fulfill  the  legal  requirements  of  international 
migration forces many people to:
– Take  the  risk  of  travelling  by more  and  more  dangerous  means  of 

transportation and routes, where they are exposed to the attack of thieves 
and organized kidnapping rings, multiple accidents, and suffering extreme 
climatic conditions.

– Buy false papers and contracting human traffickers,
– Become victims of human trafficking and labor or sexual exploitation, 
– Suffer social discrimination and Xenophobia.

2) The legal bureaucracy to enter a country isn’t just to control migratory flow. It 
seeks to criminalize the work force of migrant workers, so as to construct  the 
greatest  possible  power  asymmetry  between  them  and  their  possible 
employers. That allows the receiving country’s economy to:
– Acquire a labor force that is unavailable within their own borders24; 
– Reduce the costs beyond internal market conditions in order to earn greater 

profits; 
– Control  the  offer  of  migratory  workers  in  accordance  with  the  need  for 

workforce in the labor market.

3) Tying migration with national security instead of development has increased the 
vulnerability of irregular migrants. 

After September 11, 2001, categories such as refugee or economic migrants 
are more and more frequently associated ideologically to terrorists or organized 
crime. That has favored the generalization of more restrictive migratory policies, 
criminalization  of  irregular  migration,  the  toughening  up  of  border  controls, 
increased xenophobia and stigmatization of migrants and the excessive use of 
force to combat irregular migration. Unfortunately most of the migratory policies 
of  the  governments  of  the  Americas  are  inspired  by  this  national  security 
perspective.

4) The growing difficulty to attain government recognition  of  refugee status for 
those  people  who  require  international  protection  is  favoring  a  worrisome 
conceptual  blurring  of  the  distinction  between  refugee and migrant,  through 

24 “The U.S. Chamber of Commerce estimates that in the following ten years, between 10 and 15 million 
new workers will be needed for low income employment that will not be found within the borders of that 
country” Jim Cason and David Brooks (11/23/2003). Migration reform in the United States. A lot of smoke 
but little fire. Mexico. La Jornada, Masiosare, p. 12.
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which  there  is  an  attempt  to  ignore  the  rights  granted  to  refugees  by  the 
Geneva Conventions of 1951.

 

5) One of the main effects of this vulnerability is the disturbing number of victims 
of human trafficking that exists in Latin America and the Caribbean. 

– A yearly average of three million people are victims of illegal trafficking25

– Each year, some 100 thousand people are victims of human trafficking26. 

6) The insufficient  protection migrants receive  (particularly  irregular  ones)  from 
inter-governmental migration entities, due to the fact they are viewed from a 
national security perspective.

In the Americas there are 2 regional conferences to attend to migration: 

a) The Regional   Conference about Migration   (CRM in Spanish) 27  is an inter-
governmental  forum  that  groups  together  eleven  countries,  those  from 
North and Central America with the Dominican Republic. “Its purpose is to 
exchange  information  and  promote  dialogue  on  migratory  issues”.  Its 
resolutions are not binding28. 

They have focused on taking measures to regulate repatriations, to express 
concern for human trafficking and wanting to share information in order to 
combat  those  two  serious  crimes.  It  hasn’t  effectively  promoted  the 
protection of the human rights of migrants, in spite of having the advisory of 
specialized regional and international observer organizations, such as the 
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 
the Inter American Human Rights Commission (IAHRC), the United Nations 
Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Migrants29. 

In order to approve resolutions, there is a more formal than real dialogue 
among the diverse Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) that make up 
the  Social  Network  of  Civil  Organizations  for  Migrations  (RROCM in 
Spanish). 

b) The South American Migrations Conference   (CSM in Spanish) 30.
It’s made up of the 12 South American countries. It also counts with the 
collaboration of the same regional or international organizations that form 
part  of  the CRM,  only  that  with  CSM,  SICA is  replaced by the Andean 
Community (CAN in Spanish). Civil society is represented by NGOs.

The merit of CSM is that “the promotion of actions directed to facilitate the 
mobility of persons has been expressed explicitly”31

25 http://www.voanews.com/spanish/news/latin-america/oea-contra-trafico-trata-ilegal-personas
26  The  number  comes  about  from  the  yearly  regional  report  by  the  U.S.  State  Department,  Cfr. 
http://www.lajornadanet.com/diario/archivo/2010/enero/25/3.html
27 http://www.crmsv.org/
28 Argentina, Colombia, Ecuador, Jamaica and Peru have the status of observers.
29 The International Organization for Migrations (IOM), the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin 
America and the Caribbean/Latin American and Caribbean Demographic Centre (CEPAL/CELADE), the 
General  Secretary  of  the  Latin  American  Conference  (SEGIB);  The  System  of  Central  American 
Integration (SICA); and the United Nations Population Fund (UNPFA) also participate.
30 http://www.xcsm.org.bo/
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The Caribbean  is  absent  from both  of  these  initiatives  and  doesn’t  have  a 
similar regional authority that deals with migrations issues.

7) The little  impact  that  international  instruments for  the protection of  migrants 
have: Only seventeen of the thirty five States that make up the Americas ratified 
the  International  Convention  on  the  protection  of  the  rights  of  all  migratory 
workers and their  families.  Until  now,  the U.S.,  Canada,  Brazil,  Costa Rica, 
Venezuela and all of the Caribbean countries with the exception of Guyana and 
Jamaica haven’t done so32. 

G) THE IMPORTANCE OF REMITTANCES GENERATED BY MIGRATION 

According to a recent OAS report that publishes the chart on the following page, 
the countries of Latin America  and the Caribbean received US $58,246 million in 
2010. In absolute terms, Mexico was the most important recipient in the region, with 
US $22,572 million. It  was also the third most important recipient country in the 
world after India and China. Other important recipients in the region were Brazil 
which received US $ 4,277 million;  Guatemala US $4,255 million;  Colombia US 
$3,942  million;  El  Salvador  US  $3,648  million  and  Haiti  US  $1,499  million.  In 
relative  terms,  the  remittances represent  approximately  19.3% of  the  Honduran 
GDP, 17.3% of  Guyana’s  GDP,  15.7% of  El  Salvador’s,  15.4% of  Haiti’s  GDP. 
However, it was 2.5% of Mexico’s GDP.

“The main objective remittances have is to take care of the needs of the migrant’s 
family in the country of origin. Both in periods of stability and crisis, the remittances 
represent vital income for millions of families in the region that depend on these 
resources  to  cover  their  basic  expenses  such  as  the  purchase  of  clothing, 
medicines or food. When the country of origin is facing periods that adversely affect 
income and consumption, as was the case of Honduras with Hurricane Mitch at the 
end of  the nineties  and the earthquakes that  battered Chile  and Haiti  in  2010, 
migrants made additional efforts to send more remittances in order to thwart the 
negative effects on the income level of their families.”33.

“However, the impact of remittances on a macro level is generally moderate and 
varies from country to country over time. A 2007 in depth study by the World Bank 
in  eleven  Latin  American  countries  showed  that  for  each  percentage  point  of 
increase of remittances in the Gross Domestic Product (GDP), the fraction of the 
population that lives in poverty on average is reduced approximately 0.4%”34. 

The trend of remittances in Latin America and the Caribbean, by region, over last 
year was the following35: 

31 CELADE, International Migration of Latin Americans and people from the Caribbean in Latin America.  
Characteristics, Challenges and Opportunities. Santiago de Chile, July 2006, p. 17

32 http://treaties.un.org/
33 Maldonado, R., Bajuk, N., Hayem, M. “Remittances to Latin America and the Caribbean during 2010:  
stabilization after the crisis”. Multilateral Investment Fund, Inter American Development Bank. Washington 
D.C., 2011 pps. 7-10
34  OEA, SICREMI, International Migration in the Americas, Washington 2011, p. 22
35 Maldonado, R., Bajuk, N., Hayem, M. “Remittances to Latin America and the Caribbean during 2010:  
Stabilization after the crisis”. Multilateral Investment Fund, Interamerican Development Bank. Washington 
D.C., 2011 pps. 7-10
Maldonado,  R.,  “Remittances to Latin  America and the Caribbean during 2010:  Stabilization  after the  
crisis”. Multilateral Investment Fund, Interamerican Development Bank. Washington D.C.,
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– In spite of its ties to the U.S. economy, the remittances received by Central 
America displayed a growth rate of 3.1% with regard to 2009. In the Andean 
region, as in the rest of South America, remittances fell  to -4.1% and -5.3% 
respectively, mainly because an important part of the remittances come from 
Spain and Japan, with economies that haven’t shown clear signals of recovery. 
On the other hand, the income from remittances in the Caribbean showed the 
most significant  increase, with a growth rate of 8.3%. To a large extent this 
increase can be attributed to the increased volume of remittances received by 
Haiti  and Jamaica. The post-crisis increase of these remittances in Jamaica 
could be attributed to the greater ease with which their migrants reintegrated 
the  workforce  in  higher  income  sectors  in  countries  that  share  their  same 
language: United States, Great Britain and Canada.

