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Introduction  


“There are no walls high enough when it comes to saving your life" 


-  Anonymous 


Central America. A term that designates a diverse and complex geographic region, with great 
 natural resources and with varied development opportunities, and that, nevertheless, has been 
 looted and despised by the countries of the American continent that are more developed. When 
 we  hear  about  Central  America  in  Mexico,  we  usually  think  of  the  Maras,  drug  trafficking, 
 human trafficking, prostitution, corrupt and fragile governments in which organized crime has 
 permeated, and where state institutions have been in charge of guaranteeing benefits only to the 
 elites of the country, or to the big transnationals. We also think of the growing phenomenon of 
 migrant caravans, that massive exodus of people leaving their homelands to venture to cross 
 thousands of kilometers and thus achieve the "American Dream", risking their lives and those 
 of their entire family to achieve it. 


Since Mexico is a country in transit to the United States, we, Mexicans, see the migrants from 
 the caravans with a certain rejection, as we watch them littering the streets; robbing; asking for 
 money, food, water or any other basic necessity at the traffic lights of the avenues. We see them 
 as a plague, because we believe that they have brought with them a rise in crime, more violence 
 in a country that has already been marked by the blood spilled in a war against drug trafficking 
 declared in 2006 with the arrival of the President Felipe Calderón. What we do not see, because 
 in the end it is our own lack of knowledge of the phenomenon that blinds us, is that Mexico, as 
 the  US,  have  contributed  to  preserving  and  even  increasing  the  problems  that  caused  these 
 massive migrations in the so called, Northern Triangle of Central America (NTCA) -Guatemala, 
 El Salvador and Honduras-. 


Based on this context, the objective of the following research thesis is to demonstrate that the 
policies  of  the  governments  of  both,  Mexico  and  the  US,  which  until  some  time  ago  were 
focused on a strategy of development-containment in the Central American region, have been 
transformed  into  containment-deportation  as  a  desperate  measure  to  mitigate  and  retract  the 
massive  migration  from  the  Northern  Triangle  to  the  US,  derived  from  the  change  in  the 
migration flow since 2014, the year in which President Barack Obama declared the crisis.  



(10)We know that migration is a common phenomenon and that all regions of the planet are subject 
 to it, since through migration new identities and ways of thinking have been formed. Migration 
 flows have been, and continue to be, important vectors of social, economic and cultural change 
 in a society; however, at the same time that human mobility grows systemically, borders tend 
 to close and governments face the global migration phenomenon as a security problem or risk 
 to national sovereignty, since they see it as a source of political, social and economic instability.  


The relevance of this topic lies in the fact that, due to the diversity of routes and the short time 
 in which Central American migrants travel through Mexico, it is difficult to measure the volume 
 and characteristics of the flows, which constitutes essential information for making decisions 
 on migration policy, as well as for assistance and humanitarian support that the government and 
 social organizations can provide to these people. In addition, these flows demonstrate the need 
 of a multilateral strategy, which must include the governments, regional organizations and civil 
 associations of the countries of the NTCA, Mexico and the US, since it is evident that Mexican 
 cooperation is key in border matters, both to reduce the number of Mexican immigrants who 
 enter the northern neighbor illegally, and to curb the illegal migration flows that come from 
 Latin America in general.  


As  mentioned  by  Asunción  Merino  Hernando  and  Elda  González  Martínez,  “When  policy 
 makers and the general public misunderstand migration as caused simply by the poverty of, or 
 persecutions  in  poor  countries,  they  are  left  with  few  policy  options.  The  seemingly  logical 
 response to a mass invasion would be to close all the borders.”1 The change in the composition 
 of  migration  flows  in  2014  caused  the  emergence  of  new  challenges  for  the  governments 
 involved, since people were no longer temporary migrants, but complete family units seeking 
 to remain indefinitely in the destination country, for this, the hypothesis is that the transition 
 of migration policies from Development to Containment of Mexico and the US, towards 
 the Northern Triangle of Central America, responds mainly to national security issues, 
 over and above the regional interests. 


The study will focus on the "Migrant Caravans", which are large groups of people who have 
 come together to move on foot to the southern border of Mexico, where they hope to cross into 


1  Asunción  Merino  Hernando,  and  Elda  González  Martínez, Las  Migraciones  Internacionales  (Spain:  Dastin, 
2006), 9. 



(11)the US and start  a new life. They leave their homes behind  because of violence and lack of 
 opportunities, since “outside the contemporary cemetery-lands of Syria and Iraq, few regions 
 are  as  systematically  deadly  as  Central  America  in  'times  of  peace'”2,  a  situation  that  has 
 generated a  change in  the trend of migration flows, considering that  -as  it will be explained 
 throughout  the  investigation,  previously  the  displacement  of  men  for  work  reasons 
 predominated, they moved to the US as day laborers and then returned home. However, since 
 the summer of 2014, there has been a massive arrival at the American southern border of an 
 unprecedented  number  of  families  with  children  and  adolescents,  with  the  intention  of 
 emigrating  permanently.  This  volume  and  composition  in  the  flow  of  Central  Americans 
 passing through Mexico has taken on special relevance in the public opinion of both countries 
 because the arrival of such a number of minor migrants in the same year caused the collapse of 
 the retention and care system of migrants by the US authorities. 


For the purposes of the research, this structure will be followed: in the first chapter and as a 
 theoretical framework, the concepts of migration, and mixed migrations -voluntary and forced- 
 will  be  described,  due  to  the  fact  that  a  large  part  of  the  displacement  of  migrants  from  the 
 NTCA is carried out from the climate of economic uncertainty, the poor rule of law, and the 
 political instability that prevails in their countries. 


In  addition,  to  analyze  the  reaction  of  the  US  and  Mexico  towards  the  NTCA  and  test  the 
 hypothesis,  the  relationship  of  the  migration  phenomenon  based  on  Immanuel  Wallerstein's 
 World-System  Theory  will  be  used,  as  the  asymmetric  power  relations  of  these  countries 
 explain the role of each one in the crisis, and are at the center of the analysis of the evolution 
 of the policies implemented by the both nations on migration matters. Additionally, the Theory 
 of  Migration  Networks  will  allow  us  to  understand  the  changes  in  the  composition  of  the 
 migrating population nucleus and the objectives pursued in the medium and long term in the 
 destination country. Subsequently, it will be explained what migrant caravans are, how they are 
 composed  and  the  main  reasons  why  people  prefer  group  displacement  over  individual 
 movement. 


In the next chapter, the issue of the migration crisis of the NTCA will be addressed, as well as 
 the historical  context to  understand the economic and socio-political factors that Guatemala, 


2 Óscar Martínez, Una historia de violencia: Vivir y morir en Centroamérica (Mexico: Debate, 2015), 7. 



(12)Honduras  and  El  Salvador  went  through  during  the  last  century,  and  that,  today  explain  the 
 massive exodus of migrants fleeing, as the reason why they emigrate to the American Union is 
 not only linked to the fact that this country is the most developed in the region, but also to the 
 influence that Washington has had in the region for decades.  


