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executive Summary

Central America has been a locus of migralion. both intemlll InI
external. for generations; !his fact is unlikely to change in It1e naxt two
decades. ~. migration does not affect the region unifonnly.
Some countries InI communities _ highly illlpaetlld while olhlInI _
lillie alfectlld. Given !his textured reality. it is VVf diflicull to provide a
comprehensiwl evaluation of the role of migralion to CenbaI Americe's
deve/opmenlthat is truly regional. Rather. the evalulllion lIIId p1ognoeis
both need to be IIltentive to n_ lIIId diIferentialion 88 much or
mont than to large scale trands.

Central America is char8ctel izIId both by regional mignIlion 88 WIllI 88
emigrlIlioo abroad. to the U.S. in particular. It is lIIso a gaogll.phic
bridge to NoItlI America thlIt has beconlll a conduit for extJa-regiDn8I
migl'8llls seeking entry into NoItlI America. In short, CenIraI America is
a C1QSSRl8ds of many dilferent migrelory sII_ns. This willplu reeIity
has several implications. First, It1e region is knilllld togeIher by migr8­
lion. creating a need for regional sbalegies to address It1e .... thlIt
arise from lhis trend. S41wnd. and in wnllast to It1e finIt point, It1e
region is aIeo sbailled - willingly or not - by migralion.~
intra-regional flows (a.g.• Nicanllguans to CCllIt8 Rica). n- s11lSles
can pressure 1I111lionei goven. lIe,,1s to lhink InI act un;...-Iy. un­
dermining regional appIoaches. However. dlB'ing It1e 1990s It1e f0un­
dations wse laid for regionlII wordinllltion and «XIOp••,,", nlglIIiclllg
migration. hllll&l smuggling••ec8\AiOl1 of c:teporIUI. lIIId olher sub­
jecIs that _ likely to continue in It1e coming dacades. n- PO\llli_.18
provide ... inslilulionallayer to mitiglIIIe against tensionI thlIt arise from
migralion. The o,gardZlllIio"s invoIvllcl include the ComiIi6n cenlro­
_icIIIl8 de Directools de Migraci6n 88 WIllI 88 It1e RegiDnII Con­
fel8C.... on Migralion. bast known 88 ·PI'DClliIO PuebIlI," which has
e>qllIIlded beyond its CerllnIIInI Norlh"",.an begiI.1il1llS to include
ofIiciaIs from acroes the hemisphere. SIiIlIacking is wncerl8d altenlion
to thole cornmunilies l'IICIIl aIrectlId by migl1llion. This report calla fCr
addlMSing II-. wneerns • Ie88t partially !hrough It1e fOilllllion of
Migration Councils (d8tlliled beIatf). These bodies would be -..ply
consliMed and charged with helping communities meet their Il8IIds as
well as interfacing with 18rg8f, regional eIforts.
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Two current trends in regional migration are expected to persist into the
future. First, rural-to-urban migration will continue as small-scale
agriculture declines, pushing thousands of low-skilled worilers into ur­
ban labor markets, agribusiness, and seasonal labor markets, and into
nodes of opportunity in a handful of growing sectors of the economy.
As identified in the Zuvekas report for Central America 2020, the likely
growth sectors are manufacturing (particularly maquilas), tourism, and
services. Wijhin the last category, financial services (accounting,
customer orders, payroll, and so on) are likely to prosper in countries
such as Costa Rica, where human capital levels are highest in the
region. Second, such stable and relatively well-paying jobs will probably
stimulate the demand for secondary services - such as domestic labor
- which, in turn, will attract less-skilled labor, often imported from
neighboring countries. This bifurcation of the service sector into highly
paid native workers and poorly paid immigrant workers is already
apparent in Costa Rica. It is also characteristic of the Unijed Slates,
where Central American immigrant workers have found employment
niches as nannies, landscapers, and house cleaners to middle-class
Americans (Mahler 1995, Sassen 1988).

Wijh regard to migration, a combination of factors, including regional
conflict and sustained demand for low-cost labor, have led to exponen­
tial growth in migration of Central Americans northward into the United
States, Mexico, and Canada over the past two decades. I expect
emigration to continue, albeit at an attenuated pace, over the next
decades, driven by Central Americans pe@oning for their relatives as
well as enduring demand for labor in the North. A consequence of this
migration has been and will continue to be growing interdependency
between Central and North America. A predominant feature of this
interdependency is remittances, which currently support if not sustain
economies in much of the region. Contrary to some scholars (Perez
Sainz's report, for example), I do not predict remittance levels to fall in
coming years, in large part because of sustained emigration.

Remittances sustain the economies of several countries; in the larger
picture of migration, however, they mark but one of several economic,
political, and cultural linkages between Central and North America.
Termed "transnational migration" in contemporary scholarship, this hy­
bridilY will be felt most crijically in certain countries and regions of
Central America, though its imprints will transform certain areas of
North America as well. In response, public opinion in the North may

2



grow incre lISingly lIIlli-immigl'lllll, Ieedlng to \he 8doplion 01-. IIIlInI
lestriclive immigration Iegialation by the aIfec:ted counbies III8n \he
sbicl__peued in \he eecond half 01 the 1991ls. If this OCCUIlI, it
wiD only intensify the wlnerabilily 01 many Central American migrants,
partic:ularly thou whose lIIlI\US is nat pen1l8nenlly legal. In tum, this
vuInelebilily may 8lrlIin diplomelic I8IlIlions beluJ8en Norlh Illd C8nlnII
America. AI!ernlIliveIy, if growing nlllllbel8 01 I'lligrBnls become netu­
raIiZed ciIiZeo1S abroad end theiefU18 qualify to vote,they may incrme
their lobbying pcMW to shift poIic:y makers' opinioml towerd expanding,
not reslricling, immigration Iegisll!lion. This \8lIlIr possibility wiD hinge
on the degree to which Centrel American immigranls in the Norlh cen
fonn coalitions with other immigrants to broeden their poIilicaI infIu...
ence. Finally, Central Americans roving abroad are pressing for ~
eJql8IlSion oIlheir polilicel rights vis+vis their homelands, including
the right to dual cilizenshipInalily Illd wling from abroad. GivWl
their 8COIlOl11ie cIoul. they 81& likely to win gains lhIIl wiD make Ihem
pivotel polilical players 81 home as weD as eNay.

The report ends with e geneI8I call for 8 regionIII needs IISsnsmere
study to identify areas, communitllls, and udJen neighborhoods meet
affected by dill'enlnl types d migration Illd \he issues lhIIl are meet
pronounced in these areas. A more specific proposal follows for \he
instilulionalizalion 01 COIlslljos de Migraci6n, or Migralion Councils. in
each country. These councils would operate nationally Illd coonlinIH
regionally, inlelfacjng with migllllion-impacte loclIIilies as well as with
regional etrorts such as Proceso PuebIa Illd the Sisl8me de InlIl­
graci6n Cenboernericane (SICA). Communities would bring deulcp­
men! projecI8 to the council, which would be I88PlJIISilIe for evaIuIIIing
projecls and helping different sectors - gcMIl'I'IiMfll, community, Illd
miglwll - obtain I8lIOUI'C8S to implemenl appnMId Plajeds. 8e)ond
eddnsssing the speciIic needs 01 each country and iIa ITdgiiiilioirim­
paclIld pop"IlIliQns, the councils would also be expecled to mMt
pel iodicaIIy in regional fore to discuss \he progro8S and proble". each
face as they evaIuale funded denillpment prc:;ects. uex-, they
would become organiZlillions wilh abund8nl kno.1! Jye III oIflIr in the
expIonIlion 01 regional LIilisti.... The councils would form~ _ .....11111
middle layer~ existing regional and hemispheric migration
organizations, such as Procaso Puebla, Comisi6n Cenbo..nerican8 de
Directolas de Migraci6n, and small-scale communities impedad by
migr8lion.
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Resumen Ejecutlvo

Durante generaciones America Central ha sido un locus de migracio­
nes intemas y extemas, y este hecho no tiene trazas de variar en los
pr6ximos dos decenios. Sin embargo, las migraciones no alectan a
toda la regi6n de la misma manera; de hecho, en ciertos parses y
comunidades el fen6meno tiene un gran impacto, mientras que en
otros pasa casi inadvertido. Dados los matices de esta realidad, se
hace dilicil hacer una evaluaci6n integral y de alcance realmente
regional sobre el papel de las migraciones en el desarrollo de America
Central. Ante ello, la evaluaci6n y la prognosis necesitan prestar igual
o mayor atenci6n a los matices y a la diferenciaci6n que a las
tendencias a gran escala.

America Central se caracteriza tanto por los movimientos migratorios
intrarregionales como por la emigraci6n hacia el extranjero, especial­
mente hacia Estados Unidos. En su condici6n de puente geogratico
hacla America del Norte, la regi6n es lugar de paso para emigrantes
extrarregionales que buscan seguir al norte. En pacas palabras, Ame­
rica Central se ha convertido en una encrucijada en donde confluyen
multiples corrientes migratorias. Esta compleja realidad tiene varias
repercusiones. En primer lugar, las migraciones son un lactor unifica­
dor en la regi6n, 10 cual plantea la necesidad de elaborar estrategias
de alcance regional para abordar los temas que surgen de esta ten­
dencia. Segundo, yen contraste con 10 anterior, consciente 0 incons­
cientemente la regi6n se ve tensionada por las migraciones,
especialmente las intrarregionales (p. ej., los nicaragOenses que
emigran a Costa Rica). Estas presiones a veces hacen que los gobier­
nos piensen y actuen de manera unilateral, 10 cual desvirtua las pro­
puestas regionales. Sin embargo, durante los alios 90 se sentaron las
bases para la coordinaci6n y la cooperaci6n regional sabre migracio­
nes, contrabando de personas, recepci6n de deportedos y otros pro­
blemas que sin duda seguiran de actualidad en las pr6ximas decadas.
Ahora bien, estos programas entregan una base instilucional sabre la
cual miligar las tensiones que surgen con motivo de las migraciones.
Los organismos involucrados en estos programas son la Comisi6n
Centroamericana de Directores de Migraci6n y la Conlerencia
Regional sobre Migraci6n, mas conocida como el "Proceso Puebla", el
cual ha dejado atras sus origenes exclusivamente centro y
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nolteamelicallCl8 para IIlJIllP8r hoy • nIP' SIB...... de todo III
hemisferio. No obIlante. IIIin faIla una lllencilln concertade hacia
aquelIes comunidades que se ven m6s IIlIcllldas par Ioe f8nclmeIlOS
miglalui los. EI p"" infonne formula un lIamado 8 abonIlr 8Sla
probIem8tica, 81 menoa de forma parcial. a tnMls de Ia COlIfonn8ciOn
de Consejos de Migraci6n (__ detIIIIes m6s lIbajo). Estos OfPlillmos
de CIII8cler ampIio estarf8n 8 cargo de 8Bi8lir 8 las comunidadel de
baBe a salisfacer sus naoseidadeB y serfan los int8rfocUlores de las
iniciativas de alcance regional.

Las migraciones regionales 8duP'8S muastran dC8lendencillS que con
toda seguridad persistir*1 8 futuro. Una de elias es eI 6xodo del campo
8 18 ciudad, eI que continuan!l en Ia medidll en que Ia pequeI\lI agricuI­
tur8 siga decayendo y obligando 8 miles de campesince n I' lIellle
C81i1ic8dos a bulIcar trab8jo en las ZOIllIS urbanas. en IICIiVidlIdes
agroindustrilln. en oClIpaciones de 18n1pOl8d8 0 en Ioe poIoe de
dBJ BmlIIo de algunce sectores de Ia acolloml.. Como MIIaIa III In­
forma ZUvekas para Am6rica C8nInII 2020. Ioe sectores con IIll¥I'W
probabilidadeB de CRIcimienIo eon las manufac:tur'a (eIpI' i....neille
maquiladonls), turismo y -w:ioe. Dentro de esta IlItim11 C8bIgoIf8. los
seIVicioB financieros (con\IIbilided. padidoe de cIIeI......Z , de
pagos, etc.) tIenen IIll¥I'W posibilidades de prosperar en peI_ I8Ies
como Costa Rica, que muastra Ioe niveles de capiIa/ humano m6s
altos de Ia regilln. En segundo lugar, esI8 Iipo de .-npleCl8 eslllbles y
reIalivamenIe bien IIlIIlUIl8I8dos probBblemente estlrnuIar*I Ia de­
manda par -w:ioe secundarios - de tipo dom6ltico, par t1jtllllplo - 10
cuaI•• su vez, tennintIri par 8IrIIllr mano de obr8 menoa .........
espacia!mente desde peI_ vec:inC8. E8Ia divisi6n del 8tIClOr -w:ioe
entre traIlpjldoree Il8cionlles bien nmuneradotl y bl' sjr-'cltle inmi­
Ilia. mal pagt1dC8 YI 88 eslIlI haciendo ..... en Costa Rica.
EsIe ftln6mtlno es lanbi6n C8I'lICt8rIstico de Ioe E81adC8 Unidoe.
donde los inmigrlll. cellb_ic8IlOS cumplen funciones de CUidlI­
dores de nillos. jaIdi_ Y.81'_ en casas de lllIII8Mllllic8llOS
de cIase rnedilI (Mahler 1995. SlISstln 1988).

Respecto de Ie mignlci6n. durante los Illtimos dC8 decenios una con­
jUnci6n de factlIles. entre e110s Ioe conftidos regionales y Is denl8l1d.
SQ8\8nidll par IlI8IlO de obra berate, han causado un aurnenlD expIo­
siva en 18 emigraci6n de centroamericance hacia los E81adC8 UnidC8.
M6xico y Canad8. A mi juicio. si bien a un riImo alellll8do, esta tIIlIi-
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graci6n continuara durante los proximos decenios, especialmente a
medida que los emigrantes originales pidan a sus familias y que se
mantenga la demanda de mano de obra. Una de las consecuencias de
esla emigraci6n ha side y seguin~ siendo la creciente interdependencia
entre Centro y Norteamerica. Una de las caracteristicas predominantes
de esta interdependencia son las remesas de dinero, las cuales ac­
lualmente aportan - cuando no soslienen - a las economias de gran
parte de la regi6n. AI contrario de otros investigadores (ver el informe
de Perez-Sainz, por ejemplo), no pronostico una caida en los niveles
de remesas en los pr6ximos alios, en gran medida a causa de la
emigraci6n sostenida.

