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The Problem of Seeing 

Migration as a Problem

Our societies have been profoundly shaped by mi-

gration, and as such, it is not hard to see that migra-

tion will remain a global constant. The complicated 

part is predicting concrete data: for example, how 

many, how, from where and to where will people mi-

grate in search of a better life, to reunite with their 

families, seeking protection or refuge, or for other 

reasons? This complexity has been reduced thanks 

to the tools provided to us by migration theories 

that have underpinned various disciplines for more 

than two centuries. Today we can separate the phe-

nomena that constantly generate emigration—wage 

differentials between neighboring communities, the 

drive toward family reunification, or the presence 

of cultures of emigration—from the environmental, 

economic, and political shocks that cause “waves.” 

Specialists from different disciplines have been ac-

cumulating data for years to analyze migration, both 

internal and international. 

With this backdrop in mind, as coordinators of 

this research project, we question how sensible it 

is to subsume a defining phenomenon of humani-

ty under the terms problem or crisis (i.e., migration 

problem or migration crisis). It is clear to us that 

these terms are used in an effort to draw attention 

to the subject, which in turn may have further aims. 

Rigorous scrutiny of the so-called migration crises in 

recent years shows that if something were in crisis, 

it was not migration (it followed known parameters) 

but rather the political responses to it. Often, in 

seeking to curb or channel migration, given policies 

have generated unexpected effects, creating or rein-

forcing vicious cycles. Even more often, the so-called 

migration crises are about crises in the political/ad-

ministrative apparatuses: having made certain deci-

sions at a political level, administrations are unable 

to manage them because their resources have not 

been coherently developed for that purpose. Capac-

ity mismatches lead to overruns from which, in turn, 

humanitarian crises derive. 

In an ideal world, knowledge of the constants and 

variables of migration should inform decision-mak-

ers, allowing them to plan migration policies to the 

extent possible. In turn, these people should con-

duct themselves ethically and not impose the costs 

of their policies on other countries nor stigmatize 

populations that are already vulnerable. 

Well aware that we do not live in an ideal world, 

nine researchers from El Colegio de México studied 

a situation that produced a crisis in Mexico in 2019. 

The consequences of that crisis are felt to date: un-

der extraordinary external pressure, the room avail-

able to Mexico to develop its migration policy was 

reduced, and migration took over a large share of the 

foreign policy agenda. The lines tracing the largely 

natural intersection between foreign policy and mi-

gration policy were widened as never before, all in an 

effort to curb the risk that migration would hinder 

trade and the economy. 

Bearing in mind that the new (2021) Biden ad-

ministration in the United States could allow for a 

change of direction, our aim in this study has been 

two-fold: to understand, from multidisciplinary per-

spectives and using current data, (1) what Mexico 

can do to prevent such a crisis from happening again; 

and, from a more promising vantage point, (2) how 

Mexico can contribute to building scenarios that 

strengthen its positions on migration and foreign 

policies. 

Those who associate migration with the idea 

of crisis think in terms of “catastrophes that have 

to be resolved immediately” or they falsely believe 
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tiate agreements between States. Given that power 

asymmetries become palpable at the international 

level, it is important that the intersection of mi-

gration and foreign policies make it easier for one 

to support the other albeit without one capitulat-

ing to the other. That is, although the intersection 

is natural and even desirable, the resulting overlap 

may weaken both public policy areas by limiting the 

range of their respective objectives to those that are 

within the agendas the other area might have.

Currently in Mexico, the broadening of this inter-

section is detrimental to migration policy because 

it compromises plans conceived at the onset of this 

administration to exemplify implementation of the 

Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Mi-

gration (GCM). Further, it undermines foreign policy 

because it diverts the attention of the foreign affairs 

apparatus from other matters that are of interest to 

Mexico; and this, in turn, can hinder relations with 

other countries, especially those in Central America. 

Reformulating the intersection of migration and 

foreign policies in Mexico is also of interest to the 

United States. Focusing the bilateral relationship 

on the issue of migration would have aligned with 

Trump’s political-electoral agenda, from a State 

policy perspective in the United States. However, it 

is important that Mexico strike a balance between 

these areas because only a foreign policy that has 

room to maneuver can handle the sheer complex-

ity of Mexico’s relations with its neighbors to the 

north and south. In the scenario that aligns with its 

migration policy goals, the United States has ben-

efitted from Mexico and Guatemala taking on the 

role of countries that regulate migration. Mexico and 

Guatemala would do well to refrain from believing 

that this role “promotes” them with respect to their 

profile as sending countries, not only because they 

that “after this catastrophe, everything will be bet-

ter.” To go beyond the immediate and the present 

climate, we propose to discern between plausible 

short- and medium-term scenarios. Because we can 

differentiate the constant and mobile parts of the 

migration phenomenon, we avoid falling into the 

falsely pessimistic belief that everything is out of 

control. We understand that a failure to intervene 

and change what is within our grasp in the short 

and medium term will fail to produce a long-term 

change, and “crises” will be recurring.

Rationale for Analyzing the 

Intersection of Migration Policy 

and Foreign Policy 

Migration and foreign policies have expected and 

even desirable points of intersection. The flow of 

people across borders requires coordination be-

tween entry and exit regulations, border manage-

ment, issuance of documents that allow regular and 

orderly departure, and entry permits. These func-

tions require coordination between the government 

agencies responsible for internal and foreign affairs. 

For countries such as Mexico with a substantial dias-

pora (especially living in the United States), foreign 

policy also traditionally seeks to protect this popu-

lation—and, more proactively, to promote its inter-

ests and connect it to Mexico. Implementation of 

diaspora engagement policies is almost entirely sup-

ported by foreign affairs: more specifically, on Mex-

ico’s unparalleled consular apparatus in the United 

States, which constantly innovates in local policies 

intended to protect, strengthen, and integrate the 

community. 

Beyond Mexico’s particular circumstances, for 

a country to achieve its migration policy goals, it 

may need to act in the international arena to nego-
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capital—a human capital made up of individuals who 

could develop in and contribute to multiple societ-

ies. Migration can bring significant opportunities to 

Mexico at all these levels, but if they are to be real-

ized, they must first be identified. 

Migration policy needs to be refocused on the 

basis of an analysis of the intersections with foreign 

policy that are beneficial and those that are not. Mi-

gration policy intersects not only with foreign policy 

but also with a country’s population, economic, and 

social welfare policies. Therefore, countries deemed 

to be migration policy models around the world, 

such as Portugal, have medium- and long-term goals 

with multisectoral approaches and an interinstitu-

tional framework to implement them. In Canada, for 

instance, migration policy has been held as central 

to its population growth and economic develop-

ment for the past four decades. Although this has 

not precluded questioning, particularly on the nec-

essary levels of immigration, basic agreements have 

been consistently maintained on the selection and 

integration of immigrants, including refugees. Clos-

er to Mexico, Colombia has taken decisive action in 

the face of drastic changes in its migration profile 

by proposing exemplary approaches. As a country of 

50 million people, Colombia received almost 2 mil-

lion Venezuelans in the last 10 years, of whom it is 

estimated that 50% are in an irregular situation. In 

February 2021, the Colombian government chose to 

regularize this population to ensure their social rights 

and fully incorporate them into Colombian society. 