In addition to the aforementioned, based on the World-System Theory, "migration is often a 
 manifestation  of a profoundly  unequal  relationship  between the countries that send migrants 
 and the countries of destination. And this is what is happening in this case"3, as a very close 
 correlation  between  inequality  and  violence  has  been  observed  in  the  Central  American 
 countries. The chapter ends with the analysis of migration trends in the region between 2014 
 and  2020,  in  which  the  drastic  increase  in  the  number  of  Central  American  migrants  was 
 evidenced, mainly due to the participation of women, adolescents and unaccompanied minors 
 who travel in the caravans who have arrived illegally. 


This new trend has made a difference compared to previous flows in periods of high volume. 


The current composition, together with the strictest immigration containment measures, both in 
 Mexico and on the southern border of the US, increases the vulnerability of migrants, because 
 of  the  hiring  of  smugglers  -or Coyotes-,  the  diversion  to  more  dangerous  routes,  the  greater 
 exposure to the actions of criminal organizations, and to other factors such as theft, extortion 
 and kidnapping. For this reason, the next chapter will briefly address the Mexico-United States 
 relationship, and the actions they have taken to minimize the effects of the crisis in the Northern 
 Triangle of Central America. 


The large flows of migrants have prompted the governments of the US and Mexico to promote 
 actions in order to discourage the irregular migration, offering international protection options 
 from  the  territories  of  origin,  and  to  boost  economic  and  social  investment.  However,  the 
 response of governments to this migration crisis has also shown a change in the formulation of 
 their  foreign  policy,  since  prior  to  this,  cooperation  efforts  towards  Central  America  were 
 focused on achieving joint development with the region, through investment for modernization 
 and industrialization, and thus achieve greater creation of new jobs, that in consequence, would 
 slow down the high rates of international migration flows. After the crisis was declared in 2014, 


3 Nayar López Castellanos, Procesos migratorios en la Centroamérica del siglo XXI (2018), 33, Kindle. 



(13)the trend turned towards the containment and deportation of migrants, and security operations 
 were increased under the pretext of protecting the national territory from potential criminals. 


Central  American migrants,  excluded from  the right  to  mobility,  face the closure of  borders 
 (north  and  south),  the  constant  threat  to  their  security  and  integrity,  restrictive  immigration 
 policies,  criminalization  and  increased  deportations  from  the  US  and  Mexico.  This  as  a 
 consequence  of  the  9/11  attacks,  after  which,  terrorism  became  the  central  issue  of  the  US 
 security agenda, which in turn has determined the debate around migration, by putting at the 
 same  level  migration,  organized  crime  and  drug  trafficking,  justifying  a  militarized  and 
 repressive approach to address the phenomenon, and increasing xenophobia among Americans 
 and Mexicans. 


Finally,  regarding  the  literature  review,  the  main  sources  used  were  reports  on  migration 
published by organizations such as ECLAC, UNHCR, and data from the National Institute of 
Migration in Mexico, US Customs and Border Protection and the National Statistical Institutes 
of the NTCA countries; as well as researches done by non-governmental organizations or civil 
associations such as CANAMID, Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International and the Atlantic 
Council. 



(14)
1. Theoretical Framework: Migration as a Social Phenomenon  in the World-System Theory 


Migrations are an intrinsic part of human history, since the man, from his primitive stages, was 
 characterized by his dynamism and anti-sedentary lifestyle that led to moving from one place 
 to another, seeking greater opportunities for survival or development, not only for themselves, 
 but  for their family  units.  The reasons  for these movements  have been transformed over the 
 centuries. Today the massive movements of people continue, and there are even regions where 
 this phenomenon has increased as a result of globalization processes. According to the United 
 Nations  High  Commissioner  for  Refugees  (UNHCR),  international  migrations  must  be 
 approached  as  a  global  phenomenon,  since  they  occur  and  are  favored  by  the  context  of 
 globalization.  The  adverse  conditions  both  in  the  political,  economic,  social  and  cultural 
 spheres, together with the search for a better future, are closely linked to both internal (national) 
 and external (international) migration flows.4


In  the  current  context  in  which  they  occur,  international  migrations  are  largely  the  result  of 
 strong inequalities in terms of development and power between some countries and others. The 
 international  migration  flows  from  less  developed  countries  emerge  as  a  consequence  of 
 economic,  political,  commercial,  technological  and  even  cultural  dependence  on  more 
 developed countries.5 Migration therefore has an impact not only on societies of origin but also 
 on host societies at the economic and social levels. For example, from the economic point of 
 view, money remittances from the emigrated population and destined to the societies of origin 
 constitute  one  of  the  main  sources  of  income  in  some  countries,  as  is  the  case  of  Central 
 America. 


On the other hand, in countries receiving immigrants there is a tendency to approach migration 
 from  the  point  of  view  of  the  economic  consequences,  either  from  rejection  (because 
 immigrants reduce the job opportunities of the local population) or from the acceptance (since 


4 UNHCR, The 1951 Refugee Convention, 2019. 


5 UNHCR, The 1951 Refugee Convention, 2019. 



(15)immigration  is  accepted  as  it  involves  cheap  labor,  fills  market  gaps  rejected  by  the  local 
 population, and helps to finance the social security system). 


From a social perspective, migration has important consequences in the communities of origin, 
 such as family disruption and the breakdown of community ties. Moreover, in host societies, 
 the  question  arises  in  terms  of  education  and  coexistence  between  the  immigrant  and  local 
 population. Interculturality, understood as the peaceful coexistence of both groups, is one of 
 the main concerns for the formal educational sector and for the authorities of places with the 
 presence of an immigrant population.6


Asunción Merino Hernando and Elda González Martínez establish that it could be stated that 
 there is currently no territorial space on the planet without ongoing migration processes7, which 
 are  generally  motivated  by  wars;  natural  disasters;  social  injustices;  economic  crisis; 


persecutions  motivated  by  differences  of  race,  religion,  political  ideology,  gender;  family 
 reunification; or by the simple desire to know another culture and to be inserted in it. 


In the case of Latin America, this has been one of the most affected regions by this phenomenon 
 due  to  the  social  and  economic  crises  that  have  occurred  in  recent  decades.  Nayar  López 
 Castellanos affirms that “Central America is a region of great migration movements. The armed 
 conflicts it experienced, especially during the 1980s, caused half a million deaths and millions 
 of  people  had  to  move  to  other  countries  in  different  latitudes.”8  However,  about  these 
 displacements, despite being motivated by the search for better living conditions for migrant 
 families, the reality of what these people experience during their journeys is overwhelming due 
 to its harshness. 


Migrants are permanently exposed to experiences of violence and often traumatic events, where 
 there are constant violations of their human rights due to the dangers they must face when they 
 cross through Mexico to reach the US: kidnappings, robberies, extortion, rapes, trafficking of 


6 López Castellanos, Procesos migratorios en la Centroamérica del siglo XXI (2018), 176, Kindle. 


7  Asunción  Merino  Hernando,  and  Elda  González  Martínez, Las  Migraciones  Internacionales  (Spain:  Dastin, 
 2006), 89. 