Si bien las remesas sostienen la economia de varios parses, en el
contexte general del fen6meno migratorio estas s610 ponen de relieve
uno de los muchos nexos econ6micos, politicos y cu~urales existenles
entre Centro y Norteamerica. Denominada "migraci6n transnacional"
en los estudios actuales, esta hibridaci6n se hara sentir con mayor
fuerza en ciertos parses y regiones de America Central, aunque su
impronta lambien transformara ciertas regiones de America del Norte.
En respuesla a este fen6meno, existe /a posibilidad de que la opini6n
publica estadounidense reaccione con una actitud anti-inmigrante, 10
cual podria lIevar a la adopci6n de normas aun mas restrictivas que las
promulgadas durante la segunda milad de los anos 90. De ocurrir, ello
hara mas vulnerables a los emigrantes centroamericanos, especial­
mente aquellos que carezcan de residencia legal. A su vez, esta mayor
vulnerabilidad podria tensionar las relaciones diplomaticas entre Norte
y Centroamerica. Por otra parte, si un numero suficientemenle grande
de emigrantes adquiere la nacionalidad del pais y por ende el derecho
a voto, estos podrian aprovechar su mayor peso politico para presionar
a las auloridades locales a amp/iar las normas migratorias en lugar de
raslringirlas. Esta u~ima posibilidad dependera de la capacidad de los
inmigrantes centroamericanos para conformar alianzas con otros
inmigrantes a fin de ampliar su influencia polftica. Por uRimo, los
centroamericanos que viven en e/ extranjero esmn exigiendo mayores
derechos polfticos en sus paises de origen, inciuyendo el derecho a la
doble nacionalidad y a votar en las elecciones. Considerando su peso
econ6mico, es muy probable que logren /0 que se han propuesto, con
/0 cual pasarian a convertirse ademas en actores polfticos centrales en
sus paises de origen.
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EI informe concIuye con un II8mIdo g.lIeral a '-1IIl8 wctri6n
regional de _idades 8 objeto de deIed8' las .... COll'IUIlidadae Y
ZOIl8S urbanas m8s af8cl8dlItI par loB difelelltea tipoa de migl'llCi6l'l. asI
como sus principales problllmMic88. A continuaci6n ea pIlnBe l1li8

prcpullsta m8s especIfica para 18 instilucicnaIiz de Connjoa de
MigraciOn en cada pels. Eslos Ccnsejcs de l:8I6cteI iladcllal M

CllClI'din8r1an 8 nivel regional para inl8lactuar con Icc8tidades af8d?Jdas
par las migracicll8S y con inicialivas de lipc regional I8Ies como aI
Procesc Puebla YeI Si8Iema de 1nl8gi1K:i6n CellbIMIl8IiC8118 (SICA).
Las diferllllies ccmunidlldas pcdrlan plBssntar proyectce de dB EB .clIc
ante eI Ccnsejc, III cual serf8 respcnsabIe de evaluar las PIllPUlliltas y
de ccI8bcnIr con difenhlies sec:loras - gcbiemcs. ccmunidades Y
ernigrentes - 8 fin de cbtener loB _ que pennilan realm loB
proyectcs aprobadcs. Mas ..16 de abcRlar las _idades espec/ficas
de cada pais Y de las pcbI8cicnes 8fecladas par 18 migraciOn. loB
Ccnsejcs lambi6n pcdrlan reunilSe peri6dicamente an illllialldes
regionales pera tralar loB 8V8I1C8S raalizIIdce Y loB P1cblllmBS que
fri,f.etdan a medida que evalUan loB proyectce de des8mlIIc aprobe­
des. Mis aun, los CCnsejcs pcdrlan~ en crganismcs con un
ampIio caudal de ccnccimienlcs que ofnlcer pera 18 expIcracicln de
inicialiv8s regiclnllles. Los Conssjos pcdrIan lambi6n ClIIIfcm. una
impcrtanIe inlllancia inte"lIlldia entre crganiza:iCII8S regiollales y
hemisf6ricas. tales como eI Procesc Puebla Y 18 Ccmisi6n C.III1....,111­
riclIna de Diradcres de MigraciOn. Y las pequellas ccmunidades
afeclEl'1as par III fetlOmenc de 18 migraciOn.
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1. Introduction

This report looks prospectively at the future of migration and Central
American development at a particularly strategic moment in ~s history.
After twenty years of massive and often abrupt changes in migratory
patterns and effects, Central America appears to be headed toward a
period of stabilizing trends. This does not mean, however, that the
effects of continued migration will be less dramatic. Conversely, migra­
tions - both intemal and external - promise to play a major, trans­
formative role in the region's future. A brief historical reprise
underscores this point.

Historically, seasonal rural-to-rural migration within the region was the
predominant migratory pattem from the late 1800s through World War
II and into the second half of the twentieth century. During the decade
of the 1980s, severe armed conflict in the region brought a major shift
in the tenor of the region's migration. Internal labor migrations di­
minished as production of crops for export plummeted and refugee
flows surged. Warfare not only killed thousands and displaced millions,
but it also inst~utiona'ized a migration pattern that heretofore had been
very minor; viz., emigration to £/ Norte. A conservative estimate of this
exodus, one deriVed from the 1990 U.S. Census and now well out­
dated, is that more than a million Central Americans fled their home­
lands and sought safe haven in the U.S. during the tumulluous 1980s.
Central America transformed from being a minor player in hemispheric
migration prior to the 1980s (in comparison to Mexico, in partiCUlar), to
becoming a central player. More important for regional development,
the vast exodus began to send homeward larger and larger quantities
of cash remittances, which became extremely significant to families'
survival and regional reconstruction in the post-war era.

Rates of emigration to the North slowed in the late 1990s, allhough
they remained at significant levels. At the same time, rates of return
migration - whether to vis~ or resettle permanently - soared, in large
part owing to the cessation of violence and the fact that many migrants
obtained legal status abroad, permitting them to travel freely. In­
creasingly, Central American migrants began to conduct their lives
across borders or "transnationally: People who travel back and forth or
at least maintain close contact with family and friends in two or more
nations through phone calls, letters, and even the Internet serve to kn~
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Iogelhet bcllh individU81s and I1IIIion& in W&ylIllI8I '- llIlIy begun to
be explored. AIlIo in the 1990&, Central American gcMIIllIlIBnlll to
wrying desl- begen to recognize llI8Ilheir COUI'IIrie8' illlei.... _
inlirnateIy IllIIIIed to the flIte d lheir expalrilIlIl "",,!lations ebnJed.
They began acliveIr to cultiv8le ties with lheir expetriales 8nd to~
eate OIllheir beheIf with poIiliciens in the Ncxth. Govenuillllll8 which, in
severat _, heel conlribuled to the flight d I8fugees IIbroBd IIllW

,etuuIed~ to become miglMlll' friends, a balllfoul'lfllliOlllll8l
is &till a WOIk in prog_.

In the twenty-first century, migratory psItems born in the past twenty
years are most likely to mature wiIhouI clWlging dranllltically. This
does not imply they will be negligible. To appreciaIlI the complexities
and subtleties of the bI* topic of migration 8nd lra&'l8Iionaf issues, I
have divided it into severat~: regional migr&lion, exbB­
regional migration, remitllInces. and lralllnationaI issues. I will addI8SS
each 8iipIiIahIly.1hough Iwill try to integrate them as much as possible.
Each topic will not receive equal weight; 11IIher, I will PfOIIide a synapsis
of fa BB arch 011 the well-dac:ument1ld U- first 8nd COl.....ill. the
bulk of my report 011 the last 1tIlIi,1BS. which are, to my mind, gBIl81111ing
the idNs and approeches most helpful to predicting the fulunt d
central Arneiica. migration and its role in regional deYalopmenl At this
point I wish to ackJ lOWIedge that my WOIk has been .R....lClld gnIlIlIy
by pal1ic:iplInts who allBllded the WOIkshop OIlltdgiilliCll'l in July 1999. I
have tried to lake into 8CCOI.Int the ideas circulaled in the WOIkshop 8nd
in participants' position papers in the prepa,*", d this report The
workshop participants _ fu~ in auggeslillll • model for
migration and de\lelopment along the lines I dewlop in the last section
of this report under "recornrnendalio.·
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2. Regional Migration Issues

Central American migration has been characterized historically by intra­
regional movement. including rural-tOorural and rural-tOourban migration
as well as international migration into neighboring Central American
countries. These patterns persist, allhough they has been over­
shadowed to a large degree by the addllion of extra-regional migration.
Alicia Maguid's chapter on migration in the comprehensive volume
Estado de /a regi6n provides a statistical snapshot of this shift. In 1970,
half of all Central American emigrants (those moving into other coun­
tries) relocated in other Central American countries, while half moved
out of the region. By 1980, the proportions had altered dramatically to
80% extra-regional and only 20% intra-regional; in 1990, 93% of all
emigrants left the region (Maguid 1999: 364). It should be no surprise
then, that the Illerature focusing on Central American migration in
recent years makes scant reference to intra-regionel flows, with the
notable exception of Nicaraguan migrants to Costa Rica and, to a
lesser degree, migrations of Guatemalans and Salvadorans to Belize.
This does not mean that intra-regional migration has become insig­
nificant, only that II is neither well documented nor well understood. For
example, there is anecdotal evidence of migrations of Nicaraguans and
Hondurans into EI Salvador spurred by the late 1990s post-war ec0­

nomic recovery in that country, a rebound financed in large part by
remmance dollars from Salvadorans living in the U.S. The Panamanian
economy too attracts a modest number of Central American migrants,
but this number (11.600 in 1990) has not increased dramatically over
the years (Escobar 1998).

Given the pauclly of data on contemporary regional migration and lis
declining significance vis-a-vis extra-regional migration, f will concen­
trate my discussion of this topic on two areas. First, f will address the
two most significant cases of intra-regional migration mentioned above.
Second, I will examine the continued rural-tOourban migration, a factor
that promises to be of importance to regional development.

2.1. Nicaraguan Migration to Costa Rica

Nicaraguan migration to Costa Rica, like many regional migrations, has
deep historical roots in agricultural labor. Since the tum of the twentieth
century, thousands of Nicaraguans have migrated seasonally to Costa
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Rica to M8ist in the blInana end IlIler coIfw induIIIlIIa. This PlII'Bm
_ wlaliUhed a century ago and to a much '- degIee is ItiII
evident today. However, the chaIac1Ilr of Nicaraguan mignllion to
Costa Rica has changed dramatically in the past thirty~. T~
the end of the 19708, as ciVil brewing in Nic:aragua, growing
sb_.1S of Nicaraguans sought refuge in Costa Rica, a counby thal
oIferad them a humanil8rian reception for the most part. This refugee
miglation is the main raason behind the two-faId inc!!BBe in Nicara­
guans living in Costa Rica bel--. the national c:ensuses al1973 and
1984. The 1984 figure of 46.000 fOreign-bom Nicaraguans 'MlU1d
nearly double again by 1997 to 87.000 (Maguid 1999).

During the 19808, NiclIraguans conIinued to migrale into Costa Rica as
a consequence of political and tlCOliOlllic upheavals in their hom BIB nd
and dnIwn by higher wages (the Costa Rican minimum I8I8ry _ 3 to
4 timas higher than the Nicaraguan (Maguid 1999» and more llIIIl8Ioua
social bellelils, such as 8lale-4IUbIIidiZed medical care. As this migra­
tion matured it beca...e increasingly lIpp8ient thai ils pnlfiIe no IonglIr
lit the IBBBC'il8I agricullural WOfker proIiIe of pnIVious gBllilnltiol•.

AIlhough 8OIIl8 Nicaraguans continued to work in the export CQ'i'lOdilJ
sector, the pe_ulage declined from 42% in 1984 to only 21'110 in 1997.
Moreover, the migrent population beca...e InC!!Bs"ngly femeIe and
urban, with 40% living in the grealer san Jose mebllpolbn _ by
1997. Employmenl shiftlld toward urben ClCC\IIltIIiOnl8lld beca.e very
gendered; women work lMlIWheImingly in the domwIic end iufonnel
marketing sectors, while men predominaIe in consbuclion (for a IonglIr
discussion, 888 CIlIM'- and Morales 1998; MClIilBl end C8lIlIo
1999). Additionelly, the Nicaraguan miglant population of 1997 is, on
llVBlage. much more edUC8ll8d than ils CllII1ier COUIileIPBI1&.

The demographic information prdIBnIlId is based on houIehoId SIA"­

veys. as Costa Rica has not had a national census since 1984. I _
tion this as an introduclion to the probIemaIic _ of wliinatiug the
total Nilaaguan population resident in Coate Rica. The 1997 lIUMIJ
illdicales a figure of 87.445 foreign-bom NicaIlIguans living in Coate
Rica, although scholars estimate that the total popuIlIIion is BB high as
450.000. Indeed, Costa Rica's offer of amnesty in December 1998 after
Hurricane Milch produced 150.200 Nicaraguan applicanlB, who eo­
counllld for 97% of all applicants (MoraIes-Gamboa, personeI oonmu­
nicalion). If, as scholars argue, the Iolal population of Nicaraguans,
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foreign-born and nalive-bom, approaches a half million, ~ represents
between one-seventh and one-eighth of the country's total population.
Given the amnesty, a second generation born in Costa Rica, and the
likelihood that disparities between earnings potential in Nicaragua
versus Costa Rica will not attenuate in the next decades, this migration
pattern is likely to continue.

Not surprisingly, the large-scale migration of Nicaraguans to Costa
Rica has generated some hostil~. Disdain for Nicaraguans is wide­
spread and growing. A poll taken in July 1999 revealed that 17% of
Costa Ricans view Nicaraguans as the principle problem Costa Rica
faces, and some 60% favor deporting undocumented Nicaraguans
(Rivera 1999). While ~ is not uncommon for migrations to spark jingo­
ism and xenophobia, this instance merits an explanation. Maguid
(1999) offers some clues. She argues that several factors have con­
tributed to Nicaraguans' visibil~ and hence their perceived threat to
the greater populace. These are (1) their real increase in population;
(2) their concentration in the capital city; and (3) their transfomnation
from primarily agricultural workers laboring at the fringes of the econ­
omy and in jobs that Costa Ricans do not want to urban workers who,
though they primarily do not compete with Costa Ricans, are perceived
to be potential compet~ors. In other words, as the migrants have
become more like their hosts, the hosts feel threatened by them.
Public pressure on government officials - Costa Rican and Nicara­
guan - has grown as a resutt of the tensions, leading to increasing
diplomatic strain. This situation clouds the picture of the role of migra­
tion in regional development. It suggests that even as the Americas
move toward a free trade agreement, there will not likely be an accom­
panying policy of free movement for laborers, either to the North or
internally to Central America.

2.2. Regional Migration to Belize

Another s~e of significant regional immigration is Belize. Though fimn
figures will not be forthcoming until the upcoming census, estimates for
the number of regional migrants, predominantly from Guatemala and EI
Salvador, entering Belize in the 1980s range from 60.000 down to
24.000 (Woods, Perry, and Steagall 1997). Their percentage of the
total population rose from 8% in 1980 to 13%, according to the 1991
census. In absolute numbers this regional migration is smaller than the
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movement d Nic8nIgu8ns to COIIII Rica. but it Is pnlPoltiall8l8l)'
equivalent to lII8t migrlllion. In wllb8BI to COIIII Rica, hoII_, In08t
migrants to Belize sellIe in rural _ where they irre small fllnllers
and/or participale in hIIrv8BIing ban8n8s, citrus fruits, lKId sugar cane
(see Perez Sainz report).