Inflation  and  dollar  depreciation  affected  the  value  of  remittances,  reducing 
spending power  an average 8.7%. These effects  are even more marked in  the 
Caribbean countries and Mexico where there was greater inflation and reappraisal. 
However  the  effects  were  less  in  Central  American,  Andean  and  many  South 
American countries where there was less inflation and their currencies didn’t lose 
value against the dollar.
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Due to the difficulty in analyzing each migratory flow,  I  am going to briefly stop to 
present those I consider to be most vulnerable. 

A) THE SITUATION OF DISPLACED AND MIGRANT HAITIANS, PARTICULARLY 
AFTER THE EARTHQUAKE. 

The extra vulnerability faced by displaced and migrant Haitian people is due to the 
lack of government and social institutions to attend their problems.

To a large extent  that  is because Haiti  is  the country in  the Americas with  the 
highest poverty index (80% of its habitants lives under poverty level and 54% of the 
population lives in extreme poverty36. Life expectancy in Haiti is only 58.1 years). In 
addition,  it  is  the  country  of  the  continent  that  is  last  on  the  UNDP  Human 
Development Index37. 

Instead of giving greater legitimacy to their migratory situation, their poverty and 
development  level  leads Haitians to be more vulnerable.  It  leads people to feel 
more encouraged to abuse of them. For that reason, the frequent natural disasters 
become true catastrophes that devastate the country. 

This is the case of the 2010 earthquake, with magnitude 7 on the Richter Scale, 
which  caused  300,000  deaths,  more  than  two  million  wounded,  amputees  or 
displaced, with the majority of the population traumatized, although not defeated, 
and the destruction of most of the political,  economic, religious,  educational and 
health infrastructure in the capital and the western and south eastern departments.

As a result of that situation:
- An already dying economy was paralyzed, 
- The already inoperative State structures collapsed, 
- Educational, medical and welfare institutions became more dysfunctional, 
- Poverty increased among the lower and middle classes, 
- Misery, illiteracy and social exclusion worsened,
- There was an increase in the level of dependence, or better said, interference in 

internal  issues  by  the  United  Nations  mission,  MINUSTAH,  of  the  Interim 
Committee for the Reconstruction of Haiti and international NGOs,

- The lack vision for  the future brought about greater hopelessness, principally 
among the youth.

For that reason,  over a year passed since the earthquake and reconstruction in 
Haiti hasn’t yet begun; very urgent social problems continue unresolved, such as 
relocation  and  satisfaction  of  basic  needs  of  the  persons  who  continue  to  be 
displaced, the removal of rubble and prevention of epidemics. According to official 
statistics, by mid December 2010, cholera had already caused 2,500 deaths and 
approximately 115,000 people had been infected38. 

1) Situation of displaced persons  

36 http://www.indexmundi.com/g/g.aspx?c=ha&v=69&l=es
37 It is 149th of 182 countries.
38 Gotson Pierre, Gloomy social Outlook, in ALAI # 461, Haiti, a year after the earthquake: pending debts, 
Ecuador, December 2010, p. 14
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An estimate of more than 685,000 people still live in improvised camps. Those 
people  there  live  in  conditions  of  hunger,  unemployment,  overcrowding  and 
precarious hygiene. Displaced women and children have been victims of sexual 
aggression and gender violence. Their relocation has not been easy due to the 
lack of funds and as the International Organization for Migrations (IOM) stated: 
“the mere attempt to move the displaced population in Haiti, from the camps to 
their  native  communities  or  new  housing,  winds  up  being  an  incomparable 
difficulty since finding a place to legally build is such a complex issue due to the 
lack of a national cadastral system, meaning that there can be many possible 
owners for each piece of land”39. 

On the other hand, prolonged displacement is becoming a problem because the 
owners of some lands are demanding –and achieving- the expulsion of people in 
that situation. According to an IOM report published in March 2011, there are 
178  camps  for  the  displaced,  where  165,077  people  live  under  threat  of 
expulsion40.  Haitian  authorities  have  remained  indifferent  to  this,  despite  the 
recommendation  made  on  November  18,  2010  by  the  Inter  American 
Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) to the Haitian State that it should “take 
on a moratorium on expulsions from camps until the new government comes in”. 
On the other hand, some NGOs have been leaving the camps and even the 
country due to the lack of funds. 

2) The situation of migrants  :

Faced with this reality, it isn’t surprising that Haitian migration is among the most 
vulnerable, and with the backing of human trafficking networks, it is growing in 
recent times. 

Due to the limitations in their own country, it is hard for the majority of Haitians to 
migrate  according  to  migratory  laws  or  to  regularize  their  situation  if  they 
migrated without taking them into account. In Haiti 60% of the population doesn’t 
have official identity documents, because they don’t have birth certificates, I.D. 
cards or what is worse, because they were never registered by their parents at 
birth or because the registration books have been lost due to natural disasters or 
the negligence of public  officials.  The bureaucratic processes to remedy that 
deficiency can take months, and can only be done in the Capital, which requires 
a costly effort, in particular for those who live outside of Port-au-Prince.

At the present time an estimated more than ten million Haitians are living in their 
country of  origin  and  close  to  four  million  in  the  Diaspora  who  weren’t 
necessarily born in Haiti. The following is an approximate distribution of them:

– In the United States, close to 2.5 million.
– In the Dominican Republic, over 750 thousand. 
– In Cuba, 400 thousand.
– In Canada they are close to 252 thousand.
– In the Antillas, 200 thousand.
– In France, 100 thousand.

39 Leonard Doyle,  IOM Haiti,  Earthquake victims have the opportunity to express themselves, in IOM,  
Migrations, Winter 2010, p. 12
40 Jesuit Refugee Service (SJR-Haití)- May 2011 news bulletin.
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– In Latin America, 75 thousand.
– In the Bahamas, 50 thousand.
– In Guyana, 50 thousand.
– In Africa, 25 thousand41

a) Situation in the U.S.  :  
The Haitian community in the U.S. is made up of several generations. They 
mainly live in Boston, New York and Miami. Over the last years, the U.S. 
government  has  impeded  the  entrance  of  new  Haitians,  systematically 
denying them the possibility of asylum and they have been deported more 
frequently.  However, May 17, 2011, President Obama decided to extend 
the TPS (Temporal Protected Status) for another 18 months in the case of 
the  Haitians  that  had  received  that  status  due  to  the  earthquake  and 
extended it to those who had lived continuously in the United States from 
January 12,  2010 until  January 11,  2011.  Close to 48,000 people  were 
benefitted by that measure, and will be able to live in a regular manner in 
the U.S. until January 22, 201342.

b) The    situation  in  Canada  :