8 López Castellanos, Procesos migratorios en la Centroamérica del siglo XXI (2018), 7, Kindle. 



(16)people,  organ  trafficking,  murders,  are  some  of  the  most  common  situations  that  Central 
 Americans face and that threaten their integrity, as it will be explained in later chapters. 



1.1.  Conceptualization of Migration 


Migration, as a phenomenon of study, can be interpreted as “the displacement of people outside 
 their  usual  place  of  residence,  either  through  an  international  border  or  within  a  specific 
 country.”9 On the other hand, according to  the  International  Organization  for Migration, the 
 term  migrant  can encompass  various types of people on the move, both within and between 
 countries: among them are permanent emigrants and settlers; temporary contract workers; labor 
 migrants, professionals, students, refugees and asylum seekers; in addition to people who move 
 from rural settings to cities, or from smaller towns to larger ones; and people seeking safety in 
 the face of conflicts within their own countries.10


The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, for its part, mentions the need to consider 
 that,  in  this  phenomenon,  criteria  must  also  be  established  that  differentiate  each  of  the 
 migration movements carried out by people, since there are aspects such as time, way of life 
 and  the  needs  that  make  for  various  types  of  migration.  Regarding  temporality,  the  IACHR 
 highlights the existence of two concepts: temporary and permanent migration, with respect to 
 its  nature,  it  can  be  voluntary  or  forced;  and  according  to  their  destination,  internal  or 
 international.11  Being  this  institution,  a  pioneer  in  the  most  recent  definitions  of  clandestine 
 migration, spontaneous migration, forced migration, mass migration, among others. 


Likewise, regarding the conceptualizations and definition of the terms with which people and 
 their movements are classified, it is necessary to establish that it is common for these people to 
 constantly change between these categories, depending on the reasons that push them to leave 
 their place of origin, as well as the conditions in which the movements are made. This situation 
 gives  way  to  the  emergence  of  new  concepts  to  explain  this  phenomenon,  as  is  the  case  of 


9 IOM, Key Migration Terms, 2018. 


10 Ibid. 


11 IACHR, Glossary on Migration (2006), 39. 



(17)“Mixed Migrations”; which is a concept that will be emphasized in the following chapters due 
 to the relevance it has on this research.  


1.1.1.  Mixed Migrations: Voluntary v. Forced 


According  to  the  Mixed  Migration  Center,  mixed  migration  refers  to  “the  cross-border 
 movements  of  people,  including  refugees  fleeing  persecution  and  conflict,  victims  of 
 trafficking,  and people seeking  better lives  and opportunities, motivated by a multiplicity of 
 factors.”12  People  in  mixed  flows  have  different  legal  statuses,  as  well  as  a  variety  of 
 vulnerabilities  that  characterize  them.  Although  they  are  entitled  to  protection  under 
 international human rights law, they are still exposed to multiple rights violations throughout 
 their journey, generally due to their illegality status. 


Those  in  mixed  migration  flows  travel  similar  routes,  using  similar  means  of  travel,  often 
 traveling  irregularly  and  assisted  in  whole  or  in  part  by  migrant  smugglers.  As  the  IACHR 
 points out, “mixed movements may include asylum-seekers and refugees. Movements that are 
 characterized as ‘migration' may in reality be refugee or mixed movements.”13  


Stephen Castles emphasizes that mixed migrations are not a new phenomenon, but they have 
 become more common due to the negative impacts of globalization, the growth of inequality 
 and the appearance of new sources of violence (as transnational criminal organizations, cartels, 
 terrorist groups, among others)14, as in the case of the NTCA. As it is also mentioned by the 
 IACHR, the concept of forced migration has been defined in opposition to that of voluntary 
 migration.  While  this  refers  to  that  population  movement  in  which  people  have  a  certain 
 capacity to choose before the possibility of their displacement, forced migration involves an 
 element of external and unavoidable coercion that determines the decision of people to abandon 
 their places of origin in search of opportunities.15


12 Mixed Migration Center, What is mixed migration? 2019. 


13 IACHR, Glossary on Migration (2006), 39. 


14  Stephen  Castles,    “The  Migration-Asylum  Nexus  and  Regional  Approaches”, New  Regionalism  and  Asylum 
 Seekers:  Challenges Ahead (2007), 81. 


15 IACHR, Glossary on Migration (2006), 42. 



(18)It  is  difficult  to  make  an  objective  distinction  between  voluntary  migration  and  forced 
 migration, since this  is  diluted by the fact  that, on many occasions, the causes  of migration, 
 such  as  lack  of  opportunities,  inequality  and  violence,  coexist.  In  this  sense,  much  of  the 
 population mobility that is conventionally considered voluntary, as is the case of the so-called 
 economic migrants, occurs in situations in which people displaced from their places of origin 
 or habitual residence actually have little or no choice.16


On the other hand, the Institute of Studies on Development and International Cooperation points 
 out that forced population movements are also heterogeneous in their nature, causes and impact, 
 since  each  country  of  origin  of  migrants  experiences  its  own  social,  political  and  economic 
 problems that will be addressed in later chapters; besides the fact that “those displaced by forced 
 migration are generally people whose involuntary displacement begins due to or fear of some 
 form of externally imposed conflict that immediately threatens their life, a situation in which 
 their  governments  of  origin  are  incapable  or  negligent  when  it  comes  to  guaranteeing  their 
 protection.”17


In  addition,  the  definition  of  the  term  "refugee"  is  also  important  in  the  context  of  forced 
 migration, since those individuals or population groups that do not enter into it lack the legal 
 protection and assistance that the international community offers to refugees. Refugees are the 
 people who left their own country because there was a threat to their lives or their freedom. 


These people are protected by a specific international legal framework, and are supported by 
 the  1951  Geneva  Convention.18  Furthermore,  it  should  be  noted  that  “mixed  and  migration 
 movements involve countries of origin, countries of 'transit' and countries of 'destination', each 
 one  in  a  different  way;  due  to  this,  response  strategies  to  the  migration  phenomenon  must 
 establish cooperation mechanisms that involve all these actors. 


In the Central American region, forced migrations were pronounced in the 1980s, and they were 
 associated with the political crisis and civil wars that gave a new profile to the migration flows. 


Abelardo  Morales  Gamboa  points  out  that  at  that  time,  contrary  to  the  trend  that  prevailed 


16  Nicholas  Van  Hear,  Rebecca  Brubaker,  and  Thais  Bessa, Managing  mobility  for  human  development:  the 
 growing salience of mixed migration, 2009.  


17 HEGOA, Forced Migration, 2020. 


18 UNHCR, The 1951 Refugee Convention, 2019. 



(19)before the crisis, these new displacements “involved individuals with higher levels of education, 
 intellectuals,  political  leaders  and  union  and  peasant  leaders,  individually,  with  the  goal  of 
 fleeing repression.”19 These first-displaced people first moved to neighboring countries that had 
 greater political and economic stability, and then more intensely, to countries outside the region, 
 particularly  Mexico,  the  US,  and  Canada;  or  in  the  specific  case  of  Nicaragua,  they  fled 
 primarily to Costa Rica.  