The Influx of other C8ntraI Arne! icalls is wmpllll1lellllld by en emigIa­
lion d Belizeans to the United States. Emigrants era d.-. prim8li:y
from the Garifuna, CraoIe, and Afro-BeIlzeen I8Ctors d the popr'WiM,
groups that (along wiIIl their counterprrrts in Honduras)~ mlgrallld
northward along shipping routes for gellenillolls. As indicallld in Table
1, the U.S. census AIWIded 30.000 foreign-bom Br'ZePllI in 1990, II
figure that~nts llbout 0IlIHiXlh of the 1990 population d Belize.
Thus, In ralaIive lllml8. emigration from Bara Is 011 per wilh Salva­
doran emigration to the U.S., lKId Immigration to BelZe Is WI.........

to immigration d NicIIr8guIIns into CoIIlB Rica. Yet, despiIII ila rig­
nlficllllC8, liltle raBBBrdl hils bMn wnduc:Ied 011 migration no end from
Belize, an _ mariling future study. One d the few prllJllcalicl,-,. 011
the topic to dille documenIB dramalic shifts in Belize'. dllniOQi....'1ic
mix as II result d the wmbinalion d imrrdgrllllOil end emlgilllion. for
~ the AfnHleIIzeen popullIIion dropped from 48% in 11180 to
36% in 1991, while the mesIizo popuIaIion, 8WlIlied by CenlraI Ameri­
can immigrants, grew from 33% to 44% in the ... time period
(Woods, Perry, lKId Ste8gIIlI 1997). n- d8l,iOQi~ chllilgee era
likely to continue, I*liCuRly as ecolourlsm expllilds into Belize,
li8C1l1IIling dlll1Iand for seIVice laborers.

2.3. COntinuing Rural-to-Urblln Migration

Populalion projections for aR d C8ntraI America indic:lIle the con­
llnUlllion d II hiBIlII leal nne! towanI gnIlII8r ulbenism. Acwdi'll to
CeIIIde lKId UNDP illIlillillhi8 (1999), by the yur 2020 -V CenlraI
American counIIy wiIIl the axceplion d GuaIei,.... (42%) win~ en
urban11 population lII8t 8lCC8MIlI its rural popuIalion. The urban papUa-

13



tion in EI Salvador, Honduras, Panama, and Nicaragua is expected to
rise to around two-thirds of the total popUlation by 2020, approximately
a 10% rise from 1995 but still well below the Latin American average of
80% urban. The factors influencing rural-lo-urban migration are diverse
and engage themes discussed in other Central America reports (see, in
particular, Zuvekas and Rodas). The factor most significant to
increasing rural-to-urban migration during the previous two decades,
regional armed conflict, cannot be discounted as a future factor, but it
seems less likely. Rather, to predict the degree and nature of these
flows it is critical to examine regional economic opportunities. His­
torically, these have not been evenly distributed, causing many mi­
grants to flock to poles of opportunity.

As identified in the Zuvekas report and the INCAEICLACDSIHIID stUdy
(1999), the likely sectors of future expansion in Central America are
manufacturing (particularly maquilas), services, tourism, and, to some
degree, agribusiness. The first two will open opportunities primarily in
urban areas, given the need for transportation, communication, and, for
some specialized service markets, skilled labor. Financial services,
such as accounting, customer orders, payroll, and software support are
expected to prosper in countries like Costa Rica, where human capital
levels are highest. These stable and relatively well-paying jobs are
likely to stimulate demand for secondary services - such as domestic
labor - which, in turn, will attract less-skilled labor from the countryside
or neighboring countries. This bifurcation of the service sector into
highly paid native workers and poorly paid immigrant workers is already
apparent in Costa Rica. It is also characteristic of the United States,
where Central American immigrant workers have found employment
niches as nannies, landscapers, and house cleaners to middle-class
Americans (Mahler 1995, Sassen 1988). The growth of tourism may
also affect migration patterns, attracting low-wage laborers into vaca­
tion areas to perform low-end services and, to a lesser extent, regional
migration of personnel trained in hotel/restaurant management. In the
case of countries with little tourist infrastructure but high emigration
rates, such as EI Salvador, tourism will be linked most closely to re­
turning migrants from abroad. Government-private sector initiatives are
likely to foster this segment of the tourist industry.

With a few minor exception, such as bananas and products salable in
the overseas ethnic markets, the growth prospects for agricu~ural
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pmducla ...-r very poor, plIIticuIarIy in CllIi~ to olher .....
The decline in 8IlI8I1-8clIIe fanning will push fuIunt migranls out d \he
countryside and into urben _. capiIaI cities in parlic:uIBr.~,
many __ d sub&isIIInce agricullure have wm-sed such exbeiiile
environmental degl'lldalion - del'onisllIlicK, l01Is d tapeoil, and gRIlIIld
water contarnineted with fertilizers. to name just a few -that Pi E"Cs
cannot survive and are obliged to migrate to Ulban __ or abrced.
The dIllp in export commodities during the years of warfanI in GuaIIa­
mala. Nicaragua. and EI Salvador also a"ectad the PEEEBnby, de­
priving • of seasonal agricultural wages that paid for a modicum d
supplies from fertilizer and cIolhing to madical care. In celtain c0m­
munities, the seasonal migralion 8YOIY8d into inlemaIionaI mignllion,
with remiIIancas fulfilling the role that wages once filled. One d the
groups most at risk for rural-t<Hlrban migralion is indigenous popula­
tions, which fcnn a large corps d the rural population in GuaIlliilllla
and. to a lesser exIanI, Honduras, Nicaragua, and P_. On \he
Gualemala MExico bordar. the atbactiun of inlllmalional migration is
espec:iaIIy pronounced among Maya youth. InaII i'lll numbers d
Maya have migraled nolthward; to what degreeU- individuals have
migrated diIectIy from the countryside to the U.S. I cannot say, but • is
likely that at '-l some have stap-migraled first to UIban __ and
Iatar 8CIOIIS inIemaIionaI borders.

ShIp mignllion inbolIuces anather angle from which~
mignIIion can be anattzed. Up until this point I '- been de'WIlcping
those facIDrs that aIbacl people into UIban ... - or what _ c0m­

monly ief6l18d to in mignllion IilelaIure as "pull" facIDrs. If a di'Cl Bf "I

contains only "pull" facIDrs • Iaaves the impIlllion thai people hlIve a
P1Dpe1i11i1y to move when \he i11Ce1~ _ BUlficIenl Though com­
monpIaca, this -..mption~ not fit empirical ~, for \he V8It
IIIlIjoriIy of CenIraI America's populalion and~ the world's dc.a
not miglBl8 tMlII when gnIIIIer economic opportunities _ known to
exist elslWAl8ie. When mignllion is undeistood as \he exception and
not the norm, then \he focus d an ilMllltigalion shills to ur,d....llanding
why people beCllIil8 uprooted; that is, from looking at "pull" factonI to
"push" factors. An obvious force of uprooting is disaster - man-made
or natural. Other fon:es 8lB often much less obvious, Jequiring a more
grounded approach than macro-level studies that can identify "pull"
factors readily, and 8lB que sensilMI to Yaliations in local CllIdoons.
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In the case of Central America, the neoliberal reforms of the late nine­
teenth century constitute one of the most significant, if not the most
significant, factors contributing to the uprooting of the rural popUlation
historically (see Hamiiton and Chinchilla 1991).

In the next paragraphs I will identify and discuss several factors affect­
ing the continued uprooting of the peasantry in EI Salvador, drawing on
my own research. This is not an exhaustive list, but rather a suggestive
one. I will illustrate forces that I do not see developed in the literature
yet which, according to many conversations with Central American
scholars, appear germane to a broader understanding of persistent
rural-to-urban migration. Perhaps the least discussed and yet the most
insidious is the educational system. Academic achievement in EI
Salvador as elsewhere in Central America entails increasing levels of
migration. As children continue their studies from elementary into
secondary schools, they must travel increasingly farther from their
homes. In many communities, schools within walking distance offer
only the earliest grades. If students continue their education they must
find and pay for transportation to distant schools; meanwhile, their
families assume the burden not only of the expense of this education
but the loss of children's labor. Higher education is even more un­
attainable; secondary schools are often located only in large towns and
cities, while universities are located exclusively in cities. For students to
attend these schools, they may have to leave home entirely and
migrate into increasingly urban areas, where they accuiturate into an
urban lifestyle. In addition, there are few jobs for the highly educated in
rural communities. An important corollary to this phenomenon is the
fact that remittances from international migration playa key role in
students' ability to continue their education - and hence to become
urban subjects (Mahler 1999b).

Whereas education uproots and pulls students into longer-term migra­
tions, before they even enter kindergarten children have already been
introduced to migration and urban life via the medical care system.
Medical care is another scare resource in rural EI Salvador as else­
where, and early morning buses are brimming with parents traveling to
cities with sick children in tow. From an early age, children learn that
opportunities are limited near home and that power and resources
emanate from the bustling cities. Similarly, the people I studied in
eastern EI Salvador traveled hours each way to buy staple and

16



specialized goods from weklocked cornrrBciaI cellllll's or to ,elIie".
remiIIanceB in citieB. In short, pees ElIB are abiigaIBd pushed - into
a lifestyle that illCOlJlOlllles conslanl mobiUly. In Wiibst to g8iI8lSlliol.
ago, much if not meet of this motion is not of workers IllIBlillllto the
fields or of flmilies visiting each other in neighboring villages. 1M
repeatad trajectol ies from rural hamlets into towns and citieB. In the
short run this may not uproot papulalions. but aver the long run 1lBgU8

that it is a ccntributing factor. This is particulllrly true in the case of
students reklcaIed for weeks if not years in cities where they 13I
pursue their edUC8lion.

Finally, I will highlight the eIliIcls of remitlallces on upIoolillll. Through
many interviews, I have gathered fNidence of the reIaIionlIhip bet\.881'1
remillances and escalating land vaIuM in the nsgion I have studied.
During the salvadoran civil war. land prices pkmmMll8d. but 8Ilier the
1992 Peace Accords they began to climb and then skyn:Icket. Land
distant from roeds and with only marginal agricullural value - 0UlIing to
high degrees of erosion. sIaep incli~. or limited access to weller. for
__ - was selling in 1997 for __ tI1oI.-xl doIIanI a
manzana. PIols for~ often cost double this ligunt. When IIlIked
why the prices heel increased so dramalically. ieepuidelllB invBIiabIy
alIribuled the rise to migranls living in the U.S. and their flmilia8. who
bought the land with nrmillances. Much of this prop8Itf is not planted.
and owners are unwilling to IelIlle the land. The eIrect is to .-bale
existing land scarciIy. Monsaver. the rise in land values prevenIs the
_'s non-migrant youth from access to land. particularly to land
pura-. In sum, the siIualion places adcIitiOIi8l~ on theee
youth. boys in perlicu.... to emigrale. aIIhough in this case the rnigIa­
lion is more likely to be intemalioli8l (where dol.... 13I be....-l)
than rural-to-urben. RegenIIess. it n!PNunts another aspect of up­
rooting occurring in many nsgions of central America, not just in the
nsgion I have studied in deplh.

2.4. Future Prognosis

As stated above, the tactors discussed here are not intended to be
exhaustive; rather, they accentuate issues thai have receiwed IiIIe
atIention to daIa but merit more. They provide a broeder empirical
foundation for pnsdicting, as I do. thai the uPlOoting of nnI poplIlslions
in central America will continue in coming decades. as will IIII'lII-lD-
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urban migration. Some instances of regional migration, most notably
that of Nicaraguans to Costa Rica, may ameliorate some rural-to-urban
migration within nation-states. I also expect that regional migration to
certain poles of opportunity as identified previously will persist and
evolve as a consequence of myriad factors, including disparities in
prosperity as well as political and environmental stability between
different countries.

18



3. Extra.....glonal Migration

In the past two decades, central America has been lrBIllIfonned from a
area marked by intra-regional migrations to one marked pedomilW1lly
by mig.ations beyond its regional borders. It is impol1ant to note at the
outset that these migl'lllions, whila significant in many ways, _ re1a­
tively insignificant demographically. To wit, in the most recent calcula­
tions using 1990 as the basa year, only one pen:enI of Central
America's population is consliIuIed by immigrants from outside the
region and only 5% has emigrated. This Ialter figure varies from c0un­

try to country, with a klw of 2% registered for Costa Rican emignlnls to
a high of 9.5% for Salvadorans (Maguid 1999: 365). In sum, only five in
->' 100 Central Americas livw outside the region. The OII8IWheIming
majority of these emigrants have relocated in the Unillld Slates. More
than one million foreiyn-bom central Americans -.e C8Il8USed in that
country in 1990, wheraas only 48.000 MIll C8Il8USed in Canada at
about the same time (ibid.; _ also Lara MaltInez 1994). There _
also tens of~ of Central Amelicansliving in Mexico, but for
purposas of simplicity this report wtn cor...ibate on Central AmeI ic8i18
living in the United Slates. Of course, these raw lIlaIislic:s do not begin
to communicate the impact these migillliclil8 have had .xl pllml. to
have in the future. Aggregate stalistics also obscure the fact that
migrations _ nota iously ..-. in their origins and elfecls. They_
consliIuIed through p8I1IOIlIIl and community networks. such that one
municipality or region of a country may be '-ily aIfecIed while an­
other may exp8I ienee only minimal elfecls. Such ..-.nall charac­
terizes Central American migration, but the lack of a compIehelieive
background study makes it impoesible to know its full exIllnl

3.1. central Americans in the Unillld Stales: Miglation Trends

The siIualion of central Americal18 living in the UnilIId Slates is quite
dynamic and, conseql*llly, it is diIIicuIt end probably inpcllitie to
provide exact figures. This is owing in great part to the IlUIT1benI of
undocumented as well as IagaI migranlB. "Undocumented" is one of
several terms (including the more pejorative "illegal} used to denote
individuals who do not have authorization to remain in the 81Clthel
country lagally on a short or permenenI basis. These include people
who arrived lagally (e.g., with a tourist visa) and then Ioet Iagal status
by, for example, overstaying their visa, as well as people who enlered
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another country illegally and remained. The U.S. Immigration and
Naturalization Service (INS) estimates that as of 1996, 335.000 Salva­
dorans, 165.000 Guatemalans, 90.000 Hondurans, and 70.000
Nicaraguans were residing in the U.S. unlawfully (INS 1999). For the
purposes of this report I will not attempt to estimate total Central
American migration to the U.S., documented or not, but will employ
census data and figures for legal and illegal migration to identify mi­
gratory trends that should prove useful to developing future scenarios.
A comparison of U.S. census figures for 1970, 1980. and 1990 in Table
1 illustrates the dramatic rise in Central Americans living in the U.S.
These figures only include the foreign-born; it is important to note that
even 1990 figures are outdated and therefore significantly underesti­
mate current levels. Moreover, studies have shown that the censuses
underestimate Central Americans residing in the U.S., particularly the
undocumented (e.g., Mahler 1993).