This study was developed in Mexico and takes 

its immediate regional context—Northern Central 

America and North America—as the focal point 

to analyze the particular challenges Mexico faces. 

However, the purpose of mentioning countries with 

different migration profiles and levels of develop-

continue to be a source of emigration, but because 

the role of regulators detracts from their authori-

ty to take positions in defense of broader interests 

that are consistent with their true migration reality, 

which is far from exclusively being transit countries. 

Migration as a Challenge and 

as a Source of Opportunities

False dilemmas abound with regard to migration. 

Can a human rights approach to migration policy be 

declared while making every effort to contain mi-

gration? Does promoting the right to “not to have to 

migrate” proposed by some development approach-

es in places of origin cancel the option of migrating 

as a right for those living in conditions of family 

separation and uprooting? Does having an “order-

ly” border mean closing it or opening it? Where do 

an orderly border and a prosperous border share 

common ground? Each of these questions leads to 

complex discussions, but as long as they continue 

to be raised in simplistic terms, both populations 

with irregular status and limited access to rights will 

continue to grow, as will the aversion to purportedly 

“uncontrolled” migration. 

To do away with these false dilemmas, we set 

out to view migration for what it is: a constant re-

ality that poses challenges for both sending and 

receiving societies, but one that exists nonetheless 

because it promises opportunities. To the extent that 

sending and receiving societies are cognizant of mi-

gration conditions and characteristics and can adapt 

to make the best of it, the individual opportunity 

presented by migration can, in turn, become a social 

opportunity to address demographic transitions, 

strengthen labor markets, reunite families, promote 

foreign exchange investments, and strengthen bina-

tional or multiple identities as the basis of human 
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part in these interviews, always abiding strictly by 

confidentiality rules. As a basis for the questions 

that guided the interviews, we reviewed primary 

and secondary sources: current laws, reports and 

briefings on migration and foreign policies, official 

press releases, academic articles and books, news 

stories published between December 2020 and 

June 2021, and requests for information from the 

IFAI (Mexican Federal Institute of Access to Public 

Information; Spanish abbreviation). For some sec-

tions, we also use Mexican census data; administra-

tive data from COMAR, UPMRIP, TRAC, DHS; and 

estimates and projections from the UN World Pop-

ulation Prospects. 

This project was driven by a deliberative process 

that enhanced our diverse disciplinary perspectives. 

Discussions with interviewees, and after the inter-

views, among team members every two weeks over 

a period of seven months, allowed us to create spac-

es for reflection. This is the source from which we 

outline scenarios where the current intersection of 

migration policy and foreign policy is maintained or 

wanes, and which in turn leads to different scenar-

ios. We hope that the deliberative process involved 

in the project continues after the completion of this 

report. Within the framework of the Seminar Migra-

tion, Inequality and Public Policies (MIGDEP; Span-

ish acronym), we will hold public events to discuss 

the ideas expressed herein with key actors. 

Our Approach: Plausible 

Scenarios versus Inaction

Several historical works reveal how one arrives at 

a given point today, but our project is based on the 

premise that envisaging what might happen in the 

future can help us put together a better plan, and 

that is why we propose scenarios. Far from offering 

ment here is to show that where challenge is viewed 

as potential, a broad perspective of a country’s mi-

gratory interests can be developed. The idea that 

achieving comprehensive and humane migration 

policies implies renouncing migration control is an 

idea that is nourished, yet again, by a false dilemma. 

It is also false that defining migration policy in line 

with national interests implies reducing immigra-

tion. There are countless possible migration policy 

combinations ranging anywhere between surrender 

to uncontrolled migration on the one hand, and con-

tainment on the other. However, migration control 

is just one of several dimensions of migration policies 

that a country needs to consider in order to materi-

alize migration opportunities. Selection, integration, 

and diaspora engagement policies are equally as im-

portant. Therefore, decision-makers need to stop re-

ducing migration to a source of problems and crises 

with containment as the only possible solution. 

Data and Methodology 

A team of nine researchers from different Centers 

for Studies at El Colegio de México,¹ coordinated 

by Claudia Masferrer and Luicy Pedroza,² set out to 

study the current intersection between migration 

policy and foreign policy in Mexico. The research 

team undertook a participatory data collection pro-

cess compiling the views of 64 key actors in Mex-

ico, Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador from 

academia and think tanks (17), officials of various 

government bodies (27), members of civil society 

organizations (11) and international organizations 

(6), and other key actors (3). We conducted inter-

views under Chatham House rules, which preclude 

us from revealing the identity of these people. The 

entire team or a subgroup of researchers represent-

ing the multidisciplinary nature of the team took 
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throughout the nine sections covered by this report. 

The answers to those questions combine what we 

know about how the most critical variables have be-

haved in the past with comparable theories or cases.

Starting with an analysis of regional demographic 

dynamics, the first section of the report addresses 

how migration policy can provide demograph-

ic opportunities. The second looks more closely 

at immigration in Mexico, both from the arrival of 

foreign-born and of the return of Mexican migrants 

from the United States. This section presents sce-

narios that envision ways in which migration policy 

can address binationality and promote integration 

processes. Given that a substantial, and arguably the 

most visible, portion of recent arrivals in the country 

consists of populations seeking international pro-

tection, the third section envisages migration poli-

cy scenarios that specifically address these arrivals. 

Continuing with the theme of populations seeking 

protection, the fourth section presents different sce-

narios for internally displaced Mexican populations 

seeking asylum in the United States. It reminds us 

that although the media and public debate so far fo-

cus on populations from Northern Central America, 

the displaced Mexican population has been on the 

rise in the past two decades.

Given the needs of all these migrant populations, 

the fifth section discusses possibilities for creating 

institutional and management scenarios that are 

better able to meet those needs and to design a ro-

bust migration policy. Then the sixth section hones 

in on the challenges for Mexico under various pos-

sible scenarios that depend on the behavior of key 

variables in domestic policy in the United States, 

and particularly on its migration policy. The seventh 

and eighth sections set out scenarios for Mexican 

foreign policy in terms of its relationships both with 

simplistic recipes, we expect that the outlined sce-

narios will sow the seed for a broad discussion that 

potentially germinates into policy changes. In some 

cases, we use the perspective of inaction to envision 

a scenario with very little to no change. Seen from 

another perspective (e.g., when it is plausible that 

external conditions will worsen), inaction poses a 

gloomy scenario with potentially negative impacts. 