1.1.2.  The World-System Theory and Migration Networks 


Migration movements are derived from economic factors that directly or indirectly create the 
 conditions  that  push  populations  to  move  to  a  different  place,  these  are  associated  with  the 
 availability  of  resources  and  the  distribution  of  wealth.  In  this  sense,  even  the  conditions  of 
 insecurity and health have their origin in situations associated with access to resources since 
 the organized crime, its growth and consolidation have as a nucleus a social base that directly 
 or indirectly benefits  from  its  operation and functions  as  a scape  valve  from  the pressure of 
 providing employment. 


Therefore, for this analysis, we can divide the phenomenon in two levels: the macro level, -that 
 focuses on the governmental policies of the countries involved-, in which we will start from the 
 premise that the determining factor for migration is economic and social (due to the violence 
 that predominates in the countries of the Northern Triangle of Central America), so it will be 
 approached from the perspective of the World-System; and the micro level, in which, in order 
 to  understand  the  changes  in  the  composition  of  the  migrating  population  nucleus  and  the 
 objectives  pursued  in  the  medium  and  long  term  in  the  destination  country,  the  Theory  of 
 Migration Networks will be utilized. 


Regarding  the  World-System  Theory,  at  the  center  of  the  analysis  of  the  evolution  of  the 
 policies implemented by the United States and Mexico in migration matters, the asymmetric 
 power relations between the US and Mexico, and of these two countries with respect to those 
 that  make  up  the  NTCA.  For  the  above,  taking  into  account  the  premise  of  the  asymmetric 
 relationship and exploiting the geographic, political and economic context, the premises of the 


19  Abelardo  Morales  Gamboa, Centroamérica:  los  territorios  de  la  migración  y  la  exclusión  en  el  nuevo  siglo 
(ITAM, 2008), 29. 



(20)world-system will be used as mentioned, including the postulates of Immanuel Wallerstein to 
 identify the correlation between core nations, semi-periphery and periphery. 


On the other hand, in relation to the Migration Networks Theory, this postulates that constant 
 flows  of  people  create  interpersonal  ties  that  connect  migrants,  previous  migrants,  and  non-
 migrants  in  areas  of  origin  and  destination  through  kinship  ties,  friendship,  or  the  sense  of 
 belonging  to  the  same  community  of  origin.20  Networks  increase  the  possibilities  of 
 international  flow by reducing  the costs  and risks of travel.  For this  reason, networking  is  a 
 form of social capital that people can draw on to gain access to foreign employment, as, once 
 the number of immigrants reaches the threshold, the expansion of the networks reduces the cost 
 and  risks  of  displacement,  which  increases  the  probability  of  emigrating,  causes  additional 
 displacement, and subsequently expands the network.21 This may explain why migrants travel 
 in caravans, as in the Central American region that will be analyzed. Furthermore, over time, 
 migration behaviors spread abroad to encompass broader segments of the issuing societies. 


In  this  sense,  for  Immanuel  Wallerstein  the  world-system  is  "a space-time  zone  that  crosses 
 multiple  political  and  cultural  units,  one  that  represents  an  integrated  zone  of  activity  and 
 institutions that obey certain systemic rules. In fact, [..] the concept was initially applied to the 
 modern world-system,  which, it  is  argued, takes  the form  of a world-economy."22  From this 
 perspective the world-system can be understood as a capitalist world-economy,  


"[...] it is a large geographical area within which there is a division of labor and therefore 
 a significant exchange of basic or essential goods, as well as a flow of capital and labor. 


A  defining  characteristic  of  a  world-economy  is  that  it  is  not  limited  by  a  unitary 
 political  structure.  On  the  contrary,  there  are  many  political  units  within  a  world-
 economy, loosely linked to each other in our modern world-system within an interstate 
 system"23


20 Douglas Massey et al, Return to Aztlan (USA: University of California Press, 1987), 141. 


21 Ibid. 


22 Immanuel Wallerstein, Análisis de sistemas-mundo. Una introducción. (Mexico: Siglo XXI, 2005), 32. 


23 Ibid, 40. 



(21)Furthermore,  Wallerstein  also  distinguishes  four  areas  in  the  world-system:  core,  semi-
 peripheral,  peripheral,  and  the  outer  arena.  The  core  concentrates  relatively  monopolized 
 production  processes.  The  peripheral  areas  carry  out  processes  that  are  characterized  by  a 
 greater competition and free markets. Then, the semi-peripheral zones bring together processes 
 of one type or another; while the outer arena carries out activities that are not closely related to 
 the processes of the world-system,24  therefore, only the first  three components  will be taken 
 into account for the study of the present topic. 


Taking into account the above, throughout the development of this research, it will be observed 
 that the US brings together all the characteristics of a modern and industrialized nation-center 
 (or core), capable of expanding its influence to other regions of the world. On the other hand, 
 Mexico, due to its geographical, economic and political characteristics, will occupy the role of 
 a  semi-peripheral  nation,  in  addition  to  having  a  greater  degree  of  political  and  economic 
 autonomy; and finally, the countries of the NTCA will be the peripheral actors in the analysis, 
 and based on these premises, the evolution of migration policies will be addressed.  



1.2.  The  Northern  Triangle  of  Central  America  and  Migrant  Caravans 


The Northern Triangle of Central America is the name by which Honduras, El Salvador and 
 Guatemala are known (Appendix A), due to their geographical situation and economic situation, 
 and  the  characteristics  they  share.  This  conglomerate  currently  has  trade  agreements  signed 
 with countries such as Mexico, Colombia and the US that include Free Trade Agreements with 
 some of them, and have sought a deeper integration, not only among themselves, but with the 
 entire Central American region. 


On the other hand, the economic and productive characteristics of the aforementioned countries 
 stand out, whose exports are mainly focused on raw materials, especially from the agricultural 
 sector.  In  addition,  the  labor  is  cheap  and  with  low  rates  of  technical  training.25  All  these 
 elements  demonstrate  their  regional  role  as  peripheral  nations  that  depend  on  the  import  of 


24 Wallerstein, Análisis de sistemas-mundo. Una introducción. (Mexico: Siglo XXI, 2005), 46-47. 


25  Fabiola  Pardo, América  Latina  en  las  dinámicas  de  la  migración  internacional:  Perspectivas  Críticas 
(Colombia: Universidad Externado de Colombia, 2019), 57. 



(22)technology and strategic natural resources such as oil; and it also shows a greater propensity to 
 economic vulnerabilities caused by meteorological phenomena  -such as hurricanes, droughts 
 and earthquakes- that can compromise the agricultural production on which they depend. 