Table 1
Forei9n-Bom central American Population

Livin9 in the U.S., by Census Year

Country 1970 1980 1990
Belize 8.860 14.436 29.957
Costa Rica 16.691 29.639 43.530
EI salvador 15.717 94.447 465.433
Guatemala 17.356 63.073 225.739
Honduras 19.118 39.154 108.923
Nicaragua 16.125 44.166 168.659
Panama 20.046 60.740 85.737
Total 103.913 345.655 1127.978

Source: U.S. Census 1999

Between 1970 and 1980 the population triples, and then nearly triples
again during the next decade. An examination of Table 2 helps identify
a pattern, common to all Central American countries, comprised of a
major rise in legal migration between the late 1980s and early 1990s
followed by a decline to levels higher than the mid-1980s but much
lower than the peak years of 1989-1993. The upsurge is directly related
to the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1966 (IRCA). IRCA is
best known for authorizing a legalization program for undocumented
immigrants who met specific criteria, including over 200.000 Central
Americans, Salvadorans, and Guatemalans in particular.
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IRCA was designed to tIlMIt illegal immigration Inlo the U.S. by im­
posing sanc:lion& against llIT1IlIoYlKs who hired undoclnIenled inmi­
granls. ThaI is. it offered benefils to 8Cllll8 undocumenIlld inmigranls,
but also a88l8d a much more resb iclive cIimaI8 for olhln. IRCA is
vetY significant to CenlraI American miglalioo, beea"se it not only
8lIoill8d hundnlds d~ to obI8ln legal pem_18I1t 188idency,
but it also qualified them to file for ill.nigralioll 8lBIU8 for their spouses
8i1d children. If 8i1d when U- IRCA b.II.fld. ies becollle IIIIunIIiZIId
citizens (they must wait 5 yeers after obI8lning iwidellCY), they wiI
qualify to sponsor more reIalNw ,.. than they could as pennall8I1t
rasident&. A dramatic rise in nalundiZllliolls IIPPBWB aIreBdy to '­
begun, as reIIected in Table 3. This promises to produce yet_1lllher
rise in immigrants over the coming decade

TIIbIIl3
centnII~ .......-.ct 10 UniIIId Slalea CitizIInIhjp
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Another significant change in INS policy will also affect rates of legal
immigration by Central Americans. During the earty 1990s, over
300.0002 Guatemalans and Salvadorans qualified for Temporary
Protected Status (TPS) after the settlement of a lawsuit by immigrant
rights organizations with the INS (American Baptist Church [ABC] v.
Thomburgh). The ABC agreement allowed these immigrants to remain
in the U.S. and work until 1995, when the program ended. The group
was then expected to file new political asylum claims, leaving them
again in legal limbo. A more generous benefrt was authoriZed by the
U.S. govemment toward undocumented Nicaraguans. The Nicaraguan
Adjustment and Central American Relief Act (NACARA) was passed in
1997, allowing an estimated 100.000 Nicaraguans apply for permanent
residency. This unevenness in treatment by the U.S. toward different
Central American groups led to a campaign aimed at extending
NACARA to Salvadorans and Guatemalans. As of this writing, such
legislative changes have not occurred; however, an INS ruling in 1999
enabled ABC-class Salvadoran and Guatemalan members to apply for
political asylum under a legal standard that is less strict than that
applied to new applicants (although the old standard applies to the
applicants' beneficiaries, Le., spouses and children). To complicate the
description of Cerrtral American legal status in the U.S. further, some
100.000 Hondurans and 6.000 Nicaraguans were granted TPS after
Hurricane Milch in 1998. Their fate, like that of the ABC-class Salva­
dorans and Guatemalans, is unsure.

This digression into U.S. immigration policy serves to illustrate its
complexity and therein the difficulty in using numbers of current mi­
grants to estimate future levels of Central American migration to the
U.S. If the ABC-class of Guatemalans and Salvadorans obtain legal

2
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Conaete figures for TPSJABC applicants as well as NACARA and Hurricane
Mitch beneficiaries are very difficult to obtain. The figures cited here retied es­
timates provided by GUATENET, the National Network of Guatemalans in the
U.S., and the National Immigration Forum (NIF). For ABe-class applicants,
GUATENET cites 225.000 Salvadorans and 85.000 Guatemalans. NIF figures
are 190.000 and SO.OOO, respectively. For NACARA. GUATENET gives a figure
of 40.000 Nicaraguan beneficiaries, and NIF 100.000. Mitcl1 TPS beneficiaries
cited by GUATENET are 95.000 Hondurans and 5.000 Nicaraguans versus NIF
estimates of 101.00 and 6.000, respectively.



residency in the coming yen in addition to the NACARA-dau fA
Nicaraguans. then an additiollal 300.000 CenIraI AmerIcans - _
and above other chan... of Ieg8IInvnigI1llion - will be able to 8flPIy
for the invnigration of their relaIMI6. This wiN likely add significantly to
cunent levels of Ieg8I immigration from the I9gion to the U.S.

Beyond examining migration flows. • is impOltall1 to highlight a few
demographic feahns of this migration. Fnt, Central ArneIir:an inmi­
grants do not relied the entire SOCioecCMIOI11ic spectrum of the societies
they hail from. Rather. in the aggregate. they are neither the poorest
nor the weallhiest rnambers of their COIlIIIiIuenI societies (Escobar
1998; Maguid 1999; Mahler 1995). This may be counlerinluilive for
many who assume that • is pledominanUy the destitute who miglllle to
the NoIth. but~ has shown consis1anlIy that migrants must
draw on some ecollomic and/or aoc:iaI resources to Oi~. their
migrations.

Another indicator that the migrant P"4""eIion is not "Bpnll dlIIIw of
the regional population is educational achie_1I. On -.gil. Jess
than 50% fA CenIraI American migrarlla in the U.S. finished high school
and 9% finished college. 1"'- figures very. II-: SIIIvadOi8..
constiIuIe the least educated (67% never finishing high school) and
PanarnaniarlS the most educated subgroup of migl811s. with 20%
universly gredulltes (Maguid 1999: 373). The Nianguan 1l1igi8.
population is diVided; the more educ8Ied migrants head to the U.S.•
while tholIe with less education and~ skills tend to move to Colla
Rica. 1"'- staIistics on education highlight the fact that the emiglwll
Central Amelir:an popuIalion is more educaled an --age than thoee
who stay. 18plllBenling 8ClIl'-"aI of a brain drain to the region.

3.2. C8ntraI AmeriearlS in the Unitlld States: Future Scenarios

There is IIN8rf I8lIlIOIl to believe that central American rnigr8tian to the
Unitlld Slales _ the II8llI two decadee will not decline from iIs
cunant levels. Corww8eIy. there is evidenoe that IevelI will i11C1'1 II I

albeit not as d1arnatically as in recent history - in the future unJess
major changes intervene. The reasons to expac:t an incline in emigra­
tion from the region are many-fold. First, a large and growing legal
immigrant population (particularty Salvadoran) is naturalizing lit higher
rates than ever before. These individuals will be in an 8Ilhar1ced poai-
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tion to pelition for the immigration of more relatives, helping to multiply
legal migration. This has been true of Asian migration to the U.S. and
other more mature latin American migrations, such as Dominican and
Mexican. Second, changes in U.S. immigration policy approved in the
1990s favor skilled over unskilled immigrants, These provisions may
become a magnet for more privileged sectors of Central American
society, particularly in times of economic and/or political crises. Third,
undocumented migration, already estimated at approximately 700.0003

,

is likely to continue and perhaps expand for several reasons. These
include classic demographic end socioeconomic pressures - such as
high regional birth and poverty rates; insufficient employment opportu­
nities, particularly in the countryside; and inequitable land tenure
policies. Also important are factors that facilitate migration, such as a
sophisticated and mature smuggling industry and the fact that in­
creasing numbers of Central Americans have family members living in
the U.S. who can help finance their migrations. High levels of legal
immigration may reduce undocumented migration from some countries,
such as EI Salvador and Guatemala" Honduras is likely to be an
exception to this rule, as its stock of legal immigrants in the U.S. is
quite low. Particularly given the effects of Hurricane Mitch in 1998,
undocumented migration from Honduras to the United States is likely to
grow (see USIA 1999b for Mitch-related estimates, however circum­
spect).

•
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INS estimates of the undocumentad immigrant population in tile U.S. for 1996
included 335.000 Salvadorans, 165.000 Guatemalans (2'" and 3" highest
groups after Mexicans), 90.000 Hondurans, 70.000 Nicaraguans, and an un­
defined number of Panamanians, Costa Ricans, and Belizeans. (See INS
websije:
htip:/Iwww,ins.usdoj.gov/graphicstaboutinsistalisticslillegalalieniindex.hlm).
This is attenuated by the fact that relatives of legal migrants from these
countries now must wait four or five years for their visas to arrive as opposed to
only two years a decade ego. Families who cannot endure tIlis lengthy
separation may choose to have members migrate illegally, with potentiany se­
rious consequences. Changes in U.S. immigration law in 1996 (the Illegal Im­
migrant Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act. or liRIRA) penaNze
undocumented immigrants, requiring them to return to their homeland for 3 to
10 years before they can become legal immigrants.



Another factor that wi. inlluence \he future d undocumented migl'llllon
from central America is interdiction, not only by \he U.S. but also by
Mexican and Guatamalan authorities. The U.S. has all but '-llilled it
cannot find and deport undocumented immiglllllls once they '­
arrived. Such eIbts are teo costly; rather, In rec;ent years \he U.S.
government has moved to (1) boIsler interdiction d undocumented
immigration at the border, enjoining Mexico and Guatemala to aid in
this etrort (tor more dellIils on \he IaIter see castillo G. and Palma C.
1996; castillo Garcia and Palma calderOn 1999; lzaguiml and Jerez
1999; KobnIk and Palencia n.d.); and (2) pass legislation aimed at
dissuading undocumented immigration by depriving \he uncloeumenl8cl
from access to labor marl<ats and legal status.

It is my peqonaI opinion that U.S. Iegillalion and poliey rege..lillg
immigration is unlikely to become less restriclIve in \he coming~.
This opinion is based on historical anet~ that rnertc reslJictions on
immigration as evolving out d 8COllQlT1ic crilIeB (such as IlK III'CIIIS

that lead to political and popular anlHninigl&4 C8I11JlIigns claiming
that irnmiglllnls take American worlcers' jobs). In the late 1990& \he
U.S. CongIllSS passed major res1ricllollS on Ieg8I end illegal migI'IIIlon,
-m~ lIIler a _sion and cIher -0, such 88 \he 1993
IIombing d the World Trade Center in New York Cily, that III I tid
anti-immigrant sentiment". Another factor responsilIe for rising ...
immigrant ...4irnenl in the U.S. is~1laI demographic ch8nge in
\he U.S. population. Hispanics _ lIIqllICled to double from 12% to
25% d \he popnlation in the ooming tlecerles, prirnllriIy 88 • COIlIlI­
quenc;e of immigl'llllon. These ch8ngee _ IiklIIy ID fuel greeIer
racialleIhnic tensions and illCl sased resllictiollS on ininigration. On the
other hand, if CenlnII Amelicans file for citizenship and llIga....
poIilica1ly with cIher Latino groups, their inIlIBlolI may be 8UlIicienl1D
block such legislation. In either case, I predict a tense fuIure in this

• n- __ ......... 'lIlom """ E..- DeIIh PenIIy Id. (AEIlPA),
_.~ dopoI__01_ ......... _ Ro ; .-,
""" Work 0pp0rUiIy Recoo_, Ad (PRWORA), _

benefiIs to legel~, ond IIRIRA. wIlich, omong -IhirVO,__
_ efforts along 1he U.S.-Mexico _ """ I1iqUQd i,illigl_a to
""'"' higher_'" IlpCIMlI'__far IegIII i'i'Iiyi_._.
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area, one similar to contemporary animosities between Costa Ricans
and Nicaraguan immigrants.

Several factors could substantially aRer the gradual increase in Central
American migration outlined above. These include unpredictable
events such as wars and natural disasters. Hurricane Mitch highlighted
the ecological vulnerability of the region to natural disasters and the
likelihood that some members of affected populations will emigrate as
a consequence. Regarding Mitch, dire predictions of massive
emigration (e.g., USIA 1999a, USIA 1999b) seem to have been
overstated, but a comprehensive report on Mitch's effects is still
incomplete. Certainly, warfare in the region during the 1980s expelled
far more migrants than Mitch and should remain high on the list of
intangibles that could change emigration from the region dramatically.
A second hypothetical change that could aRer migration patterns would
be economic transformations producing a greater equilibrium between
opportunities in EI Nolte and in Central America. The fact that
Panamanian and Costa Rican emigration is so low is indicative of the
greater equality in opportunity between these countries and the United
States and Canada versus EI SalVador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and
Guatemala. Logically then, greater parity in opportunity for the latter
countries vis-a-vis North America would lessen some of the pressure to
emigrate. This parity could be caused by enhanced economic
development in Central America or, less likely, a decline in opportunity
in the U.S., owing to a major recession, for example. An intermediate
scenario would take into account the uneven economic development
that already characterizes the region and suggest, much as in the
Nicaraguan migration to Costa Rica, that areas generating
opportunities will likely attract immigration. These may siphon off some
of the flow that otherwise may have migrated northward.

3.3. Central American Migration to Mexico

For many years Mexico has been a locus for both Central American
migrants in transit to the North as well as a home to more established
migrants, such as Guatemalan agricultural workers on the Guatemala­
Mexico border and refugees of regional civil wars. Exact numbers of
Central Americans residing in Mexico are not forthcoming; census
figures, which report only legal immigrants to Mexico, document a mere
14.000 in 1970 and 1980 but a major jump to 59.000 in 1990, the
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~ing majority Gualeli a'an (Maguid 1998: 372). CMIraII,
Mexico absortled only about 4.4% d CIlnbaI AmeI ic&rI emigranls in
1990, and 16% of GIIIIIIlrnaI8ns (Maguid n.d.: 27). MexicalIS also
constiIuIed only 3.6% of all foreiglllllll living in CIlIl\nII America in that
same year (ibid.: 16). The single largest group d CIlIl\nII AnllllicallS in

. Mexico __ Guatemalan refugeM in the state of ChiapaB, numbering
sane 43.000. They I8C8iYIld aided from UNHCR and other inter­
national organizations in the 19808 and 1990s, but their status _ in
limbo until 1999, when Mexico finally gnmted them pem1lIIIIlfl\ resident
status.

Though Mexico is not a '-' for large numbels of CenInII AnlIIlican
migralls (8VIlIl laking into account IhaIthe data above ulldlli6illiiillle
the m.nber of undocwnented), it is a major conduit for migranla 11M­
ing to the United States and canada. During the 19808, Mexicen
oflicials maintained a virtual laissez-faire atIiIude, inlerdicling lnl
deporting r-r than 10.000 cantral Americans each year despite
massive flows. In the 1990s, h<Mewr, under pIM8lIrIl from the U.S.,
Mexico drastically iroaased its aIforts; in that decade, the number of
deportMs _ IllCfe than 100.000 per year, witIIthe lIligast IIlmbars
from Go II naIa, EI S8Ivador, n HoncIII.- (castillo G. lnl PaIrne C.
1996: 150). In the _future, Mexico willlIll'IIlIin a INiilcipal_for
mignlloly flows from the region. 1\ mayatlracl more permanent immi­
grants as it develops intamally and if, as expected, U.S. immigration
policies become ever more IlISIJicliw.

27



4. Remittances

Remittance flows to Central America are largely a function of emigra-
tion; consequently, as emigration has increased over the past twenty

years, so too have remittances.