Far from predicting, in order to outline more prom-

ising scenarios, we consider conditions that appear 

to be achievable and worthwhile. The great chal-

lenge is to define which of the various scenarios 

outlined we seek as a society. 

Thus, this report is unique for several reasons. 

Not only does it present reflections on different 

types of scenarios rather than merely providing diag-

noses or making loose recommendations, but those 

reflections are reached by combining the perspec-

tives of two social sciences that seldom converse: 

migration studies and international relations. By 

combining these perspectives, we managed to multi-

ply the interpretations of the evidence obtained. Mi-

gration studies already combines geography, sociol-

ogy, demography, and economy, and international 

relations, in turn, combine approaches to diplomatic 

history, comparative politics, and public policies. 

Combining interpretations allows us to observe the 

implications of the intersection of the policies we 

analyze both for migration policy and foreign pol-

icy collectively but also for each policy separately. 

In addition, although we intend to study this inter-

section from a scientific standpoint, we have taken a 

pragmatic approach in writing this report. 

Structure of the Report 

and its Concatenated Findings 

We raise questions that guide our draft scenarios 
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recurring “crises” to a more positive and realistic 

narrative. That is, migration is a structural, complex 

phenomenon that begins with an individual decision 

but which may present more opportunities than 

problems for a society that knows how to channel 

and materialize it.

In a democracy, regulating and managing migra-

tion policies falls within the purview of various areas 

of government, and therefore requires consensus 

and a cross-sectional view. Mexico already has some 

emerging examples of broad coordination (see MIFR; 

Spanish acronym) and some government agencies 

with broad agendas (see UPMRIP), although in re-

cent international negotiations on migration, this 

broad approach has been lost, focusing only on ir-

regular migration. Some recent exercises, such as 

the collaborations between government agencies to 

participate in the Regional Conference on Migration 

at a time when Mexico holds its Presidency Pro-Tem-

pore, are helping to correct the impression that the 

containment perspective dominates Mexico’s mi-

gration agenda. The détente with the current U.S. 

administration—which, on the other hand, remains 

explicitly interested in containment of migration in 

Central America—has also allowed the Mexican ad-

ministration to rhetorically resume the emphasis it 

had placed on promoting development in Central 

America as a migration policy objective. However, 

the handling of a crisis that linked migration and 

trade, through tariffs, under the Trump presidency, 

left the impression of a failure in the adoption of that 

agenda and its broad promotion at the international 

level despite the social communication efforts that 

sought to frame the decisions and actions taken by 

Mexico as a defense of sovereignty. Certainly, both 

interpretations, as a defense of sovereignty and as 

submission, resonate depending on how much space 

the United States and with the countries of Northern 

Central America. In particular, these latter sections 

outline scenarios where Mexico retakes a leadership 

role in promoting more complex agendas that suit 

its interests. Finally, the last section takes a closer 

look at the role that labor migration plays and may 

play in the region.

Notwithstanding the joint discussions and find-

ings gathered as a team, we believe that in order 

to do justice to the multidisciplinary approach that 

characterizes this project, it is important to consult 

each individual section. Each section provides dif-

ferent perspectives, which in turn, lead to different 

scenarios. To motivate our readers, we have chosen 

to write in a concise manner and as free of academic 

jargon as possible. Nevertheless, the following re-

flections pertain to the report as a whole.

Findings and reflections underpinning the report

Our general finding is that despite the widely known 

intersection between the two policy areas analyzed, 

in order for Mexico to develop a position of trust 

and leadership in each of them, it is necessary for 

each of them to have their own spaces. Various sec-

tions of this analysis contend that Mexico may lose 

political, economic, and demographic opportunities 

should it fail to advance a broader migration policy 

than containment. Unlike foreign policy, which has 

well-established principles, Mexican migration pol-

icy has less of a trajectory: certain principles have 

been in place for only a decade. However, the cur-

rent reality requires accelerating the transition from 

principles to concrete goals. The challenge is greater 

because it entails developing a coordinated and am-

bitious long-term strategy to do away with the stig-

ma of migration and invest in a change of narrative 

about migration as a problem or the reason behind 
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guarantee the safety of its resident citizens with its 

security forces, the Trump administration promoted 

the militarization of internal security in Mexico and 

its overflow to areas that were previously institu-

tionally limited, such as migration policy. Intense 

pressure also put civil society at a crossroads: as the 

grayscale required for a sensible discussion on hu-

man trafficking was lost, many organizations that 

had given refuge, relief, and counsel to migrants 

from a humanitarian perspective were engulfed by 

a harsh climate in which they were pigeonholed as 

actors and networks that engage in illegal activities. 

As in countries such as Italy and Greece, this crim-

inalization of humanitarian work has an enormous 

cost for active organizations in matters of migration 

and human rights in terms of credibility, trust, and 

dialog. Ultimately, this hindrance to their work has 

resulted in more migrant deaths. Without creating 

new residence permits, enabling family reunifica-

tion, increasing admission of applicants for interna-

tional protection, providing more temporary work 

visas (agricultural and non-agricultural), and failing 

to provide paths for them to be obtained through 

an appropriate administrative apparatus, the United 

States is a contributor to all these corollaries.

Mexico can and should also think about its po-

tential to help expand the range of possibilities for 

regular entry into the country. For the Mexican em-

igrant population, especially in the United States, 

the current overlap between migration and foreign 

policies presents an opportunity: to strengthen the 

powerful and extensive network of consulates. This 

could involve investments to increase their capacity 

to respond to the documentation needs that could 

be the result of potential changes in the immigration 

policy in that country (e.g., regularization of their 

status). Moreover, it is possible to think about pro-

Mexico is deemed to have had during those times 

of extreme pressure from the Trump administra-

tion. Today there is an opportunity to expand those 

spaces, at the foreign policy level as well, which re-

quires trust in order to be developed with a prag-

matic interpretation of its principles in a way that 

serves Mexico’s interests. The link between access 

to vaccines against SARS-CoV-2 and agendas that 

are inclusive of developing countries shows that it is 

possible to expand the agenda. 

However, both the evidence accumulated over 

the past two decades, and the evidence reflected in 

the analyses of several sections of this report make 

it clear that to expect the United States to change 

its emphasis on border control as the backbone of 

its migration policy is not plausible. For almost three 

decades, development of this approach has been 

bottom-up and linear, backed by bipartisan consen-

sus, administrative bodies, and industrial interests 

with close ties to a growing security apparatus. The 

biggest change that can be expected in this area of 

migration control is a change of focus on forms: for 

example, from deportation to regularization. None-

theless, the existing consensus on having border 

control be the priority does not extend to particular 

forms, so even changing forms will prove costly. 