Moreover, inequality also characterizes the region. As an example, we can point out the case of 
 El  Salvador,  in  which  90%  of  the  wealth  is  in  the  hands  of  only  10%  of  the  population.26
 Likewise, the Ministry of Labor of Honduras maintains that the lack of job opportunities is what 
 causes  this  migration  phenomenon.  On  the  other  hand,  regarding  situations  of  violence  and 
 insecurity, according to the World Migration Report 2020, of the International Organization for 
 Migration, of people from El Salvador, 35% had been victims of a victimizing situation, and 
 44% did so multiple times. In the case of Honduras, 39% had been a victim once and 56% more 
 than once.27 Some of the crimes that occur with greater recurrence in El Salvador and Honduras 
 are extortion and the forced recruitment of children and young people into gangs, even within 
 basic education schools; meanwhile the main incentive of migration in Guatemala supposes to 
 be the situation of poverty in which the population lives. 


In addition to the economic challenges, there are various issues that these three countries have 
 to face together, since, according to the United Nations, in 2014 this Central American region 
 was considered the deadliest in the world, with a death rate violence higher than in war zones,28
 this  situation derives  from  the presence of various  gangs  and other criminal  groups,  that the 
 local governments have failed to stop as it will be analyzed in a later chapter. 


Moreover, according to the "Surveys on Migration on the Northern Border of Mexico" and the 


"Surveys on Migration on the Southern Border of Mexico", conducted on migrants returned by 
 US authorities to El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras, in 2019, the lack of employment and 
 the economic crisis in their place of origin was the main reason for leaving (with 86% of the 
 Guatemalan migrants; 64,2% of Honduran migrants and 64,5% of Salvadoran migrants); very 
 low income and/ or poor working conditions are named as the second reason for displacement 
 (5,6%  of  Guatemalan  migrants,  19,6%  of  Honduran  migrants  and  18,9%  of  Salvadoran 


26 Nayar López Castellanos, Procesos migratorios en la Centroamérica del siglo XXI (2018), 77, Kindle. 


27 IOM, Informe sobre las Migraciones en el Mundo, 2020. 


28 UN, To escape gangs and poverty, 2016. 



(23)migrants); and violence or insecurity in their place of origin, ranked third with the following 
 percentages:  0,1%  of  Guatemalan  migrants;  6,5%  of  Honduran  migrants;  and  10,7%  of 
 Salvadoran migrants.29


The  data  provide  us  with  information  on  the  realities  of  the  migrant  population  and  the 
 motivations for displacement, and should be the basis for policies and action plans against the 
 migration crisis. Such situations have generated a climate of uncertainty, insecurity and fear in 
 the population of these countries, who seek to find new places in which to develop and have a 
 better life for their entire family; therefore, large organized mobilizations have begun towards 
 countries like the US. These concentrations have been defined as caravans. 


According to the Regional Office for Central America, North America and Caribbean of the 
 International Organization for Migration, a migrant caravan "is a method of migration that has 
 two main characteristics: 1) It’s done by land; and 2) It’s done in large groups.”30 The migrant 
 caravans are guided by leaders who are generally Central Americans deported from the US, or 
 who  have  already  made  the  trip  several  times,  so  they  have  experience  in  the  journeys  and 
 crossings,31  and  who  sometimes  request  low  amounts  of  money  as  a  recovery  fee  for  the 
 accompaniment and expertise. 


Although it is not the focus of the study of this analysis, it is important to point out that these 
 caravans have arisen mainly from the convocation through social networks such as Facebook, 
 Twitter and WhatsApp, where, from the creation of (public and private) groups, citizens are 
 called to join. These invitations indicate specific dates and places to start the journey, in addition 
 to  giving recommendations  on what  to  take with  them and a report on the  risks  that are run 
 when making the journey. Caravans arise on a recurring and cyclical basis, and they also reflect 
 the face of the multiple crises that threaten Central America. 


The International Organization for Migration also notes that there are three main reasons why 
 these migrants decide to join a caravan:  


29 EMIF SUR, Encuesta sobre Migración en la Frontera Sur, 2019. 


30 Regional Office for Central America, North America and the Caribbean, Migrant Caravans, 2016. 


31 DW Español, ¿Qué se esconde detrás de las caravanas migrantes?, 2021. 



(24)“1) Greater protection for migrants, since they are less exposed to the crimes and abuse 
 usually  encountered  on  route;  2)  Greater  assistance  from  governmental  and  non-
 governmental entities; 3) Lower associated costs (particularly with irregular migration), 
 since there is a lesser need to hire a coyote or smuggler to cross borders”32


Based on the three elements indicated, and as established previously, Douglas Massey, Rafael 
 Alarcón, Jorge Durand and Humberto González define migration networks as social ties that 
 link  the  sending  communities  with  specific  destination  points  and  unite  migrants  and  non-
 migrants within a complex web of complementary social roles and interpersonal relationships 
 (based on  kinship,  friendship,  and be born in the same place) that are maintained by mutual 
 expectations.33


As  the  authors  point  out,  these  relationships  are  woven  into  a  social  fabric  that  provides 
 migrants  with  adaptive  resources  in  a  strange  environment.34  Networks  grow  stronger  as 
 connections mature and expand. The pioneers lacked the social ties available to those who later 
 emigrate, and which provides them with social capital that facilitates access to work, housing, 
 food,  transportation,  and  social  life.35  New  migrants  have  more  relatives,  friends  and 
 countrymen to turn to for information and assistance in the country of immigration than those 
 who preceded them. This reduces the costs and risks of migration and increases its intensity. 


Finally,  in  the  host  country,  sister  communities  emerge  around  a  group  of  settled  migrant 
 families.  These  change  the  nature  of  migration  processes  because  they  provide  a  permanent 
 social infrastructure that facilitates settlement without breaking ties with the places of origin. 


The cycle that is created between the communities of departure and arrival favors the circulation 
 of people and information between the two poles, reinforces the ties between them and allows 
 migrants to take root on both sides.36


32 IOM, Migrant Caravans, 2016. 


33 Massey et al, Return to Aztlan (1987), 139. 


34 Ibid., 147. 


35 Ibid., 150. 


36 Massey et al, Return to Aztlan (1987), 163. 



(25)Considering the aforementioned aspects, it is  worth mentioning that although the concept of 


"networks" associated with the theory was conceived as  an abstract  component  that brought 
 together the different interaction elements caused by the social ties of migrants, caravans are 
 the  materialization  of  these  elements,  since  it  embodies  the  ties  and  cooperation  between 
 individuals to reduce risks and maximize the opportunities to reach the intended destination. 


These ties are also important in the process of expanding the influence of criminal groups across 
 the  countries,  which  is  a  vital  factor  to  understand  the  causes  of  the  crisis,  and  it  will  be 
 explained in further chapters. 


Moreover, the passage of migrants through the Northern Triangle countries should take place 
 automatically, since there is a Central American Agreement on Free Mobility (known as CA-
 4), which was born in 2006 by a presidential agreement signed between the presidents of El 
 Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua, with the objective of allowing the intra-regional 
 transit of nationals  of the signatory  countries  between said  countries. The Central  American 
 Integration System establishes that this transit does not need to present a passport, in addition 
 to being an agreement that also allows stay in any of these Central American countries for a 
 period of 90 days.37


Despite the aforementioned, and as it will be evidenced in the following chapters, the trend that 
 the  core  country  –the  United  States-,  and  semi-peripheral  -Mexico-  have  followed  in  their 
 migration policies have gone through times in which it was privileged to control flows through 
 the development and then they have transitioned to policies more focused on hard containment.  