Table 4
Remittances received by Central American countries

1984-1998 (in millions of U.S. dollars)

1984 1988 1988 1990 1H2 1994 1H8 1H8
Belize 16 15 15 16 18 13 13 18
CoslIIRlca 32 37 40 55 88 122 112
EI salvador 118 150 202 324 709 967 1.084 1.338
Guatemala 28 51 142 205 339 263 375 457
Honduras 10 13 28 49 61 85 128 220
Nicaragua 2 0 0 0 10 50 95 200
Panama • • 17 18 16
ToIalRacaIvad 206 288 427 849 1.225 1.395 1.833 2.344

• World Bank data lor the years 1984-1992 are not included as they do not use the

same calculation.

Source: World Bank Wott>' Tables 1995 (figures 1984-1992); Intemational Monetary
Fund's Balance of Payments Statistics Yearbook lor 1999. Vol. 50, Part 1: Country
Tables, 1999. Washington, DC: International Monetary Fund (figures 1994-1998)

Table 4 illustrate this trend; however, ~ is important to state at the
outset that estimates of remmances vary owing to differences in
defin~ion, accounting method, and reporting accuracy'. Therefore, ~ is

•
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Remittances are commonty understood to be the transfers that migrant workers
abroad send back home, to family members for instance. The International
Monetary Fund (IMF), one of the major institutions that estimates remittances,
however, indudes in its calculations not only the funds remitted by workers (who
have been abroad over a year), but also two other categories. These are: (1)
gross eamings of foreigners residing abroad for less than a year, including the
in-kind benefits such as housing and payroll taxes they receive or pay; and (2)
-migrant transfersn

• which are the net worth of migrants who move from one
country to another. While these are important analyttcal categories, ~in practice,
the data on financial flows that are provided by individual commercial banks to
the central bank lof a countryj cannot make the relevant distinction between
transactions that involve short-term migrants and persons who change
residence for at least one year'" (P~rez-L6pez and maz-Briquets 1998: 323).



most crilicaI to look at trends aver lime IlIlher 1181 specific; &IIliI..... of
overaIl_.

In a macroeconomic_, nllIIilIanceI haw shiftlld centnII Ameiican
economies signifiCantly - but not uniformly - in their generation of
foreign exchauge. Prior to the onset of _ emigration fllIm the
region, most countries derived the ITI8jorily of their foreign llXCh8Ilge
via commodiIy 8XJlOflS and, in some cases, foreign aid. In the 19908
several countries, most notably EI Salvador. saw this 1'8I8lion.hip shill
to a gl88ler and grealer depelldency upon 'lI'oilIailC88 (e.g.,
Funkhouser 1992, 1995; Garcia n.d.). For illslance, '1I1I1I1alC88
exQMded exports in 1992 and 1993 then <Illcllned • EI S81vadar'.
economy rebounded after the war (1eS also. de .. Garza, Orumo. 8IId
Baraona 1997). Recently remiltllnces to Hondu_ and Nic:8rIiguB haw
grown subsIlInliaIIy, mimicking other countries' palIans. CIeMy,
remillallC88 haw become an integral fealunt of many C8nInII
American ecollomies in the past decade, II fact that has llIOlNated •
few gowrm,i8IlIlI to play mc:r-ingIy ac:tiYist roles wih their 6xpatIiale
communities with the intanlion of~ nmillanc:e flows.

4.1. Critique of'ProductiVe' U_ of RemiIIlInces

Before proceeding to an analysis of future sc:en8IioII regarding re­
miltanc:es and regional da\;elopmenl, I feel it is impeIative to exwnine
c:riticaIly the key concept of 'productive use' of nmillallC88. Owing in
large part to CEPAl's elrorts, numerous c:ounlIy reports on productive
use of ,.,oilIailC88 in Certrat America have been published .-llIy
(e.g., CEPAl 1999a.b.c:,d). n- reports 8II'lIlIa1 the badlliollal.

~ .,_rlo '.'_IlIll-' Far ........Ite IMF __ BIn__ iibli_.__..-..,__
_ or .... IlICIpienl ............. TNs __ In quoIly _ ....nry 10

....nry. The _ noIY on ...,..,.. _ .., ,.,_.. iltO"'_ twa
_.-. •••_ ..__)_-__ 11 ....... "' .....
In Itis _ (0nJzc0 1999)._. (""". goodSbroUgIIt"""'" plane) _ •••_ ......... _ ....... [paIpIs who
make • IMng Inweling~ and _ ..........., csnyIng .a._... and
packages and _ 10 as ......,. ...."CO"'etldtnlsj do noIligln inlo ....
__.-."" ",e-__ produce ..........._. r __ juoI
ihai- ..._-__be_as ouc:h.
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conservative definition of "productive use," a designation for re­
mittances invested in business ventures or placed in savings accounts
where the capital can be invested by the banking system. In the wider
remittance literature this definition has generated criticism as (1) too
narrow; and (2) laden with infelicitous sociocultural connotations.

A good example of the first criticism emerges in revisionist literature
examining the trickle-down effects of remittances on economies at
various levels. Durand, Parrado, and Massey (1996), for example,
argue that studies have under-assessed the multiplier effects of re­
mittances to local, regional, national, and international economies.
More specifically, remittances spent on housing - which previously
had been characterized as of largely individual or household benefit
(e.g., Russell 1986) - have greater ramifications for at least the local
economy (Stahl 1986: 915-0). Indeed, investment in housing generates
more multiplier effects than any other industry (Taylor 1998), meaning
that funds spent on construction and home repair create jobs and
circulate wealth more amply than previously believed. Moreover,
"productive" uses for remittances or any income must be con­
textualized within the available opportunity structure for investment.
That is, people understand that it makes rational sense to invest their
resources only "if conditions are created that makes(sic) productive
investment viable and if there are policies to channel their monies (sic)
into investments" (Meyers 1998: 7; see also Durand, Parrado, and
Massey 1996).

The second issue, sociocultural biases, is best illustrated through
gender. Women are the majority of household remittance recipients.
They are also the POPulation most excluded from access to many of the
institutions needed to invest remittances, such as banks and govern­
ment offices (CEPAL 1998: 24). When remittances are spent on con­
sumption then, a subtle gendered critique emerges, one in which
women are portrayed - albeit inadvertently - as failing to put re­
mittances to their best use, or inhibiting investment. One reason for this
characterization is the fact that remittances are not studied holistically
(see discussion in CEPAL 1988). Most research studies only one
aspect of the phenomenon, namely, its uses. Much less attention has
been devoted to understanding the various mathods of transfer
(Orozco 1999 is an important exception), the factors involved in the
decision to remit or not, the effects on remitters of depriving them-
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~ of lhelle mOlleys, lIOd the uperIeIas of NCipielda. The nI­

SNIdI bilIBes expI988lld in the lilenIture COICIIed wilh the cIilliculy of
eslirn8Iing rernillances lIOd WI1ICiIy of the dala coaected IeIMl
q.-tiolllIbIe the overall validity of remillance dala. CeIlainIy, more
~ on remillances, rernillera, lIOd recipients is _sary.

4.2. Future Prognosill

OwnIII, I expect that remillances to centrllI AmericlI from lIbrolId (8t
well as between countries, suell8t the case of CotlB RiclI- NiClngUB)
will a11east remain a1lheir current levels and 81'8 lIcely to climb fNflIt \he
~ twenty ye8f1l. The main 8SlIUIIlplions behind this precflCtion hlIve
already been discussed and include primarily: (1) the likelihood that
emigration will alto remain at or exceed current levels; (2) rernillalas
should not be expected to decline .. 8 migrant pop II8Iion ages
(conlr8ry to the "decay hypothesiS1; lIOd (3) the ecouomic tlIIlus d
migrants 8brolId will remain at or exceed cunent condiliont (_ alto
Mayers 1998 and Durand eI at 1996 for delIIII on lhelle pledictln). I
do expect,~, that remillalas to HondU1'8S wiI be more dy­
namic in the immediate future than elsewhere. Honduran emigl8lion
has ri8en recently, not merely .. an ehct d Hurricane Milch; c0n­
sequently, nmiIIances thouIcI rise. This it confirmed in a CEPAl
country IllPOI1 thai cites a jump in remilllllas from $68.5~ in
1993 to $202 miUion in 1998 (CEPAl 1ll99c: 1). Of COUI'8Il un­
tort&! ES\lIIe circumtt8las, such 8t11llllunll diu._ or ..rae. would
affect both migration lIOd remillallce fIowt in ways that C8Ilnot be
predicted well. I also predict that a product d the region's augmented
(aJbeiI uneven) depelldeney upon rernillalas will be _-«ICI' "'G
lewis of govemment acliviam addressing primarily emigranI communi­
ties 8brolId. This attention has multiple goals, not the Ieatt of which it
to foster linkageS that will ensure ttBy remillance 1Iows. While such
efrOI1s are~, they are dnIwing incrllling crilicitm
btca.- they place nlSpOIl8ibiIity for centrllI America's 8COlu,ic
stability ditpropor1ionII on the shoulders of migrants. In the words of
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a meior CEPAL report7
, 'the so-called productive use of remittances

has been in large part one of smoke and mirrors as exercised by the
migrants' countries of origin. These countries' policies want to treat
them as captive agents despite being so far away and demand from
them behaviors and commttments that they do not ask of the rest of the
society" (CEPAL 199B: 33)'.

To summarize, remittances will continue to enter Central American
economies in the next decades, but their contribution to regional
development is a function as much of government policy as it is of
sheer volume. SaVings and investment - whether of remtttances or of
income more broadly defined - are best encouraged by sound social
and economic policies. Govemments that promote economic, polttical,
and social stability, including low inflation and free floating exchange
rates, create the conditions most propttious to investments and devel­
opment in general (CEPAL 199B, Meyers 199B. Russell 19B6). Govern­
ments that attempt to control and channel remtttances specifically run
the risk of pushing migrants toward remitting via unofficial means
(Meyers 199B: 12). Additionally, countries who push for 'productive'
uses of remittances should encourage the non-migrant POPulation to
increase savings and investment as well. If this practice were applied
more universally then the disproportionate burden placed on migrants
would ease.

4.3. Improving Utilization of Remittances

The 1988 CEPAL report and the Interamerican Dialogue report
(Meyers 199B) provide a basic template of suggestions for making
remittances more instrumental to regional development. Recommen­
dations fall into three substantive areas: (1) methods for decreasing the

All translations of Spanish~anguage documents into English were performed by
the author of this report.
Original Spanish version: "eillamado usa productivo de las remeS8S ha sida en
gran medida un espejismo para 108 palses de ong" de los migrantes, Las poli­
ticas de estos palses Quieren tratar como agentes cautivos a quienes astan
mas fliers de su alcance y exigir1es comportamientos y compromises que no
solicitsn del resto de la sociedad:
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cost and inconVenience d remilIIng; (2) rnethodI lIimed lit iiiljllOVing
savings and inveslJlllII1l among recipienlB; and (3) melhodII to raci'illit&
home town &ssoe: ialions and 0Iher efforts inVolving "coIec:liwI" ~
millances (1998: 25). I will addreas now the first and second -.
desclibing and critiquing, whenl nee•••y, the ideM laid out in the
ciIlI!Id publications. I wiD IlCklreas the third..MPilialely in Section 5.

8everaI authoIs have nated that migrants JIlIY a VfII'J high cost lor
remilling to their homelands. The fMI VlIIY by type d li8IVice and fnlm
compaliy to company, but 10% d the VlIIue remllI8d is typical (for
deIaiIs see CEPAL 1998, de fa Garza, Oramo, and Baraona 1997,
Mahler 19998, Meyers 1998, Oramo 1999). Agencies and winI
-w:es ... meking high profitIl off remillal~,profitIlllklmmed fnlm
the efforts of hard-working and often poor migranlB. SlllliadarMs In Los
AngeIas have the option of remilling lhrough a CRldit lIIIion lhIt
charges far Iesa than olher -w- (Kandel 1987); 1*101181 couri8rI
aile charge less, e 5% commilsion on 8IIe,. (MBhIar 19998). ThenI
has bien some dieCllISion among glMIITII'II8I1I oIIii '11 In the Uniled
SlaIes lIbout remillance inletlnedielies dotl..llt1g .. lIIlllIII pIllpOItion of
their proIits into a common pool that would be used to fund projeds in
C8ntnII AmerIca (Elliott, personal convnuniclllion). It has aIIo been
proposed lhIt Central AI icBn bBnka esIIIbIish more brallChes in the
U.S. and C8neda to their clienllI' remilbn:e b••I; U-
proposals have been stalled by U.S. 18gUIators' COIiC811l11 CMII' the
pooblem d money I8uIldet 11'9 (Oramo 19l1l1). Anolher S''llQ8IIliOO oIllln
raised to mprove remillance llows is to slow miglailII and their fami­
lies to establish savings accounls in dollars and JIlIY high iI....est rates
on these accounllI to alIr8ct savings .-y fnlm the U.S. and ClnIda.
So far only EI S8IYador and Nicaragua permit such accounls; iI...estI
rates, howlIver, have not been very 8IIIJ'aCIMl (CEPAL 1998; Meyers
1998; Oramo 1999). TheIe ha been some eIrort lit Ieesl in C8Iilornia
to form non-profit aedit unions lhIt would provide remillance -w:es
lit discount rates (Kandel 1997).

The second group d gelleral reCOIllI1Iendlltiolis roa- on improving
savings and il'Mlllmenl of relllillances. Among her teconmelldaliolls,
Meyer suggests that national or regional financial institulions rremil­
tance banks") be created into which migrBnIs can deposit their remit­
tances and have funds sent diredly to benaliciaries. Those funds not
sent to migranls' families would Illm8in in savings lICCOUnIlI and con-

33



sequently would then be available for investment in development
projects in the region, opening up a new source of capital. A problem I
see w~h this suggestion is the fact that in many if not most rural areas
of Central America - where large numbers of migrants originate ­
there are no financial instnutions of any kind in close proximity'. I think
it would be hard to attract depositors to "remittance banks" if their
relatives found it difficult to receive funds (state-run postal services are
notoriously bad and would not be adequate to deliver remittances).

Other suggestions pertaining to the second area of recommendations
include more aggressive banking policies aimed at attracting remit­
tances that would be invested in housing and other areas of importance
to migrants; contracting NGOs that specialize in training recipients on
how to handle their budgets and the different ways they can put
remittances to wor1< (such as in financing microbusinesses and
cooperatives); and the establishment of other technical and financial
services to help direct remittances into development projects (CEPAL
1998: 27). For more suggestions I direct readers directly to the CEPAL
and Interamerican Dialogue reports, which I can only summarize here.
Other useful ideas are raised in de la Garza et al. 1997, Lungo 1997,
Orozco 1999, and Siri 1996.