As for Mexico, the varying sections of this report 

allow us to highlight that the one-dimensional ap-

proach of migration containment and deterrence—

largely driven by the United States—has perverse 

effects that merit careful consideration. As migra-

tion costs increase and legal avenues are closed, 

networks that enable people to migrate require ever 

more resources and alliances with ties to illegal busi-

nesses and corrupt arrangements. Having pressured 

Mexico to contain migration anyway, without taking 

into account that the country is presently unable to 
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municipal and state levels. The legislative power can 

assume a leadership role—or, at least, shared re-

sponsibility in the development of this agreement, 

as it would necessitate both negotiations across par-

tisan lines in the branches of government and also 

support from executives at the different levels of 

government. 

To achieve this, Mexico’s identity is an advan-

tage; it need only acknowledge it. As a traditional 

country of emigration; as a country whose national 

population surpasses borders and generational lines, 

especially in the United States; as a country with a 

strong tradition of refuge, mostly from Spain, Lat-

in America, and, in particular, Central America; and 

recently as a country of transit and where the real-

ities of forced displacement are present, our migra-

tion profile allows us to forge a narrative of broad 

inclusion. Whichever administration successfully 

develops it will leave an indelible imprint for fu-

ture administrations. Several sections of this report 

propose that the narrative and long-term vision are 

important because they place Mexico in a position 

to negotiate options that will allow it to pursue its 

own interests even if external conditions change and 

force it to adjust the means by which to do so. On 

the one hand, a strategy with clear long-term goals, 

precise lines of action, and an inclusive structure is 

important for the type of society that Mexico aspires 

to be in the face of the unstoppable and imminent 

reality of migration; on the other hand, a change 

in narrative is the only way to combat the stigma 

borne by some migrant populations and to neutral-

ize xenophobia. 

Achieving an agreement of such breadth could 

help Mexico gain a legitimate international position 

on matters of migration, for example, to engage in 

or even convene high-level dialog among countries. 

cesses for empowering people with Mexican nation-

ality, dual nationality, and of Mexican descent to 

partner with Latino caucus-type organizations that 

are a legitimate means of participation and aggrega-

tion of interests in that country.

Beyond a strategy: 

Toward a national agreement 

Thinking about how to frame these findings, we 

propose consideration of a “National Integration 

Agreement” that allows us to create something that 

goes further than just a strategy limited to the tem-

poral scope of this administration and that runs the 

risk of staying on paper. The idea of an agreement 

reflects an important nuance in the composition of 

institutions and actors to develop and implement a 

strategy of the scale required to make migration an 

opportunity for Mexico both internally and abroad: 

namely, to create appropriate agencies and institu-

tional channels for integration of all groups compos-

ing the migratory reality of Mexico in the long run. 

Implementation of such an agreement must go be-

yond the scope of central government. It should pro-

mote synergies between agencies at different levels 

and with other relevant actors, from the private 

sector, business chambers, and trade unions to civil 

society organizations for humanitarian aid, of a reli-

gious or cultural nature, as well as common citizens 

who are attracted by the idea of participating in the 

transformation of their communities into ones that 

are more prosperous and inclusive. Endowing it with 

such a participatory structure would allay the fear 

that changing administrations will lead to projects 

being left abandoned. Such an agreement would re-

quire creating multilevel communication channels 

and also being open to the more horizontal idea of 

promoting the learning of best practices between 
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ca and Central America, Mexico can set an agenda 

based on its own need to capitalize on migration for 

sending and receiving countries. Several public and 

private sector actors and state programs have ex-

pressed the benefits of relocating migrants so as to 

harness their potential for the workforce, but they 

need to be better listened to and coordinated. In re-

cent years, cooperation with Guatemala generated 

joint investment in infrastructure that can lead to 

a more dynamic border, but the objective for both 

countries must be clear. 

A migration strategy should take into account 

that although economic development programs—

and above all, human development (i.e., a develop-

ment that entails capacity building)—are important 

in and of themselves and that because they may, in 

the long term, contribute to reducing some of the 

causes that drive emigration, there will always be 

other reasons for people to seek to emigrate. There-

fore, for a country with the complex migration pro-

file that Mexico has, focusing a migration strategy 

on reducing emigration is not nearly enough, and we 

dare say, futile. Migration is a constant of humani-

ty, and although it is worth emphasizing its upside 

for labor markets in the region (to the extent that 

they complement one another), empirical evidence 

tells us that job creation and economic growth could 

induce further emigration in the short term. That is 

why we propose a comprehensive policy based on 

realism and the cumulative evidence taken from 

disciplines represented in this report. In our coun-

try, as in several Central American countries, some 

realities drive thousands of people to emigrate and 

reunite with their families, to rebuild their lives af-

ter enduring natural disasters, to correct economic 

inequalities, and to respond to the cultural appeal 

factor represented by the ways of life in the coun-

It represents the only plausible path to putting all 

the issues that are relevant to Mexico on matters of 

migration on the table. An agreement does so not 

only with the 360° view on migration that Mexico 

showcased during the process of adopting the GCM, 

but also from the perspective of shared responsi-

bility, which both our Migration Law and the “New 

Migration Policy of the Government of Mexico” ad-

vance. Even bilaterally, the achievement of an in-

ternal agreement would help Mexico strengthen its 

position in the face of possible future affronts should 

Trumpism or any other anti-immigrant political cur-

rent be reactivated in the United States. At the pres-

ent juncture, the government of the United States 

seeks to heal its image and reposition itself globally 

at the multilateral level and expresses an intention 

to listen to and consult with Mexico. Although for 

Mexico a negotiation with the United States will 

ever be asymmetrical, a strong internal commit-

ment will improve Mexico’s position on core issues 

such as migrant family reunification or the proper 

management of transfers or returns to Mexico and 

will enhance its legitimacy to take up migration mat-

ters in multilateral fora. 

The agreement: A starting point for regional 

cooperation on matters of development

On a regional level, this agreement might also allow 

us to reframe our relationship with Central Ameri-

ca, which was affected by the spillover of the 2019 

crisis. For instance, several developments in migra-

tion in the region have taken place without Mexico’s 

participation, both in a restrictive perspective (e.g., 

with the agreements between Guatemala and the 

United States) and in a more open perspective (e.g., 

the Puntarenas Agreement under the leadership of 

Costa Rica). As the hinge between North Ameri-
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tion to convening broad dialogs. All the while, we do 

not focus our analysis on the pandemic as a cause of 

change in migration—an issue that would merit sep-

arate research.⁴

Our research is an exercise that pertains to a cer-

tain space and a certain time. We propose scenari-

os that are plausible based on the reality observed 

between the end of 2020 and mid-2021. But it will 

also be necessary to rethink beyond this juncture 

and adapt the analyses made in the event of high-

ly changing circumstances in Mexico, the United 

States, and Central America, not only in the legal 

realm but in the political realm and several others. 