1.2.1.  Migration to the US: In Pursuit of the "American Dream" 


For  most  of  the  migrants  that  form  the  caravans,  the  US  is  the  main  destination  country. 


According to data from the Migration Policy Institute, immigrants from El Salvador, Guatemala 
 and Honduras, countries that make up the NTCA, represent 86% of all Central Americans in 
 the US, and in 2017, Central American immigrants were part of the 8% of the total 44,5 million 
 immigrants.38


37 SICA, El Convenio Centroamericano de Libre Movilidad (CA-4), 2020. 


38 Migration Policy Institute, Inmigrantes centroamericanos en los EU, 2019. 



(26)For  this  reason,  it  is  important  to  recognize  the  importance  and  impact  that  this  social 
 phenomenon has  had on the shaping  of that  country. One of the key events  that marked the 
 course of the shaping of the American identity was the English colonization. María Estela Báez-
 Villaseñor highlights that “it was from the English colonization on the east coast of the Atlantic 
 that one can speak of the beginning of the migration process that formed the base population of 
 the country.”39


With  the  establishment  of  the  13  colonies  and  the  need  to  achieve  development  in  the  new 
 territories of the empire, new policies were generated to attract foreign labor, so it can be said 
 that "in America immigration is not conceived without the very prominent importance of the 
 State, which promoted policies to attract settlers and workers.''40 This represents an important 
 precedent for understanding the subsequent migration processes, especially in the case of Latin 
 Americans  to  the  US.  Unlike  the  case  of  European  migration,  which  was  a  historical 
 phenomenon linked to a specific time, "Asian and Latin American immigrations seem to have 
 become a constant in the life of the United States'.'41


The  complex  conditions  experienced  by  both  the  country  of  origin  and  the  country  of 
 destination contribute to maintaining a constant flow of immigrants, and make it difficult for 
 the governments involved to handle them. As it was previously established, in the case of the 
 Latin American migrants that will be analyzed, the main reasons why they leave their countries 
 are not only economic, but also due to insecurity, inequality and reuniting with relatives already 
 settled in the US. 


In the 20th century, immigration in the United States continued, linked by events that occurred 
 internationally. It is in this century that the concept of "The American Dream" took shape. As 
 it is pointed, "the new status of the US as a power opened its borders to refugees fleeing their 


39 Báez-Villaseñor, “Tierra Prometida, Tierra de Inmigrantes”, ¿Qué es Estados Unidos? (Mexico: FCE, 2008), 
 405. 


40  Asunción  Merino  Hernando,  and  Elda  González  Martínez, Las  Migraciones  Internacionales  (Spain:  Dastin, 
 2006), 9. 


41 Báez-Villaseñor, 429. 



(27)countries convulsed by war and chaos."42 The economic incentive arising from the differences 
 between wages in poor and rich countries used to be the explanatory factor for migration flows; 


however, as María Estela Báez-Villaseñor explains, “this in turn must have a demand for labor, 
 which arises because the fragmentation of the market creates a type of work with low salary, 
 minimum status and few possibilities of mobility that makes them very unattractive to the local 
 population.”43 This was the way in which the US benefited from the presence of Latin American 
 workers, mainly in the agricultural sector, whose stay was characterized by being temporary 
 since their families remained in their countries of origin. 


According  to  the  writer  Sarah  Churchwell,  who  investigated  the  origins  of  the  "American 
 Dream" concept, it has been modified over time, since in the early 1900s, it was a synonymous 
 of social justice and economic equality, so wealth itself was their main enemy. This term has 
 evolved and it has been adapted to the circumstances that the nation faces, as it consists of a 
 key element to highlight the patriotic spirit in challenging moments, such as the world wars or 
 the Great Depression, and, as Churchwell explains, "The American dream served in a moment 
 to unite Americans in times of social crisis, before changing course and dividing them."44
 On the other hand, the concept of the "American Dream" represents for migrants the conquest 
 of individual success, the obtaining of wealth and the aspiration that when they arrive in the US 
 all  the  situations  of  insecurity,  deprivation  and  violence  that  they  lived  in  their  countries  of 
 origin,  will  become  extinct.45  For  this  reason,  it  is  understandable  that  Central  American 
 migrants  have  this  country  as  their  main  destination,  which  is  perceived  as  the  land  of 
 opportunities and new beginnings. 


In this sense, it is important to point out that the change in the configuration of the migrating 
 population,  which,  as  already  mentioned,  includes  more  and  more  women,  adolescents  and 
 children, cannot be understood only from the point of view of the salary difference since, if this 


42 Báez-Villaseñor, “Tierra Prometida, Tierra de Inmigrantes”, ¿Qué es Estados Unidos? (Mexico: FCE, 2008), 
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(28)was the case, this reconfiguration would have happened decades ago, making it is necessary to 
 return to the basic premises of the Theory of Migration Networks that points out: 


“The  size  of  the  migration  flow  between  two  countries  is  not  closely  related  to  wage 
 differences or employment rates, because any effect that such variables have on promoting 
 or inhibiting migration is progressively overshadowed by the decrease in the cost or risks 
 of displacement rooted in the expansion of migration networks over time”46.  


  


46 Massey et al, 150. 



(29)
2. Migration Crisis of the Northern Triangle of Central America 


Destination countries are identified and selected, among other things, for the expectation they 
 have to improve people's living standards. As they are mainly economic motivations, it can be 
 affirmed that in the regional field, the migrant population of the peripheral countries -Honduras, 
 Guatemala  and El  Salvador-  uses,  mainly,  as  a transit route to  the semi-peripheral  country  -
 Mexico-, and as a country destination to the core country -United States-. In this vein, it is ironic 
 that  one  of  the  objectives  of  the  core  countries  is  to  preserve  their  status  determined  by  the 
 technological advantages that enhance their development to the detriment of the peripheries and 
 that  it  is  this  same  difference  that  motivates  the  populations  of  said  peripheries  to  migrate 
 seeking a better standard of living. 


Moreover, when talking about the members of migrant caravans, it is common to assume that 
 they  flee  their  places  of  origin  for  the  same  reasons,  and  they  are  usually  homogenized  and 
 studied from the same approach. The reality is different, since although they share important 
 characteristics, such as high rates of poverty, inequality, corruption and insecurity, it has been 
 shown that the reasons why these people leave their countries are different and varied, despite 
 the fact that migrants from the Northern Triangle share the tendency to aspire to migrate to the 
 US. 