•
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5" Transnational Migration and Issues

Much of Central America looks, feels, and sounds like a c:uIIunII CIOlIlI­

roads, a blend of 10 C6IIt108merican 8Ild 10 gringo. Upon arrivIII • the
Conllllapa airport in EI salvador, for _nple, the InIVeIer is gAl Ita II
with huge billboBnls acI1Iertising remilI8nce MNices and international
direct dialing to the Unillld SIaIIls and ClInada. Newspaper '-llir.- in
Nicaragua 8CIeMI the Illest information 8bout the plight of NicaB in
Costa Rica, 8Ild along the Gualewala Mexico border young Mayes
have fonIaken lIadlionlll empklymenl In lIlIfic;Ulture for quick IIlIlIllly

assisting sb_ of migrants '-dad for EJ Notte to CI08$ Central
America's IlIlI1hem river bonier. In many hamIels in the counbyside,
sparkling ~ briCk homes with tiled roofs and television anteni18ll
conbasl sharply with Ihalched-roof bahatfJque huts with a mule 8Ild not
a~ Toyota pickup in front. Sections of EJ Notte have also become
central-Americaizell. Entira swathS of commercial thoroughfaras in
Los Angeles, Houston, Washington, D.C., and~ suburban New
York feel mora like Guatemala Ill' San S8Ivador than they do Main
Street U.SA; a pupusa Ill' a tIIIII8/ is __ to find lhBn a hambuIger
and fries. "Spanglish," a blend of Spanish and English, is becoming the
lingua franca of these neighborhoods as well as in pockeIB of Central
America.

What these brief desa iptions porIIlIy Is culluraI eyruetlliili - the
blending of onoa distinct places 8Ild~of. Into a r.- 18OIIIly. Of
all of the changllS wrought by C8nbaI Ametican miglation, this is
probebIy the mosllJlllpabIe 8Ild certainly one of the II1IllIl imigl*lg III
~ Central AmeticallB 8Ild to the people who try to fl III ch and
ClIIllplehend these cia... It is iTlpoI1Bd to I8plllIt here th8t~
lions 8Ild the cultural b."'llIInaliolls they bring with them do not aIrecl
each country, region, or locaIily equally. People migI* along IllIlWork8
of COlltacts, giving _ oommunilies a high P1oporlion of nligi.... 8Ild
leaving dhln atmoat 1IIilIo1ecbIcI.

ThiS section of the raport addreases the complexities of the cuIluraI
interconnec:tednll8S Ihal has arisen largely as a consequence of sus­
tained international migration over the past two clacedllS. The inter·
CIlIInectedness is also fostered through teIeviaion, film, and radio as
well as through tha Internet 8Ild global marketing campaigns which,
though also important, lie outside tha scope oftha report ThiS analysis

35



will focus on what is termed "transnational migration," a phenomenon
understood as the processes through which migrants maintain and
promote ties between the countries where they reside and their home­
lands and home commun~ies (Glick Schiller, Basch, and Blanc­
Szanton 1992: 1-2). Some people create and nourish these bonds by
physically traveling across international borders; others primarily
maintain contact through remmances and by sending and receiving
letters, phone calls, and even email. Increasingly, governments foster
linkages as well; for example, several Central American countries
deploy their consular corps to reach out to their expatriate populations
abroad.

The transnational perspective on migration is less than a decade old;
as such, ~s scholarly I~erature is still qu~e Iirnited. Ideas and issues
studied so far, however. proVide an expanding picture of contemporary
Central American transnationalism and prepare the foundation for
making some modest predictions about the future. I will begin this
discussion by addressing the general notion of Central American
transnational migration, that is, of how people maintain relationships
across borders. I will then move to a discussion of several particular
topics, such as home town associations and deportees, that have
captured particular attention in recent years.

During the conflict-ridden years of the 19805, many Central American
migrants lacked legal status in the countries where they sought refuge.
Political and legal barriers prohib~ed them from physically returning to
their countries and cornmun~ies of origin for many years. Moreover,
families were often split as a consequence of the wars. Some members
fled across borders, while others stayed and still others migrated from
rural conflict zones into more protected c~ies. It should not be surpris­
ing then that a growing I~erature discusses the effects of migration on
family life and gender relations. One could easily assume that the
tumultuous events of the 1980s would have far reaching consequences
for these relationships, but the evidence is conflictive. In commun~ies

highiy impacted by emigration, for instance, it is quite common to hear
people complain that children left behind in the care of grandparents
when their parents emigrate suffer from emotional, disciplinary, and
educational problems. For example, in their research on Nicaraguan
migrants to Costa Rica, Cranshaw and Morales (1998) have found that

36



high female migndion Iead8 adclll c8IlI girls, in ~, III feel
8bandon8d by their migr8nl molhers, resulting in deep psyd10IcgiceI
lIIld emotional scars. Faulstich 0reI18nII el aI. (1998) document that
incre ning numbers of childl8ll born in CafifomilI experiellce "lr-.
naIionaI childhoods: traveling back lIIld foIIh between their palelllll'
home towns in GUlIIemaIa lIIld EI Salvador lIIld citieIl in CaIiIomia
during school VlIcalioll8 or even longer.

Negdialing fMIi1y matters lIIld relationships lICrolI8 borders ia VfIIly
stressful, not infrequently III the bnl8king point. I '-dilcl BBBdU­
i_ extensively with non-migrants in EI Salvador, partic:uIIwIy with
the wives of migrants who depend upon a steady streem of ramilIlnles
III feed their families. The ramillanc:es rac:eiVed often do nat cover the
expenses; IeIlers lIIld phone calls III migrants often do not I8lIOIve the
problem, for the physical dislanc:e has also become a ICICiaI diallillce
across which people cannol adequalllly communicale the dm-1C8S in
lheir realilieB. The fact thai many fMIi1ies Ilave becollie dllpelldent
upon the ramillancee supplied by migranl members -wee 88

well as allenualelIlhese diflicullies. On the one hlnl, the income III8Y
pennilthe family members III enjoy a higher 8laIldanl 01 malelialliYing
lhan prior to migration. On the Cllher hlIIld, the long-term abe8l1C8 01
migrants from lheir fMIilies can lead 10 divoole and III childran feeling
abandoned by their palents. There is also evidence thai gander
I8Ialions shift 88 women and girls assume 'male' talks, such 88
planting crops, because 80 many men era 8bIenl for long periods 01
lime (Mahler 1999c).

5.1. Transnational Entrepreneurial Actlvilies

Over the years. one 01 the lran8nlIlioMI phar_iii thai has rec:eiwed
much IItIeiIlion is the exilIteolC8 01 traMnalionaI elltellll'iB•. n.e_
smaR III madillllHimd bulinsllee which lljl8i_ lICRIee borders 8Ild
_ fnlquently run by migranlB then.... A c:aee in point is the
viajeros or 811OOf1H111dBms who em.port remillallC88, paclcagee, and
communicltiOllll for migr8nls lIIld their illsli_ IiYing in dilrefent
countries (Mahler 19998; Orozco 1999). Another, I8rger example, is
evidenc:ed by the TapechUIleca superrmukel chain, which has a slore
in Los Angeles 88 well 88 stores in EI 5aIvedor (Landolt, AulIer, 8Ild
Baires 1999). Transnalional buBineesM lhriwl aIf 01 meelillllthe needs
and deBirw of a migranl c1ienle1e, often IIided by cenlraI Amer icali
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govemments who have also become transnational actors. An example
is the Salvadoran govemment's Programa Nacional de Competnividad.
This program works with migrant communities to assist in the ex­
pansion of Salvadoran exports to these areas as well as to cultivate
business relationships with Salvadoran migrant entrepreneurs that
could expand commerce between EI Salvador and other countries. In a
similar vein, Salvadoran and Guatemalan govemments and business
organizations have established trade fairs in Los Angeles. Government
officials have expressed to me the desire to expand these efforts in the
future, to exploit the commercial possibilities opened up by trans­
national migration and transnational markets. Given the expanding
Central American POPulation abroad, there is good growth potential in
these markets. Consequently, I expect that such government-private
sector hybrid efforts to develop transnational markets will expand in the
coming years.

5.2. Home Town Associations

Home town associations formed by migrants and operating across
borders are one type of transnational activity that has received a great
deal of scholarly as well as public attention in recent years. Ostensibly,
home town associations organize fundraisers to gamer moneys that
will be used for altruistic projects in migrants' communnies of origin: the
building of new schools, roads, or recreation facilnies, for instance
(Hamilton and Chinchilla 1999; Landolt et al. 1999; Lungo 1997; Popkin
1999). Numerical estimates are rough as organizations come into and
out of existence wnh some frequency; figures for Salvadoran associa­
tions suggest that there are 70 or more in Los Angeles, around 15 in
Washington, D.C. and several in metropolitan New York (Landolt et al.
1999).

Home town associations mark transnational grassroots involvement in
and responsibility for local development and improvement endeavors.
Projects organiZed wnh home town associations can enjoy greater
autonomy than state-funded projects because the associations provide
much or all of the necessary funding. Thus, communnies are not as
beholden to govemment funding and to the party politics that typically
accompany such ventures. I will add here that in the Inerature to date
home town associations are always depicted as transnational;
however, in my own research I have found that home town associa-
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tlon8 .. IIIlIo formed by peapIe r-.idenI in ciIieB in CenlnII Am.iclL
Like 1he transnational organl:a6lllS, U- IIIII' iIliQ,,. .. UIUIIIy
constiIuIed by mignInIs, though M'II-lo-urb8n mignlnlB, IIld _ IS
support syslems for 1he migranls IS WI IS fundraising enIiliIB to hlIIp
their home towns. They are urban CXlUI1IIlIpII1s to 1he lraIllllIItioIllII
..or:iaIiOI18.

Emerging -aJ findings on lr8nsnIIional home town __ iIlions
strike a cautionary nate: AssOCW'·olls may facililale oolil/)Olllltioo in
innovative ways, but they may IIIlIo foster cIe&'BglIlI. One _lIple is
gender. The 1998 CEPAL report suggests thIt home town IS.. iIlions
are opening 1MlIlll8S for high degrees of participelion by fell II II
Reseom:h on this topic is limited and engages Mexican 1nIl&­
nationalism, but its findings, IlOIllllt slsss, d~ shIrpIy fnlm
CEPAL's optimism (e.g., Goldring 1996; Goldring 1999). Women ..
found to participeIe, but Iergely in supporting and not dlIcisioIHII.llg
roles; they have If"*- priorities for projeds, IIld their intellllllll ..
negIecIad. Home town associations can also be crucibles for dass
interests if not conftids. Data from a QOSHllIIionaI lIIUdy lIOCUrnenlS
that SaIvadonm business ellbsp.81MlUI'S participIIIe in home town
assoc:i&lions aver six times more oIl8n than non·ellb",81M1Ur n•••
(Guamizo, pe.-.I communication). This disperily SlIQll"8la tIB home
town ISSo<;ia!ions may be a mediUm for certain gRlUjllI - the W8lIIIhy
and poItically SIIW'/, In perticuler - to fU8U8 their i ..... In thIIt
win, there is also growing evidence that home town III· ""'11
jlIOduce rills betwll8l1loca1le1dBn IIld mig.-.IB much or more than
they foster 000jl8I8IiOIl (a.g., LancIoIt, AulIer, Ind 8Iires 1999; 0razIl0
1999; Smith 1998). LocIII IeecIen bewilla j8IIIoua of migI8nls' pcMW
IS _ind through the IIIOCillioill Ind 1he remibllciIB g81I81I111id,
81 IaIBI in part bec8l1S8 it makes lhll IeecIen seem IA ....... of
addressing their own communities' ptobMms. In some _ nigla.
have run for Ind been eIIcted to oIfice IS local maycn, lIiideiSCUiing
the vulnerability of Iocalleeders.

A corpus of rese,rch also cIocurnenls that home town '11 .. iIlDII IIld
their aggloilleraOOIl (e.g., regionallSnciations) allract 1he ""0011 of
migranls' horne country govemmenls, which seek to cuIlivIIle re1a­
tionships that beneliI states IS well (Goldring 1998; GOllmlez Guti6rrez
1997; Guamizo 1997; Smith 1998). Most of this reslm:h exl.llds
beyond central American case studies, but I will ptOVide a brief _-
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view because some of these efforts are being explored if not duplicated
in Central America. The quintessential example of state cultivation of
migrant home town associations is the Mexican government's Program
of Attention to Mexican Communtties Abroad (PCME). Founded in
1990 and housed in the Foreign Ministry, PCME's mandate is to foster
state cooperation with home town associations. Consular officials,
governors, and other government offICials are sent to cultivate ties wtth
migrant organizations and win their support for issues crucial to the
Mexican government, such as the passage of the North American Free
Trade Agreement (for details see Goldring 1998; Gonzalez Gutierrez
1997; Guarnizo 1997; Smith 1998). One strategy employed by PCME
was to match every dollar donated by affiliated home town associations
with two from federal coffers. The "2 for 1 program: as it was
nicknamed became very popular and attracted the attention of some
Central American governments, most notably EI Salvador. In 1999 the
PCME director vistted the Salvadoran Foreign Ministry to explain the
program more directly. On October 1 of that year EI Salvador estab­
lished the Direcci6n General de Atenci6n a la Comunidad en el Exterior
(DGACE), wtth the stated goal of "incorporating the Salvadoran com­
muntty abroad into the process of national development by fortifying tts
links wtth EI Salvador through national initiatives... ." (DGACE 1999)TO.

Central American governments have also been very active in diplo­
matic negotiations wtth the governments of countries their citizens have
migrated to. High-level meetings have discussed immigration policies
(see CEPAL 1998, Mahler 1999b, Orozco 1999) and, most recently, the
impact of Hurricane Mttch as well as more traditional topics, such as
trade and economic assistance. Pressure for governments to act on
transnational issues also emanates from migrant communities abroad
who are, for example, increasingly demanding expanded transnational
poIttical rights. At present, some but not all Central American countries
permit their citizens to hold dual nationality or citizenship with another
country; only Belize perrntts tts cttizens to vote abroad. Naturally, this

"
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limils migrants' political Inft_ back '-. In the futunt, centnII
American migranlll are likely to press for similar expansions of their
political rights. Many nascent organizations working toward this gcJlII
mr-ly (Hamilton and Chinchilla 1999; also GUATENET, peraonaI
communication). If more migranIB win the right to vote abIolId they
could well determine eIediallS. particuIarty in the C8llEl of El 5alvador.
Such electoral power already exists for r-'Y legalized Nicaraguans in
Costa Rica who. If they vote en masse. could swing cloee elections.
Given the potential for tnlllSnational politics, I predict thai struggles
betw8en migrant and non-migrant constilUencies 0Wlt miglWll poIiIic:8l
rights will be contentious and I8nglhy in coming V-S. Given their
existing eCQuomic power, they are likely to succeed over lime wiltl
major ramificalions for Cenlr81 Ameo icen poliIics.

5.3. Future Generations of Central Americans Living Abroad

My resllrch lies found pervasive feer IIIIOIllI IMIIY govwnment
oIIlciaIs 1hal the dIildren of migrants living lIbro8d will me their na­
tional idenIily, a _ of their anceetry Ind helil8ge. They feer thIIl
future generaliOllS who do noI mainlllin a Central American identity wiI
be much less likely to remit to their eucestors' ho-n a'inds or make
other contributions. The fate of chilclnan born lD Central A1...iI:aI.
migranIB living oulside their homllBlIds is complex and to daIB then!
lies been lillie nasIBIro to evaluate the aituaIion, let alone I1ypolI1esize
about the future. As Il'I8i otillIied previously, some children are being
raised transnationally; they are likely to acquinl ... idenIiIy thIIl incor­
porales their hei ilage. There is growing evidI!Ince of this cullunII hy­
bridity in music. art, poetry and novels (_ for _ ••, Rodrfguez
1999).