Finally, this analysis is limited specifically because of 

the indisposition on the part of many individuals at 

the state and municipal levels to be interviewed on 

account of the proximity between the time at which 

we gathered our data and the elections held on June 

6, 2021. All these limitations force us to acknowl-

edge that the scenarios outlined here are necessarily 

incomplete, but they also invite us to raise them as 

topics for discussion. To use a sports metaphor, they 

merely represent the serve, an invitation to more 

people who might feel motivated to participate in 

the exercise.⁵
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Migration in the Demographic 

Evolution of North American and 

Northern Central American Countries

The six countries that make up the region of North 

America and Northern Central America are at ad-

vanced or intermediate stages of what is known as 

the demographic transition, characterized by the 

change from high and uncontrolled birth and mor-

tality rates to low and controlled levels. With the 

gradual decline in fertility, the shift from family 

economic systems to free market systems, wom-

en with higher levels of education, and changes to 

the incentives for having children, the demography 

of countries have been transformed. To a greater or 

lesser extent, the population of the countries of this 

region have begun to age. Although migration did 

not play a predominant role in these demograph-

ic transformations, at present—and in the face of 

the imminent aging of their populations—migra-

tion plays a fundamental role in the demographic 

sustainability of the socioeconomic systems of the 

countries analyzed herein. In other words, migration 

provides demographic opportunities for the region.

Convergence of birth and mortality

Since the 1980s, the demographic dynamics—that 

is, changes in the balance between existing popu-

lation plus births and immigrants minus deaths and 

emigrants—of the countries that make up the region 

of North America (Canada, the United States, and 

Mexico) and Northern Central America (Guatemala, 

Honduras, and El Salvador) have been very diverse 

and, in a sense, convergent and complementary. 

Fertility has declined to a greater or lesser extent 

in all countries. Canada and the United States have 

maintained levels below 2 children per woman since 

1980, but birth rates in the rest of the countries have 

decreased by about 4 children per woman, from 6 to 

2 children per woman in the past 40 years. Guate-

mala and Honduras are the countries with the high-

est fertility rates during 2015–2020. For the same 

period, Mexico and El Salvador are already below 

population replacement, at 2.1 children per woman.¹ 

Survival, measured by life expectancy at birth, 

has increased over the past four decades. At 82, 

Canada has the highest life expectancy of the six 

countries. The United States has stood stagnant 

at approximately 78 years, with the resulting di-

vergence from Canada since 2010. There is still no 

consensus on the main causes of such stagnation 

although evidence points to increases in cardiovas-

cular disease² and drug abuse.³ Life expectancy in 

Honduras and Mexico was 75 years in 2020. Mex-

ico, like the United States, has remained stagnant 

since 2000–2005, due to the increased murder rate 

resulting from the climate of violence caused by the 

war on drug trafficking.⁴,⁵ The country with the low-

est life expectancy at birth is El Salvador, at just over 

72 years. 

Convergences in natural growth 

and complementarity in social growth

When there are more births than deaths, the popu-

lation living in a country continues to increase, and 

the natural growth rate is positive. The continued 

decline in mortality and births in the countries of 

the region has led to a gradual decline in natural 

growth; the balance between births and deaths in 

a population expressed as a percentage. At the be-

ginning of the 1980s, Guatemala and Honduras had 

a natural growth rate of more than 3%, Mexico and 

El Salvador were around 2.4%, and Canada and the 

United States were around 0.7%. By 2020, the rate 

decreased to around 2% in Guatemala and Hondu-
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It is important to place these figures in context. 

The rates are relative to the population volume of 

each of the countries in the stated periods. Per Table 

1-1, although the population of the three countries in 

Northern Central America is slightly smaller than that 

of Canada, it is three times smaller than that of Mexi-

co, and the latter has a population three times small-

er than that of the United States. Thus, although the 

migration rate in the United States, close to 0.25%, 

of a population of about 330 million represents, in 

absolute terms, more than 800,000 people in 2020, 

El Salvador has a population of 6.5 million, which 

represents a loss of 48,000 people—equivalent to the 

capacity of the Yankee Stadium in New York.

Migration as a guarantor of sustained 

population growth

Together, the natural growth rate and the net migra-

tion rate make up the total growth rate of a popu-

lation. The growth rates of all six countries are de-

clining (see Figure 1-1), and if fertility, mortality, and 

migration trends continue, Mexico and El Salvador 

would be the only countries with negative growth in 

the next 40 years, which implies an acceleration to 

their aging processes. If trends in demographic vari-

ables continue, especially migration, Canada and the 

United States would have a stable positive growth. 

In fact, by the second half of the 21st century, these 

two countries may have the highest population 

growth in the region, albeit below 1%. This stability 

is mainly due to the assumption that net migration 

rates remain unchanged for these countries, as shown 

in the top panel of Figure 1-1. In other words, preserv-

ing a certain level of migration ensures stability in 

population growth as a whole, especially in contexts 

such as in Canada or the United States where natu-

ral growth—which does not include migration—can 

eventually reach zero or be negative, as is expected 

to happen in 15 years. 

To a greater or lesser extent, the population of 

the six countries has increased over the past 20 years 

(see Table 1-1) although the ratios are very different, 

and the compositions in terms of the foreign-born 

immigrant population has been very heterogeneous. 

By 2019, 21.3% of Canada’s population was born 

abroad, an increase of 44.4% compared with 2000. 

By contrast, in Mexico less than 1% of the population 

was born abroad. Although this hardly seems like 

an increase, the figure was doubled with respect to 

2000. Now, how many people are we talking about? 

In absolute terms, Canada’s population born abroad 

in 2019 was close to eight million; in Mexico, it was 

one million. In the United States, in 2019 the total 

immigrant population was 50 million, an increase of 

45% vis-à-vis 2000, when the figure stood at just 

under 35 million. In 2015, the total Canadian pop-

ulation irrespective of birthplace was 36 million. In 

the hypothetical and unlikely case that the entire 

population of Northern Central America in 2019 (35 

million) migrated to the United States, it would ac-

count for 67% of the foreign-born population in that 

country in 2019. This is virtually impossible because 

as mentioned earlier, net migration in Guatemala and 

Honduras is very close to zero today.