Hatian migration in Canada dates back to the seventeenth century. 96% of 
the Haitians are concentrated in Quebec. Until the 1980’s the majority of 
the  migrants  that  arrived  were  professionals.  After  that  date,  many 
peasants  and  working  class  people  migrated.  At  the  present  time,  the 
unemployment rate for the Haitian community in Quebec is almost twice 
(15.9%) of that of the rest of French Canada’s inhabitants (8.2%). 47% of 
the children under 15 years old of Haitian origin live in a family that is poor.  
In Canada, over the last years, 11.5% of the asylum requests come from 
Haitians.  In  2007  there  were  3,200  requests  and  in  2008,  4,246.  The 
number decreased after 2009. There were only 1,391 requests in 2010, in 
spite of the earthquake.43  

c) The situation in Latin America  
Immediately  after  the  earthquake,  several  Latin  American  governments 
showed  their  solidarity  with  the  Haitian  people,  taking  humanitarian 
measures such as the regularization of the migratory situation of resident 
Haitians, authorizing the entry of family members for their reunification, the 
moratorium in  the  repatriation  of  Haitians.  As  a  result,  South  American 
routes  have  been  opened  or  developed,  entering  through  Ecuador  to 
Venezuela, Brazil, Chile and Bolivia. In addition, more Haitians have gone 
to Mexico by sea.44

Many of the Haitians that have travelled these new routes are victims of the 
trafficking of minors and young people, as well as human trafficking. The 
traffickers mislead these young people, promising to help them get into the 
university or find work in Venezuela or Brazil. Some even promise to bring 

41 In 1982 Georges Anglade made an initial estimate and map of the Haitian Diaspora, which was updated 
in 2005 for Jornadas Internacionales de Haití, in the World Congress in Montreal and it was reproduced in 
2009  with  the  author’s  permission.  Cfr.  http://www.lehman.cuny.edu/ile.en.ile/paroles/anglade_haitiens-
monde.html
42 http://www.dhs.gov/ynews/releases/pr_1305643820292.shtm
43 Cfr, Elisabeth Garant, The impact of new Canadian Imigration policies in asylum petitioners, Quebec, 
March 2011.
44 Cfr. Jesuit Refugee Service in Latin America and the Caribbean (SJR-LAC),  Present State of Haitian 
Migratory Flow in Latin America, Bogotá, March 2011.
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them to  the U.S.  via  Colombia  and Central  America,  or  to  France and 
Europe via Brazil and French Guyana. 
 
But  with  the  increase  of  Haitian  migrants,  in  2011,  most  of  these 
governments have toughened up their migratory and asylum policies so as 
to impede the entry or  stay of  Haitians  in  their  territories.  For example, 
during  2010,  the  Brazilian  Government  gave  refugee  protocols  to  475 
Haitians,  to  authorize  the  legal  stay  of  the  solicitants  until  the  National 
Refugee Committee (CONARE) gave a final decision as to whether or not 
they would be given refugee status. However, in mid February 2011, that 
South American government suspended the concession of those protocols 
to  Haitians  and  declared  that  they  don’t  have a  right  to  refugee  status 
because Haitians flee their country due to misery and as a consequence of 
disasters (earthquake, cholera epidemic…). Motives that are not mentioned 
in  the  restrictive  definition  of  refugee  expressed  in  the  United  Nations 
Convention of 1951. The other explanation the Brazilian Government gave 
for  making  that  decision  had  to  do  with  its  struggle  against  Human 
Trafficking within its borders, mainly in the Amazonian region.45

French  Guyana  and  Bolivia  closed  their  borders  for  Haitians.  The 
Dominican Government resumed massive repatriations of Haitians with the 
excuse of preventing the expansion of Cholera in its territory. In January 
alone, it was reported that more than three thousand people were deported 
from  this  country.  From  September  of  last  year  to  April  2011,  in  the 
Bahamas there have been close to a thousand deportees. Particularly in 
the present circumstances, it’s obvious that the Haitian State doesn’t have 
the  necessary  conditions  or  structures  to  receive  the  people  who  are 
repatriated, and help them reintegrate the country. That is why, faced with 
the  harshening  of  the  policies  of  governments,  UNHCR  recently 
acknowledged that the Haitian migratory flow is clearly a flow of persons in 
need of international protection (PNIP).

d) The situation in the Dominican Republic  46:

Being the country that shares a border with Haiti, it’s the one that receives 
the migrants who are poorest or with fewer resources. These are people 
leave that their country trying to escape from the worst forms of poverty and 
privation.  Unfortunately  what  many  find  in  the  neighboring  country  are 
similar conditions together with prejudice and mal treatment.

For example:

– Many of the Haitian residents in the Dominican Republic live in bateyes 
that are living quarters of poverty and exclusion that originally were part 
of the sugar mills. They usually lack potable water, adequate sanitation, 
and access to medical or educational services.47  

45 Centro Gumilla,  Análisis de la Coyuntura Latinoamericana,  enero-junio 2011, Caracas 29 de julio del 
2011, p. 3 
46 The description of  the  Haitian situation in  the Dominican Republic  before  the earthquake is  taken, 
sometimes verbatim, from James Ferguson, Migration in the Caribbean: Haiti, the Dominican Republic and 
Beyond, July 2003. The part corresponding to the period after the earthquake was taken from the Jesuit 
Service  for  Refugees  and  Migrants  March  2011  report  on  the  situation  of  Haitian  migration  in  the 
Dominican Republic. 
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– A large number of Haitians that immigrated irregularly to the Dominican 
Republic don’t have citizenship or residence,  although they’ve lived in 
Dominican Territory for more than ten years. 

– An estimated 280,000 people are born in the Dominican Republic  to 
Haitian parents with an irregular migratory situation. Most of them are 
really  stateless  because  the  Dominican  State  doesn’t  acknowledge 
them  with  Dominican  nationality  and  the  Haitian  Government  is 
reluctant to give them Haitian nationality, since that could increase the 
burden on the State if these persons where then deported. The ius solis 
doesn’t apply to them in the Dominican Republic because previously the 
State used that subterfuge to consider irregular Haitian immigrants as if 
they were “in transit” no matter how long they had been living in the 
country. Since 2004, the new general migration law simply establishes 
that the irregular migratory status of the parents should be transferred to 
their children, even if they were born in Dominican territory.48 

Most  recently,  Resolution  12-07  of  Central  Electoral  Board  (JCE  in 
Spanish) de facto is arbitrarily taking away Dominican nationality from 
people that were already recognized as Dominicans by the State and 
Society. The administrative resolution stipulates that people born in the 
Dominican  Republic  to  Haitian  parents  who  are  irregular  migrants, 
should not be given copies of the birth certificates they require in order 
to  make use of  their  civil,  political  and social  rights.  They justify  this 
discriminatory  act  arguing  that  those certificates  aren’t  valid  because 
according  to  General  Migration  Law  285-04  they  shouldn’t  have 
Dominican nationality. Without being able to access copies of their birth 
certificates,  tens of thousands of  affected persons can’t  study,  marry, 
travel  or  have access to a decent  job.  Putting this measure in  effect 
means  a  retroactive  application  of  the  General  Law,  which  is 
unconstitutional, and many of those who were denied such certificates 
recurred  to  that  unconstitutionality.   In  those  cases  the  courts  have 
ratified that the right to documentation is inalienable and have ordered 
the JCE to issue the documents. But the JCE resists compliance with 
these rulings, which constitutes a serious affront against juridical security 
and the rule of law, and potentially can generate very negative social 
effects in the short and medium term.49

– Even  though  Haitian  labor  is  essential  for  the  Dominican  economy, 
Haitians are usually seen as a demographic and cultural threat in that 
country. According to a poll carried out by Human Rights Watch (HRW), 
75%  of  the  Dominicans  questioned  were  in  agreement  with  the 

47 Cfr.  Dennise Fonseca Lago,  Racism,  Poverty and Health  Problems:  the bateyes  in  the Dominican 
Republic,  December 2005 
48 Article 18 of the 2004 General Law on Migration, about Dominican nationality, says that any person born 
on national  soil  is  Dominican,  except  the  children  of  foreigners  who  are members of  diplomatic  and 
consular legations, of foreigners that are in transit or live illegally in Dominican territory. A person in transit 
is any foreigner who is defined as such by Dominican law".
49 http://www.sjrdom.org/spip/spip.php?article1243#Scene_1;
http://www.bono.org.do/oddhh/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=63:jesuitas-denuncian-jce-
despoja-de-ciudadania-a-los-dominico-haitianos-&catid=2:noticias&Itemid=3
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repatriation of the Haitian population, only 5% considers that Haitians 
are useful to the Dominican Republic. 