The positive side of Central American migrant youlh is oIl8n tNfII­
shildlllMld by the growing incidence of deported 98l'I9 members. In the
1990s, depoilalions from the Unillld Stales to Central America es­
calated by SlMlI1II tIlol..,Q per '/WI, as rellected in Table 5. Though
gang members and olher criminal deportees are only a small sublet of
Central Americans who retum each year, they IllI'Ie h8d high viBibilily
and ana widely blamed for accelerating crime rates in several countries.
El salvador in particular. In thai counlly. gang gralliti IllemisMs walls
nearly tIV8lYWh8re. even in very small. rural towns, giving the
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impression that the gang situation is more pervasive and consequential
than is probably true.

Table 5: Central Americans deported from the United States
By Country of Nationality

1992-1996

1192 1993 1994 1995 1115 Total Percent
Belize 97 113 83 55 88 438 1.46%
Costa. Rica 42 38 28 34 47 187 0.83%
EI Satvador 1.962 2.014 1.784 1.783 2.380 9.903 33.17%
Guatemala 1.409 1.310 1.179 1.654 1.980 7.532 25.23%
Hondure8 1.849 1848 1.585 1.875 2.693 9.850 32.32%
Nicaragua 310 252 376 354 382 1.674 5.81%

Panama 105 105 98 81 86 475 1.59%
Total 5.774 &A7B 5.133 5.835 7.835 29.857

Source: INS Yeartlook 1996, Table 67

Grass-roots transnational organizations such as Homies Unidos have
been started to assist gang deportees and their families (Cruz and
Portillo Pena 199B). The crisis that has arisen around deportations has
also motivated new intergovemmental efforts by Central American
countries and the United States. Programs to receive the deportees
and assist in their reintegration into society are being developed in
several countries along a model begun in EI Salvador's airport called
Bienvenido a Casa (Welcome Home). Some of these advances can be
credited to the Regional Conference on Migration, more commonly
known as the Proceso Puebla. Shortly, I will turn to a discussion of
Proceso Puebla and other mUltilateral, national, and local efforts to
address migration and provide services to migrants.

Finally, in recent years government advocacy, often in collaboration
with migrant organizations, has begun to sponsor transnational cultural
events and organizations, such as "Immigrant Week" at home and
abroad. Central American consular officials also attend Central Ameri­
can Independence Day celebrations in various cities in the United
States. EI Salvador and Guatemala have taken the lead by each
opening a Casa de Cultura (cultural center) in los Angeles, a trans­
national counterpart to such centers in Salvadoran and Guatemalan
towns (Hamilton and Chinchilla 1999; landolt et al. 1999). The Salva­
doran Casa de Cultura encourages home town associations to meet
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and plan their activilles from its 1oc8Iion. One govemllleut oIIiciaI 8lIll8d
lh8lthe Iong-tenn goeI is to encourage coIl8banIIllln bel\--. C8S8S in
EI Salvador and in Los Angeles. One molivaIion for such eIfolts is IhlIt
govemmenls corredIy anticipale thai the second and laIer gellemtiCIIlS
of CenlraI AmerIcans living abroad can pIlIy key roles in l8gional
development if their idelllilies are cullivabld and their ecouomic and
human capilaI lIIpped. Above and beyond oontinuing to rwnil, U­
generations are likely to enjoy high levels cI knowledge, training, and
COl dacts that could benefit CenIraI America. Such a "bnIin gem. is
unlikely to occur unless expressly cuIIivabld by goveIlI'.1lII and the
private sector through, for .-npIe, cultural and educalional
exchanges, internships, and Olher incentives oIrered to high school and
university slUdents.

5.4. Regional OrganiZations thai Address Migration

AJtIlough during the criselI cI the 19808 inteiilllllioual OIg8IIizaIioi..
such as UNHCR and the Intemational Organization for Migration (10M)
provided most assisla..- to CentrIlI American migrwllll, the mBII'we

migrent flows through the isthmus ~red regional geN_'w••• to
address the issue as well. The firet eIfolt _ the Comi8i6n CenIro­
8II1IlIicana de Directores de Migraci6n (Commission cI <:enlr81 Ameri­
can Directors cI Migration). This Commission _ established in 1991l
with several objectiveB: (1) to eslabIish II pennenent forum for lOlIojAiJlQ
l8gional decisions and actions on migration; (2) to irnpnMl l8gion8l
monitoring cI migration and migration facilities (e.g.. bolder crlIU' 'II
statiCII.. and record keeping); and (3) f8ciIitale the trensil cI member
countries' nationals throughout the l8gion (Maguid 1999). The I8Iter
objective evolved into ·CA-4: a conv.-tIion 8B'OUnd free lB8BlIil lh8l
included a unified migrllllion policy with oontrol canis for flu partici­
pating nIIIlions: EI Salvador, Guatemala. Honduras, and Niclngua.

In 1996, a much more ambitious c:oIIabonIIive gcMlBIw••It-leYel inIia­
live _ begun in PuebIa. Mexico. The Regional CCIIlfeJenoe on Migra­
lion, or PIllOIISO PuebIa, bringe together many fonBign lBIfainI dIM' II
as well as directors cI immigration from the hemisphere, NoBth and
Central AmerIca in particular, on a l8gular basis to create a mullilaleral
approach to l8gional migration. Its miS8ion is to coordinale the policies,
actions, and objectives agreed to by the paI1icipaIing gcMIi"'••,
who meet annually to set priorities and plan activities. Proceso PuebIa

43



has identified five main areas of concern: migration policies, migration
and development, combating human smuggling11 , international
cooperation for returning migrants from outside the region, and human
rights. Throughout the year subcommittees of Proceso Puebla meet to
work on specifIC objectives around those themes outlined at the annual
meeting. Though NGOs have been active since the inception of
Proceso Puebla, only in 1997 at the third annual conference were they
permitted to attend meetings. Their status is nonvoting; they are invited
principally as observers, sharing this status with the United Nations
organizations such as the 10M, UNHCR, and CEPAL.

Proceso Puebla is a young organization that is growing and maturing.
There is no reason to believe that its efforts will subside; conversely, I
expect them to increase and expand over the coming decades. How­
ever, it is largely a high-level undertaking. The question remains as to
how effective such a regionally focused organization can be, given the
fect that migrations and their effects in Central America and beyond are
so uneven. I will address this query in the next and final section of my
report.

On a national level, most Central American countries have some type
of Consejo, Foro or Mesa de Migrantes that serves as a collaborative
forum for NGOs, government officials, community representatives,
service organizations, and sometimes scholars to discuss and address
the multitude of needs arising as a consequence of migration. They
vary by format, constitution, legitimacy, level of collaboration, and
degree of effectiveness from country to country. In some countries,
such as EI Salvador and Honduras, they have been instrumental in
coordinating services to deportees; in Guatemala and again in EI
Salvador, they have been a locus for organizing "Immigrant Week" and
other activities that affect the perception and reception of migrants in
their countries of origin. They also serve to inform the public about

11
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migration and to sensltIz8 people to tile plight 01 mig.&1lB. To my mind
they hold great promise for urldenltailding tile p8IticuIaritiee 01 e.:h
country's migration issIMS and for being able to communicllle U- to
higher level organizations such as Pnx:eso PuebIa In my discII"ions
with members oIlhese forums, '-er, I have Ie8med 01 stn.iClUnII
and finIn:iaI limitations which undermine their elfecliveness. A c:riIiclII
problem is financing; tile forums are allen underfunded or do nat enjoy
funding stable enough to aItow them to opeIate continuously and
smooIhly. Frequently, tile limited funding 8VIiillIbIe is from tile govwn­
men! or from international funds adrnini&t8nId by tile government. The
peIalplion 01 Ii forum as dominated by govan.nem irillllesls though
this need nat Il8CBl88ri1y be true - can jeopardizeits~,
particuIaI1y when it seeks to WOIk with transnational rniglwllB who ..
often wary 01 pest expeIieilces with goveli.neills (e.g., Lara M8rlIfIR
1994).

Finally, I have noted thlII in moat C8B88 few, if any, re8llirchel's I*tiCi­
pale in lhese migrant forums. In some_, such .. HondUlli8, thia is
neerly ineVitable. AIII'IOIIl no ree8..ch has bMn done on Honduran
migration (Ii notable exception is Garifuna emigration). Although tile
countries moat impacted by migration have 8UIlicient IIcholars to be
included, at IMsl in some _ they _ quite divorced from tile
Foros, Mesas or CoosBjos. Thue, there is Ii signific:anl distaia be­
tween the people who gellet. much of tile information about central
American migration and tile people who make policies or adcI~ tile
needs of migrents. Not surprisingly, no univerlity in tile enIinI region
oll'ers Ii course on migration - whelher on theolies 01 migreIion,
migration law and policies, or even coursea to train BrJice provideI$.
This deficieilcy needs to be add~. FLAcso-GU8IlIi." has
begun to do so by offering a year-long training - a good start. aIIhough
more needs to be done, as I will emphasize in my recommeild8liol•.

5.5. Future Prognosis

There is no r.-on to believe thai transn8IlonlII rnigraIlion 8IlCI its
consequences will abate in tile next two dec:ades. On tile Wiibaoy,
numerous f8dors indicate thallhese lies will widen and sbeilgthen. A
principal one is the continuation 01 emigration from tile region (moat
notably to tile United States. albeil also to Canada and Mexico) as well
as intra-regional flows. The infusion of .-migrents into communities
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abroad is likely to thwart those communities' fUll-fledged assimilation
into the larger society. Secondly, transnational ties are facilitated by
technological changes that will only accelerate in the future. These
include the ease of travel via airplane and revolutions in communica­
tion (e.g., the Internet, satell~e connections and so on) that make it
cheaper and easier to cu~ivate ties and interests across transnational
spaces. Lastly, I predict that transnationalism will be fostered through
developing economic and political ties. As addressed previously,
Central American govemrnents have become key transnational actors
in recent years and I see their efforts growing into the future. A case in
point is the current Salvadoran govemment, whose president is a
transnational migrant who has made relations to expatriate communi­
ties abroad a top administration priority. These efforts include the
establishment of technology centers in Salvadoran towns that will
facil~e communication between migrants and their family and friends
abroad. Add~ionally, as Central American commun~ies abroad mature,
they are generating new leaders, many of whom have a vision for their
communities that acknowledges and embraces transnational ties. The
degree and impact of these ties, however, will be shaped largely by if
and how well different sectors of Central American society - at home
and abroad, private and public, civil and governmental - identify and
pursue fru~ul collaborations. Such partnerships must be viewed as
processes that will take time and effort to cu~ivate. They will likely
pursue different styles to meet the varying needs of each country and
region. In the next and final section, I propose one possible model that I
feel holds promise if implemented thoughtfully over the coming years.
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6. Conclusion and Recommendations

Migration will remain an enduring feature of Central AmeI ican life in the
coming decades. Trends in force today _ not expected to challga
radicaHy in coming ye&11I. To data, the enormous impact of diffllnJnl
types of migration in the l89ion, thOugh llMV8Il, has not gelleilud
either govemment or civil sector I'EISpOIlSa and planning Cllllii1lElllSU­
rate with its impacl Consequently, the gnllII polenlial of mignllion has
not been harnessed eIrectiveIy toward COII...ete l89iona1 delielojlment
slJategies. It is I1WI time to make such planning 8 priority, but it IIlU8t
be done carefully and cooperatively.

6.1. Comprehensive Needs Assessment Study

The -"" of migratory process. IIIrecting Central America '- not
been edequetely _ BEIIched, crippling the WOIk of comprehending their
futute IrajectDi ies and etrecta. Problems include inedeq•.- I8CCIId
keeping, such as stali8tica from bonler check points and the leek of
standanliZalion in migllllion-nlllled dBIa collected during counIriee'
annual IllluMhoId surveys and periodic __. Few _ lIIhdId
by migration have been .-rched conljllehenlively; no univMlitiee
oller c1esses on migration theory, polley, lew, and CCIl1lIIIqUEIll; and
the dynIKnics of the l89ion" muIlipIe migratory lIowa _ to further
complicate Ihis deficiellcy in _1erd1 and 1nIining. ConsequenlIy, my
finlt and most ardent rec:llIMI8Ildel is thlIt Central America 1IIlder­
!like 8 syslemic eveIu8Iion of the types and eIfecls of migrlIIion in the
l89ion. SUCh 8 CClll1jlI"EI'-i lllUdy could be .-llIbIy dIIlIigned and
underlaken <MIl" a two yeer period, could '-l to more ...1danliz8d
staljslics, and would provide a foundation for embeIking 011 epecif.c
deveIoprnent projecla I8Ieted to migilmoo. AddilionaIIy, filalCial
eesistance is needed to support c:entenI for rlla ncll 8IId training 011
migration, pI808S where different consliIuenciee can meet, aIl8I1I ....
and develop sIrlIII8gies.

6.2. Migration Councils: A Model for Migration-Related
Development ProjecIs

At this point I will direct the report toward 8 COIIClete model for ad­
dressing migration and l89ional deIi'lllopmenl My 8jljlI-=h is to
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integrate these PUflloses into an institutional structure called Consejos
de Migraci6n, or Migration Councils, that would operate nationally and
coordinate regionally. These councils would interface with migration­
impacted localities as well as with regional efforts such as Proceso
Puebla and Sistema de Integraci6n Centroamericana (SICA). The
councils would not involve developing wholly new institutions but rather
build upon eXisting foundations, the Foros, Mesas, or Consejos de
Migrantes, strengthening them and expanding their roles.

One major change from existing structures would be the constitution of
the organizations. In my discussion of home town associations and how
they have attracted govemment attention in Section 5, I noted that
these organizations, as well as ConsejosIForoslMesas de Migrantes,
face the daunting task of representing and negotiating many people's
interests. Inevitably, some groups or individuals feel excluded or mar­
ginalized. This is a recipe for schisms, and there is evidence in case
studies of fractures that undermine important community projects.
What I will propose now is an aitemative that incorporates many of the
different players active in these organizations into a structure that does
not permit the domination of anyone group and its interests over the
other. Moreover, this proposed model includes not only procedures for
project implementation, but also for research and evaluation.

Fellow migration scholars and I agree that the constitution of each
council should be carefully designed around inclusivity. Membership
should include representatives from govemment, service, and scholarly
circles as well as from migrant groups - urban and transnational ­
and affected communities. Ideally, each group would enjoy equal
representation and the council would enjoy stable funding (addressed
later). The councils would be charged with two fundamental responsi·
bilities: (1) to evaluate and address national needs relating to migration
(rural-te-urban, regional, intemational, and transnational); and (2) to
work collaboratively with councils in the region as well as with larger
regional and hemispheric efforts to address supranational issues, such
as collection of slatistical data border entries and eXits, treatment of
interdicted undocumented immigrants, and so on. The first step to be
implemented would be for each country to create a councilor transform
an existing organization into a council along the constituency specifica-
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lions oulfined above. The council, in tum, would hire a PIO' .. ilJuel
director, support sl8If, and progllllll ev8IUlIlonI.