Speaking specifically of Central America, Abelardo Morales Gamboa identifies three phases 
 associated with the displacement of people in that region in the last century: the first is related 
 to migration flows associated with the formation of regional markets, from the middle of the 
 19th century to the middle of the 20th  century; the second is linked to  forced displacements 
 associated with the political crisis and internal wars in the 1980s; and the third corresponds to 
 the trans-nationalization of the economies and societies of the area, since in the same decade of 
 the 80s,  along  with  the armed conflicts,  the insertion  of local  economies  in the dynamics  of 
 openness  and  globalization  was  sought.47  In  the  next  chapter,  the  last  two  phases  will  be 
 discussed in greater detail as part of a historical context, as they explain the social, political, 


47  Abelardo  Morales  Gamboa, Centroamérica:  los  territorios  de  la  migración  y  la  exclusión  en  el  nuevo  siglo 
(ITAM, 2008), 29-30. 



(30)and  economic  factors  that  mainly  cause  Central  American  migrant  movements  with  better 
 precision, and from a broader perspective.  



2.1.  Historical Context and Causes of Migration 


Despite having gained importance in recent years, population movements from the countries of 
 the NTCA (like most migration flows of this magnitude) have been developing over time. These 
 flows have not been produced exclusively by exceptional circumstances, but also by long-term 
 structural  conditions  that  have  been  experienced  in  the  countries  of  origin.  In  order  to 
 understand the reasons for the displacement of Central American migrants, it is necessary to 
 know  the  economic  and  socio-political  contexts  in  which  emigration  from  El  Salvador, 
 Guatemala  and  Honduras  has  historically  taken  place.  The  region  has  a  long  and  complex 
 political  and  economic  history,  which  has  produced  great  inequalities.  Political  uncertainty, 
 internal  struggles, armed conflicts  —in  the  case  of El Salvador  and Guatemala—  and gang-
 related violence —in all three countries— have produced these large population movements, 
 particularly towards the US.48


The  Salvadoran  researcher  Óscar  Martínez  describes  the  situation  from  the  perspective  of 
 someone who has experienced the phenomenon first-hand. In this regard he says: 


"We are a mixture of repressive military governments, of insufficient peace processes - 
 much war remained and little peace came-. We are the result of corrupt governments 
 and incompetent politicians [...] We are ignorant of peace [...] We are poor, unequal and 
 poorly  educated  societies.  We  are  also  the  result  of  some  US  governments  having 
 decided to resolve the Cold War in this little piece of the world”49


The researcher highlights the presence that the US has had as a core country, over the peripheral 
 region  that  has  been  historically  considered  its  "backyard."  Let  us  remember  that,  since  the 
 middle of the 20th century, the world was divided into a bipolar international system, where 
 two  great  hegemons  -the  American  Union  and  the  Soviet  Union-  sought  supremacy  in  the 


48 CANAMID, Tres décadas de migración desde el Triángulo Norte de Centroamérica: un panorama histórico y 
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(31)world, wanting to spread their ideology and influence to  all corners of the planet,  especially 
 those who had a strategic location or resources to achieve their own interests. 


Central America was the scene of these confrontations. While the Soviet Union tried to establish 
 its influence in the region with the support of regimes such as Fidel Castro in Cuba, and that of 
 Omar Torrijos in Panama, the US made sure to formulate a foreign policy, based on economic 
 and tactical support, towards governments or local groups that were willing to align themselves 
 with their ideology. 


2.1.1.  Economic Factors 


Throughout  the  20th  century,  authoritarian  regimes  in  the  three  Central  American  countries 
 imposed a political economy based on exports of basic agricultural products, mainly bananas 
 on the coasts of the Honduran and Guatemalan Caribbean, and coffee in the highlands of eastern 
 Guatemala and El Salvador.50 This national political-economic project mainly favored a sector 
 of  the  population,  the  large  national  producers  and  foreign  investment,  and  caused  the 
 displacement of a large number of peasants from their places of origin. 


However,  in  the  1980s,  with  the  arrival  of  Ronald  Reagan  to  the  Presidency  of  the  US, 
 interventionist  policies  intensified  in  the  Central  American  region,  with  the  purpose  of 
 annihilating the guerrillas and other popular leftist movements that had emerged in the 1960s 
 and  1970s.  In  Latin  America,  the  Northern  Triangle  was  the  main  setting  for  the  Reagan 
 Doctrine.51 During the 1980s and 1990s, the combined effect of the global economic recession, 
 the debt crisis, import substitution, and armed conflicts led to the worst crisis in the history of 
 the region.52


50 Rojas Wiesner, M. and Ángeles Cruz, H., “Migración internacional en la región Centroamericana: cambios y 
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51 Frausto Gatica, Obed; Lorenzen Martiny, Matthew; and Orozco Reynoso, Zulia, “Neoliberalismo, violencia y 
 migración de Centroamérica a EU. El caso de los menores migrantes no acompañados vistos desde el enfoque de 
 las migraciones mixtas”, Procesos migratorios en la Centroamérica del siglo XXI. (2018), 79. 


52  Sanahuja,  J, Integración  regional  en  Centroamérica,  1990-1996:  los  límites  del  gradualismo  (Spain: 


Universidad Complutense, 1997). 



(32)According  to  Obed  Frausto  Gatica  and  Matthew  J.  Lorenzen  Martiny,  this  doctrine  “in  the 
 discourse, proposed to defend democratic values and human rights, but in the practice, it sought 
 to  stop  the  advance  of  left,  liberal  and  progressive  movements  to  protect  economic  and 
 geopolitical interests of the US”,53 since its main objective was to combat Soviet influence in 
 the region. 


It is important to mention these points, since, in addition to showing the relationship between 
 the core country and its periphery, they are also linked to the economic and social sphere of the 
 Central  American  countries.  The  Reagan  Doctrine,  apart  from  seeking  to  reduce  Soviet 
 influence, sought to promote the establishment of political and economic systems oriented to 
 capitalism, understood from liberal democracy, since several countries in these regions had long 
 been governed by parties of socialist ideology.54 For this reason, President Reagan helped to 
 supply anti-communist guerrillas and insurgent groups in an effort to overthrow from power 
 governments that supported the Soviet Union. 


Civil wars economically devastated the affected countries at the end of the last century, slowing 
 down the possibilities of social and economic development in the medium term, and left weak 
 states and institutions, and a highly armed population -many times supported economically and 
 tactically by the US-, contributing to the persistence of violence and the increase of criminality. 


During that decade, Central American migration had as its main cause these armed conflicts 
 and the massive state repression that existed in the region, although, once the war ended, the 
 peace  processes  in  Central  America  were  immersed  in  the  neoliberal  model  imposed  by  the 
 Washington Consensus, which among other measures, it established: the fight against the public 
 deficit, by reducing public spending; reforms to reduce tax progressivity; the privatization of 
 public companies; the liberalization of trade and capital markets at the international level; the 
 generation of favorable conditions for direct foreign investment; and the deregulation of internal 
 labor  markets.55  In  some  cases,  this  model  was  channeled  through  the  reconstruction  of 


53 Frausto Gatica, Obed; Lorenzen Martiny, Matthew, “Neoliberalismo, violencia y migración de Centroamérica 
 a  EU.  El  caso  de  los  menores  migrantes  no  acompañados vistos  desde  el  enfoque  de  las  migraciones  mixtas”, 
 (2018), 82 


54 López Castellanos, Procesos migratorios en la Centroamérica del siglo XXI (2018), 54, Kindle. 


55 Ibid., 108. 



(33)economies  and societies  traversed by war and political  polarization;  in  others, these policies 
 were adopted through the transformation of the state. 