– The aversion to Haitians is such that in a country where the majority is, 
to  some  extent,  afro-descendent,  Dominicans  use  many  terms  to 
describe the subtle differences in pigmentation, such as “dark mulatto”, 
“olive skin”, “dark Indian”, however, “Black” is used for the Haitians.

– The  Dominican  Media  in  general  ignores  the  economic,  social  and 
cultural contributions of the Haitian population. Moreover they promote 
intolerance  against  it,  presenting  the  common  crimes  committed  by 
some as the general  characteristic  of  the  immigrant  population,  with 
which they are fueling dangerous stereotypes.

– The human trafficking  networks of Haitian migrants are very active in 
the Dominican Republic.  There are more and more complaints about 
the complicity of the authorities of this country with it.

After pointing this out, I don’t want to ignore what is also a strong movement of 
several  Dominican  civic  organizations  and some local  authorities in  favor  of 
Haitians.  For  example,  at  the  northern  border  Dajabón-Wanament  the  Bi-
national Committee of Local Authorities was formed, looking to identify solutions 
for common problems, establish synergies to carry out development projects 
and  serve  as  a  meeting  point  for  the  construction  of  new  relations  in  a 
framework  of  equality.  This  experience  has  been  repeated  in  the  southern 
border Elías Piña-Belladères where the inter-municipal trans-border committee 
has been formed.

It is also important to acknowledge that the Dominican people and Government 
were  the first  in  showing  generous solidarity  with  the Haitian  victims of  the 
earthquake.  The  tragedy  was  broadly  covered  in  the  media.  The  Haitian 
customs service obstructed the passing of that Dominican humanitarian aid.

B) THE  SITUATION  OF  PEOPLE  IN  COLOMBIA  WHO  UNDERGO  FORCED 
DISPLACEMENT OR REFUGE DUE TO THE ARMED CONFLICT 50

Despite protection by the Geneva Conventions of 1951 on Refugee Status and the 
protocol of 1967, there people suffer growing vulnerability due to the fact they are 
victims of a prolonged conflict that has become less visible over the last years. In 
consequence this has made the receptor states feel less pressured to recognize 
their  rights  as  refugees  and  they  opt  to  pass  as  irregular  migrants,  which  has 
created a grey area in which it is difficult to distinguish refugees from migrants.

1) State of the armed conflict     

50 I have taken the content of this section from the Report on the Latin American context 2010 developed 
by the SJR-Colombia, Bogota, 2011 and by CODHES,  Consolidation of what? Report on displacement,  
armed conflict and human rights in Colombia 2010, Bogotá, March 2011.
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Since late 2005, Alvaro Uribe’s Government started to talk about a post-conflict 
situation,  of  military  defeat  of  the  guerrillas  and  the  demobilization  of 
paramilitary groups. This position was adopted by his successor, Juan Manuel 
Santos, who informed the international community that Colombia presently has 
14 green zones or  post  conflict  areas,  called  “CCAI  zones”,  since they are 
under the guidance of the of the Center of Coordination of Total Attention (CCAI 
in Spanish).  These areas form part  of  7 natural  regions and encompass 86 
municipalities in 17 departments. According to the government, in those places 
they have overcome forced displacement; there has been reconciliation and a 
consolidation of regional conditions for development and peace. Together with a 
true  decrease  of  the  intensity  of  the  armed  confrontation,  this  view  has 
contributed to the lesser visibility of the Colombian armed conflict.

However –as the Consultancy for Human Rights and Displacement (CODHES 
in Spanish) pointed out well- Colombia’s reality is different: the re-arming of the 
paramilitary groups, their territorial expansion and their de-stabilizing capacity is 
such that authorities had to acknowledged it, even though they are now called 
“criminal gangs” or new types of paramilitary51. In December 2010, these groups 
had an estimated 13,400 members.

Something similar occurs with the guerrilla groups that were decimated but not 
defeated. They continue to operate in a good portion of national territory despite 
the severe blows they received by the government forces. Throughout 2010, the 
FARC  carried  out  1,800  armed  actions,  affecting  1,855  members  of  the 
government forces between dead and wounded.

The drop in the intensity of  the Colombian Armed conflict’s  is also because 
guerrilla groups have replaced the large fronts of their earlier  years,  and re-
established the main strategies of  guerrilla  warfare,  such as planting mines, 
using snipers, ambushes and deploying mobile columns. This has allowed them 
to have greater flexibility to move about the territory and maintain their influence 
in a certain manner in places that were traditionally of their domain. Even in the 
supposedly  pacified  CCAI  zones,  that  are  under  the  control  of  government 
forces,  at  least  8  paramilitary  groups  continue  to  operate  in  62  of  their  86 
municipalities;  the  FARC maintain  or  have  reactivated  their  presence  in  30 
municipalities and the ELN continues to operate in 4.

On the other hand, the conflict itself has become more complex, changing the 
interests for which one fights and the rules of the game. For example, in order 
to combat government forces in some regions, the FARC had to make alliances 
with post-demobilized groups with which they exchange armed, equipped and 
trained men for coca paste. In the CCAI areas, the army,  guerrillas, paramilitary 
groups and the  big multinational companies are fighting to take control of the 
mining areas that exist in at least 21 municipalities, those destined to bio-fuel fin 
14 municipalities and those where illicit crops are traditionally planted, in 62 of 
the  86  municipalities.  All  of  this  continues  to  cause  victims  in  the  civilian 
population.  There  were  19  massacres  in  CCAI  zones  during  2010,  91,499 
people  were  violently  displaced,  the  equivalent  of  32.7%  of  the  forcibly 
displaced in the whole country.  Economic interests are also causing a large 
dispossession of land: between 1980 and July 2010 at least 6,638,195 hectares 
of land were dispossessed in Colombia by violent actions attributed to diverse 
armed actors. The victims were 256,680 heads of family who reportedly had to 
forcibly abandon 270,680 plots of land. 

51 Cfr. CINEP, ¿How new are those criminal organizations, in Ciendias, http://www.cinep.org.co/node/1222
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The presence of paramilitary and guerrilla forces in neighboring countries has 
also generated diplomatic tensions and even  a break in diplomatic  relations, 
that were scarcely re-established between Colombia, Venezuela and Ecuador. 

As a consequence of the conflict and its continuation, “in the world, Colombia is 
where  more  people  had  to  forcibly  flee  from  their  homes,  living  within  the 
borders or beyond them, reaching an accumulated 5,195,620”52 people, which 
is to say,11.42% of the total population of the country. 

2) Persons who were f  orcibly displaced due to the conflict  

According to official statistics53, during the last thirty years,  3,678,007 people 
declared themselves victims of internal forced displacement.  

Most of these people survive somewhere between abject poverty and poverty. 
97.6% of the households listed in the Registry for Internally Displaced People 
(RUPD in Spanish) are below poverty level and 78.8% are below the threshold 
of abject poverty.

3) Persons in situation of refugee   

The magnitude  of  the  humanitarian  crisis caused  by  the participants  in  the 
Colombian armed conflict can also be measured by the hundreds of thousands 
of victims that were expelled to neighboring countries in search of protection. 
Presently, Colombia is the main country of origin of the refugees in the western 
hemisphere, and the sixth in the world, despite of the reduced number of cases 
where refugee status is recognized in receiving countries. The total number of 
Colombians who solicited asylum grew from 2005 to 2009 to almost 90% of the 
total requests in Latin American and the Caribbean and a third of the requests 
from  the  Americas54.  According  to  UNHCR  in  2010  there  were  389,753 
Colombian refugees that live in different countries, of which only 128,912 were 
recognized as such. 46% of those recognized are in Ecuador, and the rest are 
in countries such as, the U.S., Canada, Costa Rica, Panama and Venezuela.

As a result  of  the low rates of acknowledgement (of refugee status) a “grey 
area” has been created. A situation in which a large number of people in need 
of refuge have been forced to enter those countries like irregular immigrants, 
which  limits  their  possibilities  of  survival  and  integration  in  their  new 
environment. This is reflected in the low employment rates – which results in 
insufficient income-, low educational level, inadequate housing conditions and 
little access to basic services like potable water and sanitation.