Thecentelpiece of the model would llddrwIthe councils' til'll resp0n­
sibility, namely, gearing~Il _iatBnce to communities IIllIIlt
impacted by migl'lldion and IIllIIlt willing to mershaI di""'llIlllllllOUl1:8B
to meet their identified needs. The jll'OjlO8III calls for a rnn dI~,
followed by impleneilalio/l and later evaluation. e.ctl counlry in the
region would conduct comprehensive~ studies to idlInlifY
area, communities, and urban neighborhoods IIllIIlt IIIfecled by ell­
fer8nl~ of migration and the iIl8uee thai .. IIllIIlt jlRIlIOUnced in
theBe area. Results from the study would be dilsemil1llllld nalioually
and locally lhIough the media and fora during which the council would
describe its mission and axpIain to communities how they can apply for
de¥eIopment assislance. The councils would encxuage communities
to: (1) develop a plan to address their needs and jlIioIi1ize them; and
(2) identify and bring togelheI dilrllrenl groups to assist in dev8Ioping
and implemenling the plan. The groups I feel neMI to be included at the
negotiation labIe alll: local community leaders (of inslilulions such as
schools, as well as business and municip81 governillent oIIic:iaIs);
rejllllSBUIalives of migrant populations (including home town associa­
tions abroad as well as lhoee IocaIed in cities in central America. but
not to the exclusion of olher unorganized nlig,alls); and the I&­

SBBn:henI whO originally conducted the needs evaIualion iIlUdy. A
member from each map constiluency (e.g., govemrnenl. civil society,
business. migrant, iii18uded beueliciary) would be eIecled to _ on
the jlnlject's advisory board. Ideally, council sl8If would be available to
work with cornrnunily groups to daveIop a project, identify its coat, and
gerwnate an implemelllatioo plan. AJIllmaliveIy, local NGOs, such ..
community development ageucies (ADESCOs in EI Salvadoi for
example) with legal standing (peraonsrla jurldica) could be COidJa:led
by the advisory board to serve in this same c:apacity if needed.

Onoa a plan of action is developed and priced. funds would be raised
by the advisory board using a formula lhaI requiNs ...1" iI.ciao. by the
local community (including local government), the migrant community
(urban and transnalional), and the national government. One possibility
is for each group to raise one4hird of the _sery funds. By disIri­
buling the Iinalcial nssponsibility across dill'erent consliIuencies, each



group would become vested in the project and also receive acknowl­
edgment for its participation. There may also be a way of setting up a
bank account or "remittance bank," monitored by an independent
agency, where each constituency could deposit funds (and so that
migrants abroad could send donations directly to the fund). The coun­
ciVNGO would continue to work in an advisory capacity to ensure the
trustworthiness of the fundraising and distribution as well as the or­
chestration of the project. Additionally, the councillNGO would be
charged with ensuring democratic representation in the project and
arbitrating any grievances. Appeals of decisions at the local level could
be filed with and arbitrated by the council. The Ialler regulations would
assure that certain traditionally disenfranchised groups, such as indi­
genous groups, the peasantry, and women, would not be excluded in
these efforts.

Finally, upon completion of the project, the advisory board would
produce a report that would be mads available to every constituency.
Additionally, an independent evaluation of each project would be
required and would be performed by the migration council's evaluation
staff. The Ialler evaluation would help to identify both general strengths
and weaknesses of projects designed and developed in this manner,
as well as specific reasons why the community in question should or
should not be funded for additional projects.

I believe that this model, while not fully refined in this brief description,
would address muiliple issues that have plagued development projects
in many venues to date. II would address issues of inclusivity, ensuring
that a wide variety of people and their interests are addressed if not
met. Second, it would foster local initiatives but assist them with
backing from a series of different actors and institutions. This mitigates
against both the possibility of one group controlling the project or taking
the funding for its own purposes, and against the common expectation
in Central America that the govemment or intemational aid donors are
the only available sources of financial assistance for development
projects. On the contrary, this model would emphasize that people can
take initiative and invest themselves in the betterment of their com­
munities and that govemment is obligated to assist them but not
resolve their needs completely. Third, because this model is driven by
local needs and informed by local leadership, it is much more likely to
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generate l4JPfllPIiale development str8legieI than pojects iderdied
and financed from national and intematiol181 NGOs IocaIed aImolIl
exclusively in capital cities. Fourth, this plan would BIllXIUI8ge people to
work coIleclive1y and~ lICI08S intemalional bonIenIto achieve thIIir
goals. No one group would be allowed to dominate, but neiIher could
projecls be aIIoaed to pceeed without the integllllBd elfoIls rI diIJei••
IlOCiaI sectors. Fifth and finally, the model builds in 8CICCIlIIlIIIbi and
avalualion. If problems were to occur, the lMIIuatorB would idanlify
them and perhaps AlCOi.i••1d ageinst _"WIII future projects 0rga­
nized by groups whose previous pojects aid not meet council ..
ards.

The major problem I fa! e" ewith this model is its financing, pertic:u8ly
start-up II1OIleyS. Although the funds invested in the actual project
would be raised as outlined above and would not rwquire a major~
funding source, the IllIOlIfl:eS r.-led to pay for the CllIT1pl1II6I11i11a
as-.ment studies, the NGOIadvisory bc8d~ and the
migrelion councils would IlMd to be genellII8d. This ill the COI1lrilIDJn
I see intematiolllll aid aglllicies rneking, one with a d8f1nite time limit.
For~, aglllicies could cammil to five years rI 8lIIrt-up funding
and l8chnical 8Ssislance. During thMe five years, -=h counlIy would
develop and IJain a migllmon council, conducI • nutiOIiWide study on
mignJtion with the _islance rI the intern_oliBl community, and
insIiIule procedures for receiving and lMIIuaIing _,IIljIi'•• project
proposals as well 8Il monilDring and __ing them. During thIl five

years, much rI the funding for actual denlapmenl pojects would
emanate from the h.lIlrnaIionaI aglllicies, but councils would work
toward identifying ....ielMI, 1oI111-lenn funds to __ boIh the ad­
minislnllive expel '88 rI the councils 8Il well 8Il a pool rI capil8llIVlIiI­
able to invest into the projects themseMls. One pClIslble caodio'? for
long-term funding is a lex on remillance agency pnJIiIs, applied in thIl
U.S. or, less likely, in C8nInII America. Other pCliIIlibilllies include: (1) a
lex on tourism (modsilld after Mexico); (2) a P8c8Iil. rI thIlllirpolt
exit lex or customs duty on imporIIld goods; or (3) a fee hiCOojlillatad
into the cost of the funded projects. The key is to identify and solidify
sources of uninterrupted income that will guarantee the livelihood and
independence rI the councils over time. Funding for da\;eIoprMnl
projects lhemselves may not be as dillicull, following a calculus out·
lined above.
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Aside from overseeing development projects, the migration councils
could become involved in a variety of other activities relating to migra­
tion. Examples include but are not limited to the following: organizing
cuitural or academic exchanges between countries linked by migratory
flows; celebrations reflecting the positive contributions of migrants to
their societies of origin, such as "Immigrant Week"; developing policy
recommendations for govemment leaders on matters needing legisla­
tion, such as tax breaks or special funds for return migrant entrepre­
neurs or for local entrepreneurs hiring retumees; starting or extending
programs to assist deportees and their reincorporation into society,
along the lines of the Salvadoran "Bienvenido a Casa" program. The
councils might also provide financial or other assistance to migrants
abroad, such as helping them import donated goods or facilitating
information on associations working in their home towns.

Beyond addressing the specific needs of each country and its migra­
tion-impacted populations, the councils would also be charged with
meeting periodically in regional fora to discuss the progress and prob­
lems each face as they evaluate funded development projects. They
would become organizations with abundant knowledge to offer in the
exploration of regional initiatives. I see the councils as forming an
important middle layer between existing regional and hemispheric
migration organizations, such as Proceso Puebla and Comisi6n
Centroamericana de Directores de Migraci6n, and small-scale com­
munities impacted by migration. The broad representation of different
social sectors in the councils would bring an additional dimension to
their participation in diverse regional issues, from data collection on
migration to treatment of interdicted undocumented immigrants.

If the proposed model were followed and implemented along the lines
suggested, the outcome would be a strengthening and enhancing of
existing organizations that currently serve as a foundation for a much
more ambitious effort. The migration councils would evolve from the
ConsejosiForoslMesas de Migrantes already in existence in most
countries but they would be strengthened and their purview expanded.
As such, they would serve as key intermediaries between local and
transnational communities' interests and those of national govern­
ments. Similarly, they would bridge the existing gap between the
Proceso Puebla hemispheric govemmental efforts and the more spe­
cific needs of nations and of Central America as a region. The councils
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would also become d8posiIories of inIormlIlion 8IId...pereo;.... lit
the disposition of every II8ctor of society, helping to .-re th8I 8CCU­
nile inform8lion is dlsseminllled 8IId lIIPIllOIlrilIl procedureB ere
followed. Filllllly, I _ in this model tremendous poIlInliaI for imple­
menting de'< elopmenl projects th8I could 8duaIIy resolve _ pr0b­
lems wrought by migration. A community with high emigration of lis
youth owing to a~ of IoclII employment opportunities could apply
for funds to build workshops to te.:h skills apprcpt lIIIe 10 the region.
Another community might apply for funds to build a youth center to
mlllgate the eIJects of deported gang members. An urt&1 ne9l­
borhood might need a drop-in cenIllr for women whose hlllbenda ere
migrants to~ exch8nge their exp8Iiellces, 8IId work an AiO",
to help them cepe with their spouses' absellce. The list of needs is
e11ll11dy long; if the proposal were inplemented then more of U­
needs would be met 8IId a .- chapter wriIIen an the role of migl'lltian
in regional development.
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Central America 2020

Background

During the 1990s <:enlrlII America wm: IhIough pnxIII11 of profaund
change on the poIilic:aI _, with del'iloclidic governments being ..
up in ell states in the region.~. the poIilic:aI tf1eIlgIlI __ nat
BCCOiilp8flied to e suIIicient extent by plII8/lBI lICOIlOmic and social
transfolllllliions. so CenIr8I "'-ita continues to be the contillent's
pclllAISl region. At the same lime the armed conftictlI of the pnNlous
dllcade led to gRlIIIer backwaldlllllS in the region in terms of social
dBveIopiil8til (education. heeIth end life expecl8'lC)' of ils population).

This siIuaIion has led to incrusing _ enII I in the CenIrII AmeI ican
countries of the impoIlance of implemenling profound rNIlg1l1. and the
need to establish II l1l9iona1 cIe'IIeIopI.... il modBI for all the states in the
.. has grown incrusingly apparen. So various aclions have beM
initiated with the goal of achieving I'llgionaI ecollomic integialion. thus
r...uvaIing the common intemal market

Howeter, U- forces of integndion have oIIen found~
impeded by the I8tk of an adBqu8IB instiIutionIII r.a.iBWOrk cRpal!le of
meeting the challenges thai the future wIU pose. This IS pr1i' 'nly where
the inIBmalional community could support the l1l9iona1 dev Ilapmenl
process in the _ in the long term, and the~ project C8nIraI
America 2020 is in keeping with this.

PItlject objectives

The aim of C8nInlI America 2020 is to pIOI1lOte SUlbillIIbIB
clevelopmel il in the region, slaf1ing from II concepI of de. II pl.It as •
dynamic, mullidimensionBl pnx:eIS consisIing of:

• BlIlII8ined lICOIlOITlic glOWIh
• improvement in social well-tleing
• gU8iallss I of citizenship for all social, gender and ethnic

categorieS.
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This defin~ion of development is sound and was devised before
Hurricane M~ch struck the region in October-November 1998, w~h

devastating effects. It is not that the definition now lacks relevance, but
Mitch served to remind us of the region's vulnerability to natural
disasters and of the state's meagre capacity to respond in an effective
way. In this context, sustainability acquires a special significance in
Central America: natural disasters are inevitable, but they must not be
made worse by human action, nor must their consequences be
aggravated by the incapacity or incompetence of the state and its
inst~utions.

One of the chief objectives of the Central America 2020 project is to
contribute toward the Central American states' regional integration
process, taking stock of the results achieved so far and examining the
current difficu~ies and those which are likely to emerge in the medium
term in the pol~ico-institutional field.

The specific objectives are:

1. To mount a comprehensive regional survey of contemporary
development issues. The questions asked must take into
account three intersecting issues:

• relations between the state, the market and civil society
• options at the local, national and regional level
• the viability of sustainable development in Central America

2. To ensure the participation and contribution of a wide range of
key regional players in the course of research.

3. To provide govemments and other sectors in the region with
various policy options and recommendations

4. To promote regional identity among the pUblic and private
players involved in development

5. To extend the project resu~s to the intemational players that are
most active in the region's development dynamics, inclUding
mu~i1ateral organisations and NGOs

6. To make policy recommendations to the Unned States and the
European Union for more effective aid programmes.
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The project's findings will be prIll Il8d at • II\lIiiOr inl8mlllloll81
conference to be held in Central AmlIrica during 2000 IIIId at SlIIIIinlIIs
in WlIShingIDn, D.C.• lind 8ruslIels. They will 8IlIo be dlllrtlul8d in II

series of working pape<s, monographs lind books published in English
lind SplInish IIIId 8IlIo IIVlIiIlIbIe on the InIllmet, the SplInish IIIId
GermlIn versions 1Il h!tp:lllyww.nz.ynj-!wnbum d!!/llKtzp?p9 IIIId the
English version III h!tp:l/ca2020,fiu.ldU.

Steering Committee:

Project D1ll1Ctors:
KlAUS BODEMER. Institute of Ibero-AmericlIn Studies (HlImburg)
EDUARDO GAMARRA. I..lIlln AmlIrican IIIId ClIl ibblIlIn Cent8r d
~Iorida IntemalionlIi University (Miami)

AclIdemIc D11l1Ctors:
SABINE KURTENBACH. Institute of Ibero-AmericlIn Studies
(HlImbuIg)
MICHAEL SHIFTER.lnter-Amelican DilIIogue (WlIShinglon D.C.)

l.-I e-ullants:
VICTOR BULMER-THOMAS. Institute of llIlin An...iclIn SbIdie8.
Universily of london
DOUGlAS KINCAID. llIlin Americah In!C8r~CenI8r of FIoridII
Inlemalioll81 University (Miami)

CentraIImertcU ExpertI:
FERNANDO DuRAN. Arias Foundlllion for PlIlICe IIIId HUI'IllII1
Prog_ (Co8l8 Rice)
gARlOS ROSAlES. Seaata t of Communicelion (EJ S8Ivador)

Reprsll ,bdI... of IIIe Project SpoI_:
MENDEL GOlDSTEIN. H-' of lJnIl OieclOi818 Mexico. ClInlrsI
AmericlIIn! CUba. Eulop8M Commillion DG IB (8ruulIIs)
MARGARET SARLES. U.S. Agerq for Intem8lional ~eIopmenl

(Washington D.C.)
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