Migration as a Catalyst 

and Enhancer of the Socioeconomic 

Effects of the Aging Process

Changes in age structures

Migration levels and trends are determined by sever-

al conditions, foremost among which are economic, 

political, and demographic factors. The age structure 

is decisive in determining the emigration potential of 
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Table 1-1. Foreign-born population in North America and Northern Central America

Source: 1“World Population Prospects, 2019 Revision,”, United Nations, https://population.un.org/wpp/ 
2“Trends in International Migrant Stock: Migrants by Destination and Origin,” United Nations, 2019.

traditional sending countries. Similarly, the aging pro-

cess in traditionally receiving countries determines 

the potential demand for workforce. Figure 1-2 shows 

the age distribution of populations in the countries of 

the region. Strikingly, to a greater or lesser extent, all 

of them except Guatemala are in a clear aging pro-

cess: that is, they all show a contraction at the base 

of the population pyramid. Although Mexico and the 

countries in Northern Central America have young-

er age structures, they have contracted significantly 

in the last 20 years, leading to a greater proportion 

of adults. This is an indication that the migration po-

tential of Mexico and Central America will tend to 

decrease in the medium term, given that migration 

flows are merely for work and family reunification. 

Similarly, the age distribution of Canada and the 

United States shows that these countries are at the 

advanced stages of the aging process, which leads to 

requiring a workforce that lessens the social and eco-

nomic effects of the aging process.

To measure aging, the dependency ratio is used, 

calculated as the number of people of an econom-

ically dependent age—under 15 and over 65 years 

of age—with respect to the working or economically 

independent population—between 15 and 64 years 

of age. This ratio allows us to measure, together with 

other structural development factors in a country, 

the potential for economic development that results 

from having a predominantly working-age popu-

lation, also known as a demographic bonus or divi-

dend.⁸ Canada and the United States reached their 

maximum potential demographic bonus between 

2005 and 2010, Mexico will do so in the second half 

of the 2020s, and the countries in Northern Central 

America will reach theirs between 2040 and 2050 

(see Figure 1-3). El Salvador, on the other hand, will 

have a decreased capacity to capitalize on it because 

after 2045, its dependence ratio increases very rap-

idly until it reaches very similar levels to those in 

Canada and the United States. Aging in the United 

States will be slower but in relative terms very simi-

lar to Canada.⁹ This information shows that both the 

United States and Canada were able to extend the 

window of opportunity potentially offered by the 

demographic bonus for 30 years, between 1980 and 

2010, despite the low fertility rate—that is, thanks 

FOREIGN-BORN 
POPULATION2 

(thousands)

PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL 
POPULATION

CHANGE 
(%)

TOTAL POPULATION1 
(thousands)

Canada

United States

Mexico

Guatemala

El Salvador

Honduras

2000

30 588 

281 711 

 98 900 

 11 651 

 5 888 

 6 575 

 2015

 36 027 

320 878 

 121 858 

 16 252 

6 325

 9 113 

2019

 37 411 

329 065 

 126 014 

 17 581 

6 454

 9 746 

2000

5 512

34 814

538

48

32

29

2000

 18.0 

 12.4 

 0.5 

 0.4 

 0.5 

 0.4 

 2015

7 428

48 178

1 028

78

42

38

 2015

20.6 

 15.0 

 0.8 

 0.5 

 0.7 

 0.4

 2019

7 960

50 661

1 060

80

42

38

 2019

 21.3 

 15.4 

 0.8 

 0.5 

 0.7 

 0.4 

2000
-

 2019

44.4 

45.5 

97.0 

66.7 

31.3 

31.0 
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The linkage between migration policy and 

population policy to reduce the effects of aging

Should the type of reactive migration policies in the 

U.S. and planned migration policies in Canada con-

tinue, their population growth will be maintained, 

and they will avoid falling into a workforce deficit. 

It is harder to predict a scenario for Mexico, Guate-

mala, Honduras, and El Salvador. We know that they 

will also enter advanced stages of the aging process 

over the course of the next 50 years. Mexico will do 

so even in the next 10 years. If declining birth and 

mortality trends and negative migration rates con-

tinue, those countries will not have a stable and 

sustainable growth rate. Rather, they are ultimately 

trending toward population decline and advanced 

stages of the aging process, which they are not eco-

nomically prepared for, especially in El Salvador. It is 

therefore important for governments to create in-

stitutions or endow the institutions that they have 

with the ability to anticipate the effects of popula-

tion aging entailed in current demographic change.

For Mexico, a scenario that provides develop-

ment opportunities based on its demography is one 

in which the country takes a modified version of the 

Canadian model of planning for a certain number 

of immigrants per year in order to maintain a con-

stant population growth rate. However, the current 

lack of coordination between institutions and legal 

frameworks that regulate demographic phenomena 

prevents this, although it is an area of opportuni-

ty that can be readily addressed. Three institutions 

are responsible for analyzing and proposing migra-

tion-related programs and policies in Mexico: the 

National Population Council (CONAPO; Spanish ab-

breviation), the Migration Policy Unit, Registry and 

Identity of Persons (UPMRIP; Spanish abbreviation), 

and the National Institute for Migration (INM; Span-

ish acronym). The first is responsible for designing 

the population policy that sustains the country’s 

National Development Plan for each six-year period. 

However, with the creation of the UPMRIP and INM, 

CONAPO lost its power to be involved in migration 

policy and in integrating that policy more efficiently 

into population planning. The UPMRIP and INM must 

still perform the pending task of disseminating the 

recommendations of CONAPO recommendations (by 

way of publications) as well as of taking them to a 

public policy level able to set concrete goals in de-

mographic terms.

The current Mexican administration seems to 

favor U.S. aspirations in terms of containing Cen-

tral American migration over and above its own de-

mographic interests.  Mexico’s current stage in the 

aging process also indicates that migration flows to 

the United States will decline in the medium term. 

Mexico’s consistent transformation into a sending, 

transit, and receiving country includes a great source 

of uncertainty, in view of which it would be more 

important to set some minimum targets. Unfortu-

nately, the information available on prospective mi-

gration from a demographic perspective does not 

cover that type of abrupt change over time.
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that brought together a series of programs, such 

as Paisano, Programa de Repatriación Humana, Soy 

México, and Repatriados Trabajando, among oth-

ers. Under the López Obrador administration in 

November 2020, the Inter-Institutional Panel on 

Providing Integral Support to Returning Mexican 

Families (MIFR; Spanish acronym) was created as a 

forum for institutional interagency coordination, 

in addition to the INM and IME who are responsible 

for the Technical Secretariat. The IME convenes the 

MIFR on a quarterly basis. The third MIFR, in June 

2021, adopted the Inter-institutional Strategy for 

Integral Support for Repatriated and Returning 

Mexican Families (Strategy).⁸ It is still too early to 

assess the implementation of the measures pro-

vided for under the Strategy, although it does in-

Table 2-2. Cause of migration to Mexico

Country or Region of Birth

Born in Mexico
 

Returned from the United States

Returned from another country

Foreign-born

United States

Canada

Guatemala

El Salvador

Honduras

Venezuela

Colombia

Argentina

Cuba

Haiti

Rest of Americas

Spain

Rest of Europe

Asia and Oceania

Africa

Total

21.2

29.3

3.5

13.1

39.3

28.9

26.6

30.2

41.0

42.3

33.6

79.8

30.0

40.7

36.3

48.6

20.1

18.4

51.2

37.0

86.2

59.6

47.6

31.5

31.5

34.1

37.8

42.7

31.8

7.2

45.5

37.7

43.1

36.1

32.1

63.4

Economic/
Labor

Family
Violence 

and 
Insecurity

Study Deportation
Natural 

Disasters 
and Other 

Causes

Source: 2020 Mexican Census

Notes: The column for Family (under Causes) was assigned to the population aged 0 to 4 years born abroad who were not asked about the 

cause of migration, and it is assumed that they arrived in Mexico in the last five years. The column for the Deportation cause includes legal 

and administrative reasons, so it does not necessarily mean that the individual had a deportation order.