According to the CODHES report, there are similar limitations and difficulties 
faced by Colombians who request refugee and those who have that status in 
the diverse receiving countries. The main ones are:

– Lack of  knowledge  of  the procedures to obtain  refugee status and little 
information about the institutions that need to be approached.

– Bureaucratic and slow processes.

52 CODHES, Consolidation of what, Report on displacement, armed conflict and human rights in Colombia  
2010, Bogotá, March 2011, p. 86
53 Presidential  Agency for Social Action and International Cooperation. Registration System of Displaced 
Population. Available at http://www.accionsocial.gov.co/EstadisticasDesplazados/GeneralesPD.aspx 
54 OEA, SICREMI, International Migration in the Americas, Washington 2011, p. 12
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– Limited work  opportunities.  The solicitants  who  are awaiting  a  decision, 
don’t  have permission to work,  which brings them to work  irregularly  in 
conditions of greater exploitation.

– Discrimination for multiple reasons.
– Limited and in  many cases,  inexistent  access to psychological  attention 

upon arrival at the receiving country.
– Lack of programs for integration in the receiving areas55.
– Difficult access to free, public education.
 
By country, their situation is the following:

Ecuador

According to the UNHCR, Ecuador is the country with the greatest  quantity of 
refugees  in  Latin  America,  some  56,000  people,  of  which,  53,342  are 
Colombian.  Just  in  2009  and  2010,  the  Government  acknowledged  28,000. 
During 2010 there were 25,312 requests for asylum. 

73% of these refugees are women and children. The vulnerability they live in 
does not decrease after the recognition of refugee status: most of the children 
and  adolescents  are  discriminated  against  when  trying  to  attend  academic 
institutions. The same occurs with adults regarding employment opportunities. 
As refugees, all of them have encountered different obstacles to gaining access 
to a lasting solution. An example of that is the need to renew the refugee card 
once a year during the first three years, before being able to achieve permanent 
residence in Ecuador, with which the refugee must incur in expenses. Recently 
the government of  this  Andean country has toughened the requirements for 
granting refuge. In consequence, between January and May 2011, the number 
of requests was reduced to almost half of those presented in the same period 
the previous year, by Colombians, Cubans and Peruvians56 

Despite  that,  84%  of  the  Colombian  refugee  population  that  live  in  urban 
centers doesn’t  intend to return to their country,  according to a 2010 poll by 
FLACSO and UNHCR. That decision is because the elements that motivated 
their expulsion still exist.

U.S.

In 2009, 33,455 Colombians had recognition as refugees in that country. Right 
now,  the  greater  difficulties  faced  by  those  who  request  refuge  is  that  the 
Government  toughened  their  policy  of  recognizing  refuge  for  any  person, 
wherever they come from. For Colombians it is more difficult because Colombia 
is considered to be in a post-conflict stage now by the U.S.

Canada
By the end of 2009, there were 15,511 people from Colombia recognized as 
refugees.  Since  2008  there  has  been  a  decreasing  rate  of  acceptance  of 
refugee status, a tendency that was reinforced by the recently approved law on 
migration.

Costa Rica

55 CODHES, Consolidation of what? Report on displacement, armed conflict and human rights in Colombia  
2010, Bogotá, March 2011, p. 94
56 http://www.rnw.nl/espanol/bulletin/ecuador-endurece-requisitos-para-conceder-estatus-de-refugiado-0
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10,276  Colombians  are  recognized  as  refugees  in  this  country,  making  up 
82.5% of all refugees, from 40 countries.

Panam  a  
According to the Norwegian Refugee Council, close to 1,328 Colombians are 
acknowledged as refugees in Panama. There are also 400 requests pending 
and 892 people under the status of Temporary Humanitarian Protection. To all 
them, we add the 12 to 15 thousand people that are in a situation of needing 
international protection (PNIP). That is to say, in a situation that is similar to 
refuge, but “invisible”, since they aren’t acknowledged. All  of these PNIP are 
seen by the Panamanian Government as economic immigrants.

Several international organizations have denounced that in this country “there is 
deficient due process for petitioning refuge and complying with basic principles 
of international protection such as: right to asylum (access to the procedure), 
non-refoulement (no returning, no rejection at the border), no- punishment for 
illegal or irregular entry (arbitrary detention) and no-discrimination”57. 

A special mention should be made of the situation of 83058 people who arrived, 
fleeing from violence in the Department of Chocó and were granted the Statue 
of  Provisional  Humanitarian Protection  (PTH) over ten years  ago.  Presently, 
these people lack adequate documentation so, to some extent, they are unable 
to make use of their right to travel, work, health and education.59 

Venezuela
According to the head of the U.N. High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) in 
the State of Táchira, Enrique Vallés, some 15,000 Colombians have refugee 
status  in  Venezuela,  but  "there  are  close  to  180,000  persons  who  are 
invisibilized",  in  need  of  international  protection  (PNIP).  According  to  the 
National  Commission for  Refugees of  the  Bolivarian  Republic  of  Venezuela, 
98% of the requests for refuge in this country come from Colombians. In 2010 
alone, there were 14,604 requests. 

C) PASSAGE THROUGH  MEXICAN  TERRITORY  AND  THE  U.S  BORDER  BY 
MIGRANTS

An irregular  migrant’s  vulnerability  increases if  he/she is  forced to pass through 
Mexico and enter the U.S. by the Mexican-U.S. border. Without a doubt this is the 
most dangerous route in the Americas. According to Dr. Jorge Bustamante, who 
was the Special  U.N.  Rapporteur  for  the Human Rights  of  Migrants during two 
terms: “Mexico is first in the world for violating the rights of migrants. To realize that, 
one only has to add up the mass graves where the bodies of migrants have been 
found over  the last  years.  In no other  country are more migrants killed  than in 
México”60. According to the National Institute of Migration (INM in Spanish) there is 
an 80% probability that an undocumented person coming from Central America will 

57 Human Rights Council. Working Group on the Universal Periodic Review. Compilation prepared by the 
office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights in accordance with paragraph 15 (b) of the annex to 
Human Rights Council Resolution 5/1. Panama.
58 SJR. Census of the Population with Humanitarian Protection in the Province of Darién and the Township 
of Puerto Obaldía.
59 Advocacy SJR-LAC. Situation of Colombian men and women in Panama, 2010.
60 http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2011/07/07/index.php?section=politica&article=014n2pol 
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be  deported  by  migratory  authorities  or  will  be  victim  of  human  trafficking  and 
kidnapping during the trip through Mexico.61 

1) The long and risky journey through Mexican territory  :

The southern Mexican border is 1,149 kilometers long, of which 963 are shared 
with Guatemala and 176 with Belize. It has an uncontrollable porosity because, 
in addition to the thirteen official points of entry, there are more than 50 “blind 
crossings” where there is usually no migratory, military or police presence, in 44 
of  which,  vehicles  can  pass.  All  of  this,  without  mentioning  the  large  daily 
movements of merchandise and people that take place by the Suchiate and 
Usumacinta rivers.

Regarding  Central  American  transit  migration  passing  through  Mexico,  the 
National Migrations Institute (INM) pointed out that “it shows a tendency to grow 
from  1995  to  2005.  After  2006,  there  is  a  decline  in  the  tendency,  with  a 
reduction of 70% from 2005 to 2010, going from 433 thousand events to 140 
thousand in 2010. The flows appear to stabilize in 2009 and 2010.”62 “However, 
state officials and civil  society organizations acknowledge that at the present 
time,  the  amount  of  irregular  migrants  is  much  greater,  and  it  could  be 
approximately 400 thousand people a year”63.

Porosity doesn’t only exist on the border with Guatemala and Belize; it extends 
to all of Mexico due to the generalized corruption of Mexican authorities of any 
level  or  area,  and  for  the  infiltration  of  organized  crime  an  all  of  Mexico’s 
political, economic and social spheres.

All of this has favored the expansion of national and international networks of 
drug  trafficking  and  human  trafficking,  all  over  the  country,  which  are  well 
organized and generate millionaire profits64. 