However,  this  new  economic  model  imposed  in  Central  America,  and  other  regions,  was 
 harmful to its population, because, despite the fact that growth was shown in the main indicators 
 -such as the expansion of the import and export of goods and services, the diversification of 
 economies,  increased  foreign  investment,  and  increased  monetary  reserves  -  this  would  not 
 translate  into  better  living  conditions  for  most  of  the  inhabitants.  Nayar  López  Castellanos 
 declares that, due to the vulnerability of the newly formed governments in the Northern Triangle 
 countries, or political fragility, the new reforms resulted in a “State Neoliberalism”, in which 
 the borders were opened to large transnational companies that would exploit the resources and 
 that only a small elite would benefit from these businesses, so that “the benefits were private 
 and the losses were socialized.”56


On the other hand, these same reforms constitute one of the causes of migration. In this regard, 
 Professor Jenyel del Carmen Contreras Guzmán also points out that, 


“The  neoliberal  economic  model  that  privileged  foreign  investments  with  tax 
 advantages to  the detriment  of social  investment,  decent wages  and greater access  to 
 opportunities and basic services, pushed thousands of people into unemployment, the 
 informal labor market or part-time jobs that have low wages and no social benefits. All 
 of the above became an imperative to make the decision to emigrate”57


This  showed  a  deepening  of  the  region's  levels  of  dependence  on  the  US  economy,  which 
 greatly  deteriorated  social  conditions,  particularly  in  the  countries  that  make  up  the  NTCA, 
 from  which  the  largest  number  of  migrants  leave  in  pursuit  of  the  "American  dream", 
 highlighting the asymmetric relations among the core country and the peripheral ones. 


On  this  matter,  María  García  and  Daniel  Villafuerte  point  out  the  existence  of  a  positive 
 correlation between the deepening of neoliberal policies and the increase in migration flows in 
 the region, stating that “official statistics document that it is in times of transition to democracy 


56 López Castellanos, Procesos migratorios en la Centroamérica del siglo XXI (2018), 78, Kindle. 


57  Contreras  Guzmán,  “Centroamérica:  región  de  desplazamientos  forzados”, Procesos  migratorios  en  la 
Centroamérica del siglo XXI. (2018), 109. 



(34)and the opening of markets when migration increases notably”,58 due to the legitimation of a 
 series of neoliberal policies that have deepened social exclusion. With the globalized economy, 
 several large corporations have been more powerful than some national states, and that destroys 
 local  economies  in  the  name  of  free  competition,  contributing  to  preserve  the  asymmetric 
 relations in the world system. 


On the other hand, it highlights the problem of drug trafficking and its multiple impacts, since 


"this was the substitute for communism as justification for US interventionism in the region."59
 Its economic repercussions are visible, as this phenomenon is also much more intense in Central 
 America, the Caribbean and Mexico, as it is located between the cocaine-producing country -
 Colombia- and the main consumer -the US. The increase in violence caused by this situation 
 has a negative impact on the attraction of foreign investment, in addition to the extortion that 
 merchants, politicians and civilians are facing. 


Finally,  as  the  Economic  Commission  for  Latin  America  and  the  Caribbean  indicates,  the 
 combination of low wages and poor working conditions in the countries of origin, added to the 
 better wages paid in the US, is the other important impulse for the large migration flows that 
 occur between the region and its northern neighbor.60 The difference in average wages between 
 the  US  and  the  countries  of  North  Central  America  is  very  wide.  This  factor  affects  the 
 motivation to migrate. 


The  average  hourly  income  of  a  worker  in  the  United  States  is  ten  times  higher  than  that 
 obtained  by  working  in  El  Salvador,  Guatemala  or  Honduras.61  In  a  development  policy  in 
 which  it  is  desired  to  influence  the  migration  phenomenon,  this  aspect  must  be  taken  into 
 account. For this reason, governments need to create policies to generate and promote decent 
 employment,  that  is,  with  good  working  conditions  and  a  salary  that  allows  a  life  free  from 


58 García Aguilar, and Villafuerte Solís, Migración, derechos humanos y Desarrollo (Mexico: UNICACH, 2014), 
 71. 


59 López Castellanos, Procesos migratorios en la Centroamérica del siglo XXI (2018), 19, Kindle. 


60 ECLAC, “Sobre la base de Oficina del Censo de los Estados Unidos”, Current Population Survey (CPS), 2018. 


61 Ibid. 



(35)deprivation.  Although  violence  and  crime  are  a  prime  obstacle  to  achieve  this,  as  it  will  be 
 explained in the following section. 


2.1.2.  Socio-Political Factors 


The countries that make up the NTCA share similar traits such as: fragile governments, social 
 inequality  due  to  widespread  poverty,  and  high  rates  of  violence  caused  by  the  presence  of 
 criminal gang groups and drug traffickers. Stephen Castles points out that countries with weak 
 economies,  growing  inequality,  and  widespread  poverty  also  tend  to  have  oppressive 
 governments, weak state systems, and high rates of violence and human rights violations.62
 As it has already been established, in the 1980s Central American migration had as its main 
 cause the armed conflicts and massive state repression that existed in the region. The end of 
 these confrontations in Central America, especially in Guatemala, El Salvador and Nicaragua, 
 was characterized by the consolidation of electoral democracies that facilitated the negotiation 
 of political pacts expressed in the Peace Accords in El Salvador in 1992, and in Guatemala in 
 1996. 


It was in the process of transition from the state of civil wars to electoral democracies that two 
 phenomena of great importance burst onto the social scene: the massive migration of Central 
 Americans to the US and the violent conflict of the gangs. The result has been that, although 
 armed conflicts ceased, violence continued to be one of the distinctive features of life in the 
 region.  Thus,  we  see  that  the  conflict  never  ended,  since  the  former  guerrillas  and  former 
 soldiers  aligned  themselves  with  the  children  of  the  deported  refugees  and  formed 
 heterogeneous gangs, the Maras, inspired by those gangs in Los Angeles, where many of them 
 grew  up.63  In  this  way,  criminal  violence  replaced  political  violence,  due  to  levels  of  blood 
 spilled, that were close to those registered on wartime. 


Gangs  are  now  part  of  everyday  life,  but  they  were  not  born  in  Guatemala,  Honduras  or  El 
 Salvador. They were born in southern California, with migrants who fled a war that the US has 
 admitted to have sponsored. In that displacement, some of them encountered the violence of 


62  Stephen  Castles,    “The  Migration-Asylum  Nexus  and  Regional  Approaches”, New  Regionalism  and  Asylum 
 Seekers:  Challenges Ahead (2007), 81. 


63 Óscar Martínez, Una historia de violencia: Vivir y morir en Centroamérica (Mexico: Debate, 2015), 11. 
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