1.7

15.1

2.6

3.8

2.6

1.0

2.4

2.9

12.7

3.3

5.7

4.1

15.2

9.8

8.6

5.9

19.2

4.3

0.7

2.4

0.3

0.8

5.8

33.7

35.4

19.2

2.0

1.6

13.0

7.5

2.4

0.0

0.1

0.0

12.4

5.5

13.7

0.7

0.6

0

0.7

0.5

0.9

0

0.1

0.1

0.2

0

0.1

0

0

0

0

0.4

11.6

15.6

6.9

22.7

4.0

4.4

3.2

13.6

6.4

10.1

15.8

1.4

6.8

11.9

11.9

9.4

16.3

8.0
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conditions, and more importantly, it could provide 

the opportunity to have an active binational life that 

recognizes the capacity of multiple belongings in 

both countries as truly transnational dual citizens.

To take the family dimension into account. The 

deportation or return of Mexicans who are then 

unable to go back to the United States, where 

their relatives have been left behind, affects both  

Mexicans and U.S. citizens. A careful review from 

the standpoint of the greater good for children and 

family welfare of those implications by a binational 

commission could perhaps arrive at an understand-

ing of the measures that can be taken to prevent 

lengthy family separation, both involving minors 

who remain away from a parent in Mexico and the 

United States. For example, one discussion could be 

on how to avoid deportation proceedings if children 

are involved or when migrants lack social support 

networks in Mexico because they have lived most of 

their lives in the United States or on seeking ways 

to provide legal avenues for visiting family mem-

bers who stayed in the United States, and not just 

children or grandchildren. This consideration would 

entail considering the well-being of binational fam-

ilies of mixed backgrounds and legal status on both 

sides of the border. In that scenario, taking the fam-

ily dimension of migration into account could also 

generate legal channels through family reunification 

and better manage the migration of unaccompanied 

minors seeking to reunite with their parents, both in 

Mexico and the United States. 

Rethinking binationality. U.S. citizens who 

migrate accompanying returning Mexicans are 

primarily a binational population, by definition, 

although they do not all have formal dual citi-

zenship. Census data for 2020 show that 492,000  

individuals of all ages living in Mexico were born in 

the United States, and that they also had Mexican 

nationality or birth certificate: that is, two of every 

three U.S.-born- in Mexico have dual nationality. 

Although the first step toward their integration 

in Mexico is for those eligible to obtain Mexican  

nationality, efforts cannot be left at a relaunching 

of a national strategy like Soy México. Established 

in 2003 as a decentralized body of the Secretariat 

of Foreign Affairs, the IME seeks to strengthen links 

with the country of origin and promote integration 

into the society where they reside. Mexico could 

present the example and experience of the IME to 

the United States so that the latter administration 

supports the situation of its nationals in our coun-

try and others. Creating an organization of that 

nature should highlight the need to avert having a 

population in the future that lives in conditions of 

vulnerability despite having U.S. citizenship. In oth-

er words, a population with formal access to rights, 

but without the human, social, or economic capital 

to integrate into the United States if they decide to 

return to their home country. In addition, it would 

rekindle the U.S. government’s principle of watch-

ing over the interests of its citizens, regardless of 

age, ethnicity, class, country of parents’ birth, or 

current residence. That body should go beyond the 

consular work now carried out by the United States 

Embassy. The scope could be ever more far-reach-

ing if the body took on a dual nature reflecting the 

binationality of the population and included voices 

from both countries. 

For greater multilevel coordination. The Strategy 

articulates actors focused on various dimensions and 

works from seven multisectoral thematic groups: the 

right to identity, health, vulnerable groups, work-

place inclusion, education, economic development, 

and regulatory framework. Its multidimensional na-
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Source: Created by the author with data from COMAR, TRAC Immigration, and Savitri Arvey and Caitlyn Yates, “Metering Update. May 

2021” (Austin, Texas: Strauss Center for International Security and Law, May 2021)

Figure 3-2. Estimates of population seeking international protection in Mexico, 2021 

 

People under MPP currently eligible to enter the 
U.S. to continue their asylum process

40,000 (approximately)

People applying for refugee status in Mexico, 
through COMAR

41,195 (May 2021)  +
129, 106 (pending and/or abandoned cases)

= 170,301

People on metering lists waiting to be admitted 
into the U.S. to being their asylum process 

= 18, 683 (May 2021)

Others who are not currently enrolled on MPPs or 
in metering lists and have not requested refugee 
status to the Mexican government, but who plan 
on requesting asylum either in Mexico or the US 

Population seeking international 
protection in Mexico, 2021

= 228, 984

turn to cross; and (3) those traveling with the in-

tention of seeking asylum in the United States, but 

who are not yet included in either tally. According 

to official data, reports, and estimates published 

by different institutions, these two populations are 

calculated to total close to 230,000 people (see 

Figure 3-2). 

Population Seeking  

International Protection in Mexico:  

Tension, Prolonged Waits, 

Uncertainty, and Risk

The sustained rise in populations seeking protec-

tion, coupled with the implementation of measures 

restricting mobility and weaker refugee and asylum 

systems, has resulted in longer application process-

ing times in Mexico and the United States. Of the 

170,000 applications received by COMAR between 

January 2013 and March 2021, 43% have been re-

solved. In other words, up to March 2021, almost 

100,000 people were waiting—some, for years—for 

resolution by COMAR. During the fiscal year 2019, 

in the United States, the average wait for some 

form of resolution in asylum cases was 1,030 days 

or almost three years.³ Although those waiting in 

Mexico account for a small proportion of the lat-

ter cases, court delays and the weakening of the 

asylum system in the United States have impact-

ed those waiting at Mexico’s northern border to be 

admitted. 