The distance between the southern and northern Mexican borders is more than 
3,350 kilometers. Several routes cross that distance, all  of which are riddled 
with  tremendous  risks  and  obstacles,  principally  for  irregular  trans-migrants. 
Those with fewer economic resources are most at risk: those who have no other 
option than to take the cargo-train that crosses the country.

The main dangers faced are: 

a) The agression of organized crime  

Over the last years, the train routes that go across Mexican territory from 
north to south are controlled by several of the main drug cartels that exist in 
Mexico.  One of  the consequences of  this  domination has been that  the 
usual  human traffickers,  known  as  “coyotes”  or  “polleros”,  that  used  to 

61 http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2011/07/15/politica/019n1pol
62 INM, Irregular Central American migration in transit in Mexico. July 2011, p. 2
63 OEA. Preliminary observations to Mexico by the CIDH Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Migrants,  
August 3, 2011, p. 3
64 Cfr. A list of several of the most important routes for human trafficking throughout Mexico in Juan Artola,  
Mexico’s southern border on Human Rights Internet, Ottawa, 2006, p. 195

24



exploit  or  trick  migrants,  have  been  tortured,  assassinated,  forced  to 
subordinate to or participate in organized crime, or substituted by members 
of cartels that function in the most diverse and organized manners65. The 
same happened with the Central American “maras” that originated in Los 
Angeles California66 which controlled parts of that route for a while67.  All of 
which has tremendously increased the risk for trans-migrants because now 
they aren’t only victims of being exploited and deceived, but also of rape, 
torture, kidnapping and summary execution. 

 
According  to  the  Special  Report  on  Kidnapping  of  Migrants  in  Mexico,  
February  2011  published  by  the  Mexican  National  Human  rights 
Commission  (CNDH  in  Spanish), from  April  to  September  2010,  214 
massive cases of kidnappings were documented,  representing a total  of 
11,333 victims, amount that could be greater due to the “black statistics” of 
those who don’t denounce.

Of the total documented kidnapping cases: 
– 44.3%  were  Hondurans;  16.2%  Salvadorans;  11.2%  Guatemalans; 

10.6% Mexicans;  5% Cubans;  4.4% Nicaraguans;  1.6% Colombians 
and 0.5% Ecuadorans. The nationality of the rest of the victims was not 
determined.

– 67.4% of the events occurred in the south east, 29.2% in the north and 
2.2% in the center of the country. The region wasn’t  specified in the 
other cases. 

– The majority were carried out by groups of organized crime. 
– In  many cases,  there  was  collusion  between kidnappers  and public 

officials from the three levels of government; there was tolerance for 
this kind of crime;

– The victims denounced that the sums they had to pay to be freed was 
between  one  and  five  thousand  dollars.  Some  said  they  paid  ten 
thousand or more; 

– Almost all were carried out with impunity68.

In general,  the kidnapped migrant is given three alternatives:  the first  is 
paying the ransom. The second is collaboration with the kidnappers, either 
by  kidnapping,  maintaining  captive  other  migrants  who  are  victims  of 
human trafficking or by trafficking drugs; and the third, is execution. 

To see if  there are possibilities that the person pay a ransom, he/she is 
brutally tortured until being forced to reveal if he/she has family or contacts 
in the U.S. and later communicate with them69 The methods of torture used 
by organized crime are generally carried out with “rudimentary instruments, 

65 Cfr. Rodolfo Casillas,  Social permeability and migratory flows at the southern Mexican border, in INM, 

the demographic situation of Mexico 2009.
66 To understand a bit about their origin and what they are Cfr. Wim Savenije, The Transnational Gangs 
Mara Salvatrucha and Barrio 18th Street: A Tense Combination of Social Exclusion, Crime and Repressive 
Responses on Human Rights Internet, Ottawa, 2006.  pps. 205-228
67 Organized crime attacks migrants at http://www.aesco-ong.org, December 2, 2008
68 http://www.cndh.org.mx/sites/all/fuentes/documentos/informes/especiales/2011_secmigrantes.pdf 
69 Cfr. Several, The Kidnapping of Migrants in Transit within Mexico, Document given to the Committee for 
the  Protection of the Rights of all of the Migratory Workers and their Families (CMW), March 4, 2011, in 
the context of the evaluation of the second periodic report on the Mexican State.
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which according to specialists, speaks of a return to the most primitive and 
bloodthirsty savagery.” Some of the techniques used are rape (of men or 
women), mutilation, burns, skinning, decapitation, witnessing the execution 
of  one  of  their  compañeros.  Some  of  the  instruments  used  for  this 
“narcotorture”  are  blowtorches  to  burn,  tourniquets,  knives,  saws  for 
mutilating, hammers, bats and ice-picks.”70  

More than 287 bodies found in more than 40 narco-common graves in April 
2011 in two towns close to Mexico’s northern border is the proof that death 
threats are real. They are corpses of foreign and Mexican migrants that had 
travelled in search of the American dream but were kidnapped, sadistically 
tortured  and  assassinated  by  organized  crime  with  the  complicity  of 
government  authorities  during  less  than  one  month  of  time.71.  These 
particular kidnappings didn’t occur with migrants who travelled by train but 
on normal buses.  

It isn’t easy for trans-migrants to denounce these abominable crimes, not 
only  because the victims have a justified fear  of  reprisals,  but  because 
Mexico’s Justice Administration is not effective and one can not be certain 
that  the  authority  receiving  the  complaint  isn’t  working  in  collusion  with 
organized crime. In the best of cases, a judicial process would last several 
months, making it even more difficult for a victim or direct witness to stay all 
that time in Mexico, without having a place to live or work and when he/she 
is urgently trying to get to the U.S.

It isn’t easy for Mexicans to denounce these atrocities either. They also fear 
reprisals and have distrust for the judicial system and other authorities.

Until now, the aggressions of organized crime have been the most effective 
way of  massively  stopping  and dissuading migration.  Given the level  of 
impunity with which aggressions occur, at the least one could say that it is 
tolerated or forms part of a State policy to discourage migration to the U.S. 
In  general,  those  who  were  victims  or  witnesses  of  kidnapping  or 
assassination suffer trauma. Many times they decide to return home.

The number of public officials denounced or discovered acting with or in aid 
of organized crime is proof of the Mexican Government’s complicity with the 
kidnappers. For example, after the finding the corpses of so many migrants 
in the state of Tamaulipas, the military was able to rescue 120 migrants that 
the cartel “los zetas” had kidnapped in that same place.72 39 of them were 
foreigners and 91 Mexicans. The foreigners were later able to identify six 
agents from the National  Institute of  Migrations  that  were the ones who 
stopped the bus they were travelling in, took them off of it and handed them 
over to “los zetas”, who paid them close to US$ 500 for each of them.73.   

70 Cfr. Proceso, The narco-torture, México, June 5, 2011.
71 Cfr, La Jornada, 28 de abril del 2011 
72 Secretariat of Public Security of the Government of Mexico, Press statement # 276, May 4, 2011
73 Secretariat of Government, Press Statement # 141, The Federal Attorney General (PGR) orders prohibit 
Migration Officials from leaving the area, Mexico, D.F., 05/09/2011
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Tamaulipas is the State that an estimated 54.9% of irregular migrants cross 
to get to the U.S.74. It is also a key post for organized crime. Presently, it is 
being disputed by two conflicting cartels; the cartel del golfo and los zetas. 
Both of these cartels profit by more than kidnappings. They also trade with 
piracy,  alcohol,  prostitution,  pornography,  clandestine  sales  of  gasoline, 
and of course, with moving drugs to the U.S. All of that can be done due to 
the control they have over the police, military, municipal government and 
customs in this area75. This type of territorial domination by organized crime 
also exists in the majority of the other States of the Mexican Republic.

On the other hand, organized crime’s aggressions against migrants are not 
exclusively  a problem in Mexico but an international  concern. In 2010 it 
brought  the  Human  Rights  Council  of  the  U.N.  to  “reiterate  their 
preoccupation due to: 
– The  intensification  of  the  activities  of  transnational  and  national 

organized crime and others that  profit  from crimes against  migrants, 
particularly  against  women  and  children,  without  caring  about  the 
dangerous and inhumane conditions their victims are subjected to;

– The  fact  that  traffickers,  their  accomplices  and  other  members  of 
organized crime act with a high level of impunity  and, in this context, 
migrants who are victims of abuses are denied their rights and justice.” 

For which they agreed to “encourage the States to protect the victims of 
national  and  international  organized  crime,  and  in  particular  from 
kidnapping, human trafficking, and in some cases, illicit trafficking, using the 
application  of  adequate  programs  and  policies  that  safeguard  their 
protection and access to medical, psycho-social and judicial assistance.”76

In a similar manner, Ministers and high level Government Officials from the 
governments of Argentina, Belize, Brazil,  Canada, Colombia, Costa Rica, 
Ecuador,  El  Salvador,  U.S.,  Guatemala,  Honduras,  Jamaica,  Mexico, 
Nicaragua,  Panama, Peru and the Dominican Republic  stated:  “With the 
understanding that in some countries of the region transnational organized 
crime has  become the  main  threat  to  the  security  of  migrants,  through 
human  trafficking,  kidnapping  and  extortion  among  other  crimes”,  they 
agreed to “strengthen national capacities to advance in the designing and 
implementation of plans to exchange information and coordinate actions to 
face  the  threat  of  transnational  organized  crime,  increase  the  safety  of 
migrants and reduce their vulnerability to abuse and exploitation”.77

b) Military operations and massive detention and deportation of migrants   

In addition to the risk of falling into the hands of organized crime, the trans-
migrants face the danger of being detained by the Armed Forces, police or 
migration agents who frequently act in coordination with organized crime or 
in a similar manner. These operations are carried out at night many times, 

74 INM, Irregular Central American Migration in transit through por México. July 2011, p. 7
75 Sanjuana Martínez,  The Golfo Cartel,  together with their new associates socios, owns everything in 
Matamoros, in la Jornada, México D.F. May 8, 2011
76 U.N. Human Rights Council, A/HRC/RES/15/16, 
77 Statement of  the Ministerial Meeting on transnational  organized crime and the security of migrants, 
México City, October 8, 2010. 
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in isolated and inhospitable areas where those being persecuted can not 
escape.  Disproportional  violence  is  used  in  these  operations,  thus  in 
consequence, many wind up beaten up, wounded and sometimes dead.

Both the aggressions of organized crime and the violations committed by 
Mexican authorities don’t only occur on the train route, they also happen on 
the highways.  They can occur during any part  of  the journey.  The train 
incidents  have  been  studied  more because  in  that  case,  trans-migrants 
travel more visibly,  while on other types of transportation they travel with 
the Mexican population or even hidden.

In terms of the detention centers, the National  Migrations Institute (INM) 
has 52 migratory stations distributed in 23 of the 32 states and the Capital. 
This year they intend to construct seven more stations. In these centers, 
69,903 detentions of foreigners were carried out in 2010. Over half of the 
detentions, 37,860, occurred in the states closest to the southern border78. 
From  January  to  March  2011,  INM  carried  out  14,904  deportations  of 
which, 14,458 were of Central Americans79. 

c) Train acc  idents   

Although the train is a condition sine qua non in order for many migrants to 
cross Mexican territory, at the same time it is a threat to them. It is very 
difficult to register the migrants that have been violently thrown off a train by 
some member of organized crime or of those that wound up mutilated or 
died trying to get on or off a moving train, or for falling asleep during the 
journey. Recently the INM reported that between January and June 2011 
the Beta group gave aid to 326 people who were wounded or mutilated by 
the train80. That is why trans-migrants call it “the beast” or “the death train”.

The principle support for migrants

Contrasting with these serious dangers, transit migrants going through Mexican 
territory receive some important aid, thanks to which,  they are able to make 
their journey to the U.S. despite so many risks. For example:
a) The social  support networks of families and friends in the U.S. who help 

them  economically  during  the  journey  and  with  inserting  society,  upon 
arrival  at  the  destination  country.  According  to  INM,  90%  have  this 
support.81

b) The network of more than 50 shelters and migrants houses of the Pastoral 
Dimension  of  Human  Mobility  of  the  Mexican  Episcopal  Conference 
(DPMH-CEM in spanish) distributed along the most important routes, in the 
places that are most risky or transited. In these places, migrants are given 
food, protection, lodging, spiritual, legal and psychological assistance.

c) The  network  of  consular  protection,  mainly  by  the  governments  of  El 
Salvador,  Guatemala  and  Honduras.  As  a  response  to  the  numerous 

78 http://www.inm.gob.mx/estadisticas/2010/cuadro3.1.xls
79 http://www.inm.gob.mx/estadisticas/2011/BoletinEst2011.pdf
80 http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2011/07/14/index.php?section=politica&article=014n1pol
81 INM, Central American Irregular Migration in transit through Mexico. July 2011, p. 6
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violations  and  crimes  against  their  nationals,  these  governments  have 
gradually  increased  the  number  of  consulates  in  Mexican  territory, 
documenting the injustices their nationals  suffer and daring to denounce 
them publically,  demanding that the Mexican Government safeguard the 
human rights of migrants, independent of their migratory status.82  

d) Different  civil  organizations  that  defend  the  human  rights  of  migrants, 
organize marches and other advocacy activities, search for migrants who 
have not been located, or looking to reform Mexican migratory policies.

e) The Beta groups are 17 migrant protection groups  with over 165 agents 
who  operate  in  some  stretches  of  the  routes,  giving  medical  and 
humanitarian assistance. Although it would seem contradictory, they were 
created by the National Migrations Institute. These groups were originally 
organized to protect Mexican migrants at the U.S. border, but later on they 
extended their services in the Guatemalan border to help foreign, mostly 
irregular, migrants.

This last example is one of the demonstrations of the schizophrenia that exists 
with Mexican migratory policies: on one hand, it pushes the government to be 
one of the main promoters of international instruments to favor the human rights 
of migrants83, defending Mexican immigrants in the U.S. and creating the Beta 
group to protect trans-migrants. But on the other hand, these policies justify the 
government’s reservations on the same international agreements it promoted in 
the first place, committing worse HH.RR. violations against migrants than the 
U.S. Government, generally in collusion with the terrible crimes committed by 
organized criminals, as was mentioned earlier.

2) The different walls that obstruct the entrance of migrants to the U.S. from the   
Mexican border

The torment of  trans-migrants that  cross Mexican territory doesn’t  end upon 
arrival at the U.S. border. A new phase begins there, that is also risky and more 
and more difficult to overcome without the help of some human trafficker, better 
known as “polleros” or “coyotes”. According to INM investigations, the use of a 
pollero is a fundamental element to be able to finish the crossing: 6 out of 10 
used a pollero to cross the northern border and 43 percent used it to go through 
Mexico.84

The U.S.  –  Mexican  border  is  3,326  km.  long.  It  passes  through  four  U.S. 
states, six Mexican states, and has more than 25 official entries. It is the border 
that has the greatest number of regular and irregular crossings in the world, with 
the transit of 11.6 million regular migrants in 2010.85 

82 The Foreign Relations Ministry of El Salvador published its first Report on Human Rights Violations and 
Serious Crimes against Salvadoran Transit Migrants in Mexico during 2010, San Salvador, April 2011.
83 The Mexican Government is one of the main co-sponsors of the 1990 U.N. Convention and solicited the 
Consultive Opinion 18/03 of the Inter American Human Rights Court, on September 17, 2003.
84 INM, Irregular Central American Transit Migration in México. July 2011, p. 6
85 OAS. Preliminary observations of the IAHRC Rapporteur for Mexico on the Human Rights of Migrants  
August 3, 2011, p. 3.
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To stop the entry of irregular migrants, the U.S. government has put up different 
types of walls, with a national security perspective.

a) The extra-territorial wall  :   the U.S. retaining mechanisms to halt the flow of 
Central  Americans doesn’t  start  at  its southern border with  Mexico.  The 
obstacles against placed or tolerated by the Mexican government against 
trans-migrants  are  already  part  of  these  mechanisms;  they  are  the 
consequence  of  U.S.  government  pressure  on  Mexico.  That  pressure 
brought  the  Mexican  government  to  demand  visas  from  the  citizens  of 
many countries that didn’t used to need a visa (as proved by the fact that 
people are allowed into Mexico with a U.S.  visa, even without  having a 
Mexican one.)

b) The physical wall  : at the beginning, it included three retaining walls, very 
high intensity lights, movement detectors, electronic sensor and nocturnal 
vision  equipment  connected  to  the  U.S  Border  Patrol,  in  addition  to 
permanent surveillance by armed trucks and helicopters. Its construction 
began in 1994, under the program “Operation Gatekeeper”. The segments 
at the Tijuana-San Diego border and in the States of Arizona, New Mexico 
and Texas were put up at this beginning stage.

 

Not satisfied with these retaining walls,  on December 15, 2005 the U.S. 
Congress  passed  Republican  Duncan  Hunter’s  Bill,  to  reinforce  and 
enlarge the border wall between the two countries, with the construction of 
a wall of almost 1123 km. But on May 17, 2006 the U.S. Senate reduced its 
length  to  595  km.,  plus  800  km.  of  barriers  to  impede  vehicles  from 
passing.

In July 2011 the metal fence that divides the two cities of Nogales, Sonora 
and Arizona was finished. It is 4.6 km. long, between six and nine meters 
high,  with a cement base of  almost  two meters.  It  cost  US$11.6  million 
dollars86.

c) More and more sophisticated technological barriers  : 
In  order  to  detect  the  entrance  of  migrants,  the  U.S.  government  also 
established:
– The "virtual wall", called Tucson 1 system, was constructed down 37 

kilometers, close to the border community of Sásabe, Arizona.
– The Mobile Monitoring System (MMS) allows border patrol agents to 

detect the passing of irregular immigrants or drug traffic, day or night, 
within a 10 kilometer radius. This system uses radars, of the Global 
Positioning System (GPS), with laser and video cameras for day and 
night vision, to monitor a broad area and detect any suspicious activity. 
There are 41 of these spread out over the south west border.

– The  Unmanned  Aerial  Vehicles (UAV).  There  are  at  least  four 
“predator” type planes patrolling south west Arizona, one in Texas and 
another on the northern border (North Dakota).

– Radar detection of tunnels, based on sound waves that penetrate the 
subsoil and pick up images.

d) Human patrols  

86 http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/primera/37472.html
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– On the  border  there  are  more  than  17,500  members  of  the  border 
patrols, supported by the technology mentioned, that are in charge of 
detecting and detaining irregular migrants.

– Between 2005 and 2010 they have increased the massive round-ups 
against  migrant  workers,  result  of  which  was  a  64%  increase  in 
immigrant deportations. In the case of Central Americans, the increase 
was  89%.  63.1% of  them already  had  more  than  a  year  living  and 
working in the U.S. When expelled from the country, they often leave 
wives and small children abandoned.87 

e) The most deadly walls  :
– the desert

The border patrol’s increased surveillance and use of high technology to 
detect  immigrants  have  forced  human  traffickers  and  the  immigrants 
who travel on their own to look for distant routes that are more and more 
dangerous, among which is the Arizona desert. By estimates, more than 
10,000 people have lost their lives over the last 10 years, trying to enter 
that  North American country through that  desert.  Most  of  the victims 
have  been  of  Mexican  nationality,  and  in  decreasing  order,  Central 
Americans, South Americans, persons from the Caribbean and Asians. 

The greater risks that exist in this crossing are: the high temperatures, 
snake bites,  probability of being attacked,  beaten,  raped by gangs of 
assailants, or abandoned by “coyotes”88. 

– The  anti-migrant  groups:  on  the southern  border  of  the  U.S.  and in 
some states. There was a 20% increase in the number of hate crimes 
against  migrants committed by racist  groups like neo-Nazis,  Ku Klux 
Klan  (KKK),  Boarder  Guards  and  the  Minuteman.  It  is  difficult  to 
calculate the number of victims who were assassinated, injured, beaten 
up and threatened since very few are willing to denounce it, feeling they 
will not be protected by the government and would risk deportation.

f) Reduced sources of jobs and income for migrant workers.

It is painful that after overcoming all of the risks of the Mexican route and its 
border with the U.S. a good number of these immigrants see the American 
dream vanish when they encounter difficulties finding jobs or when seeing 
the reduction of the purchasing power of their salaries. 

In 2009 the employment of Latin American migrants on an average monthly 
basis fell -3.7%. By 2010 the employment rate showed a growth of 1.7% 
more  notably  among male  workers  (2.0%)  than female  workers  (1.2%). 
However,  this  growth  rate  was  still  insufficient  to  compensate  the 
employment lost during 2009 and above all, to cover the meager growth of 
the migrant work force, that went from 1.5% in 2009 to 1.7% in 2010.

87 INM, Migración centroamericana de tránsito irregular por México. Julio 2011, pág. 6
88 Adán Reyes,   Desierto  de  Arizona.  El  cementerio  de  los inmigrantes,  3  de  febrero  de 2010,  en 
http://www.suite101.net/content/desierto-de-arizona-a9290
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On the other hand, the average pay received by immigrants employed in 
the United States was reduced over 2010. The weekly average salary that 
migrant workers received showed a -1% decrease. 89

THIRD  PART 

SOME OF THE MAIN CHALLENGES OF MIGRATION

After  everything  we’ve  seen  until  now,  we  can  conclude  that  there  can  not  be 
homogeneous attention to migration. The characteristics of the different migration flows 
vary.  The  needs  they  present  in  the  countries  of  origin  differ  from  those  in  the 
destination countries. In the first ones, there needs to be attention to the families of 
immigrants who stay behind,  the deportees; encouraging the good administration of 
remittances and creating conditions that allow them to live decently in the country of 
origin, etc. While in the receiving countries it is necessary to help with integration into 
the  labor  market  and  the  society  of  immigrants  and  refugees  and  their  different 
generations, helping to substitute multiculturality with interculturality, assisting migrants 
in detention centers, etc.

However, there are several common challenges for our  apostolate with migrants. For 
example:

1. Take on the issue of  migration as a global,  comprehensive and heterogeneous 
reality,  in  keeping  with  the  perspective  of  human development  and  not  that  of 
national security.

2. Collaborate  in  attending to migration,  carrying out  a global,  comprehensive and 
heterogeneous  effort, articulated as much as possible in an internal and external 
network determined by the experience and particularities of the migrations that are 
to be accompanied and carry out that effort together with those migrants. 

89 Maldonado, R., Bajuk, N., Hayem, M. “Remittances to Latin America and the Caribbean during 2010:  
stabilization after the crisis”. Multilateral Investment Fund, Interamerican Development Bank. Washington 
D.C., 2011 pps. 12-13
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3. Promote and defend the rights  of   persons in  situation of  refugee or  migrants, 
independently of their migratory situation, seeking to promote: 

a) The  validation  and  strengthening  of  the  refugee  category  stipulated  in  the 
Geneva Conventions of 1951 and the Protocol of 1967, and incorporate the 
contributions of the Cartagena Declaration of 1984 into both; 

b) Ratification of the 1990 International Convention on the protection of the rights 
of all migratory workers and their families; 

c) Signing Convention 189 of the ILO approved in June 2011 about decent work 
conditions for domestic workers;

d) Creating national  and international  migratory policies  that  respect  all  human 
being’s rights to progress in their country of origin or immigrate to another;

e) Rejecting ideologies that favor attitudes of discrimination and xenophobia. 

4. Carry out pastoral of accompaniment and communion in the place of origin, transit 
and destination, which on one hand will  contributes to helping the migrants keep 
their faith alive, and adjust their religious practices and strengthen their sense of 
belonging  to  their  new community;  and  on  the  other  hand,  so  that  transit  and 
destination communities be hospitable, inclusive and promoters of interculturality 
instead of multiculturality.90 

90
 Cfr. Instrucción Erga Migrantes Caritas Christi,  of May 3,  2004 and the Pastoral letter of the  
Bishops of the U.S. and Mexico, Together in the Road of Hope… We aren’t foreigners any more,  
January 23, 2003.
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