From the regulatory standpoint, current leg-

islation on international protection provides that 

persons seeking refugee status in Mexico cannot 

leave the state where they began their proceeding 

until the process is complete.⁴ According to data 

from COMAR, the states of Chiapas and Tabasco 

in southern Mexico account for between 63% and 

80% of applications received in the past four years. 

Thus, most of the applicant population is concen-

trated in one of the regions that lag the most in 

the Human Development Index indicators: levels of 

education, life expectancy at birth, or housing con-

ditions.⁵ On the other hand, the population seeking 

asylum in the United States, which includes those 

waiting under MPP, metering lists, and recent arriv-

als that are hoping to cross the border, is concen-

trated in cities in northern Mexico, mainly in the 

cities of Tijuana, Mexicali, Ciudad Juarez, Reynosa, 
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nationals have also been granted TPS. It is worth 

noting that most of the proposals made so far seek 

to provide solutions for those who are already in 

the United States—not for those seeking to enter 

the country. The latter are the people who have the 

greatest impact on the mobility dynamics in Mex-

ico because they are the people who are stranded, 

on standby, or seeking to cross the border in order 

to initiate asylum proceedings.  

Comparatively, in Mexico, it was not until very 

recently that increased applications for refugee sta-

tus were reflected in substantive changes to the in-

ternational protection system. In 2020, the budget 

allocated to COMAR rose for the first time in years, 

from $20.8 million in 2019 to $47.4 million in 2020. 

In 2021, the intention is to add the resources previ-

ously earmarked for the Southern Border Commis-

sion, which would represent a COMAR budget of close 

to $100 million.¹⁰ That budget increase is in addition 

to the resources emanating from the agreements 

signed between SEGOB and UNHCR in early 2019, 

which have allowed COMAR to increase its staff from 

48 agents in 2019 to 140 agents in March 2020, and 

to expand its presence in Mexico from four to seven 

offices located at strategic sites in the country.¹¹ De-

spite this progress, there are still several challenges 

outstanding, such as the need for ongoing staff train-

ing, improving statistical and data collection sys-

tems, and expanding the presence of COMAR to other 

areas of the country. It is also important to recognize 

that an essential part of the favorable changes has 

depended on the support of international organiza-

tions. To overcome the challenges that remain, it is 

of utmost importance to seek mechanisms for im-

proving internal capacity, resource self-sufficiency, 

and sustainability in strengthening the international 

protection system in Mexico.   

Scenarios

Based on the available data and their expertise, the 

view held by the people interviewed for this report 

is that requests for international protection in both 

Mexico and the United States are likely to contin-

ue to increase on the short and medium term. On 

the one hand, some of the root causes of expulsion 

have worsened. There is a deepening of the eco-

nomic crisis that is intertwined with other social 

and political aspects, human rights violations, and 

increased levels of crime and violence. In addition 

to the countries of Northern Central America, po-

litical instability in Nicaragua, Colombia, Cuba, 

and Haiti, and deteriorating conditions in Vene-

zuela are identified as factors that will contribute 

to displacement, as well as the possible arrival of 

extra-continental asylum seekers, which would 

require diversified assistance for populations with 

different needs. Contributing further are the nat-

ural disasters of 2020—especially hurricanes Eta 

and Iota—as well as the worsening of extreme con-

ditions in Central America’s so-called dry corridor. 

Meanwhile, at least two reasons for increased mo-

bility are identified: (1) the perception of the end 

of the pandemic and the easing of some mobility 

restriction measures, such as border closures; and 

(2) the changes that are expected to the asylum 

system in the United States following the change 

of administration. 

Stability or tightening of the United States 

asylum system and “imposed cooperation”

In view of the arrival of more people seeking to en-

ter the United States along its southern border, this 

scenario examines a situation in which the United 

States reinforces existing restrictions or does not 

implement substantive changes that would allow 
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internment into U.S. territory to apply for asylum. 

In addition to the internment restrictions, it is like-

ly that pressure will be increased for Mexico and 

countries in Northern Central America to imple-

ment measures restricting mobility and offshoring 

international protection,¹² such as the Cooperation 

Agreements on Asylum or the rule that required 

asylum to be requested in countries of transit pri-

or to applying for it in the United States, both of 

which are invalid as of this writing.¹³ 

So far, as mentioned earlier, the U.S. govern-

ment has outlined a series of proposals and execu-

tive actions that focus on the population already in 

the United States or in the process of applying for 

asylum. In addition, it has emphasized a dissuasive 

discourse to irregular migration embodied in Vice 

President Kamala Harris’ “Do not come” declaration 

during her 2021 visit to Guatemala.¹⁴ This discourse, 

like many others, combines and confuses irregular 

migration with forced displacement and the search 

for international protection, without recognizing 

that seeking asylum is a regular way of migrating. For 

people who want to go to the United States, there 

have been discussions about the possibility of estab-

lishing information and processing centers in Central 

America. Doing so would allow people to wait near 

their places of origin rather than at the Mexico–U.S. 

border. The proposal is ironic because, among 

other things, staying close to home means that peo-

ple fleeing their homes due to danger, threats and 

fear, and seeking international protection would be 

exposed to greater danger. 

Redistribution of spaces and responsibility 

at the domestic level

Faced with a scenario that makes it difficult to 

enter and stay in the United States and apply for 

international protection there, one can expect in-

creased applications for refugee status in Mexico, 

longer wait times, and higher concentrations of 

populations along the northern and southern bor-

der areas, seeking opportunities for entry to the 

United States, be it regular or irregular.  

One possible way forward in view of this real-

ity is to promote initiatives for distribution of the 

applicant population to locations that are better 

suited to receive them, where there is a need for la-

bor, and where local authorities and networks can 

provide basic services to those waiting. In 2019, a 

joint effort undertaken by COMAR, STPS, INM, and 

UNHCR enabled implementation of a pilot program 

that resettled 5,500 refugees from southern Mex-

ico to other labor-intensive locations,¹⁵ such as 

Saltillo, Coahuila. The initiative is a first redistribu-

tion exercise that could be expanded not only in 

terms of the number of beneficiaries and destina-

tion locations but also to include those who have 

not yet been recognized as refugees and who are 

on standby. According to the interviewees for this 

report, the proposal has encountered significant 

resistance from the United States, where they are 

interpreting possibility of movement as facilitating 

mobility northward, as well as within the Mexi-

can government because it requires, among other 

things, a reform of the current Regulation of the 

Law on Refugees and Complementary Protection. 

A new approach: From humanitarian 

assistance to temporary inclusion 

and permanent integration

This scenario is presented either as an alternative to 

redistribution, because it may be difficult to make 

legislative changes, or as a convergent strategy.  

The scenario implies fully assuming the role of 





documents (CURP, RFC, migration documentation, 

etc.), access to education and health care, work 

placements, and housing, among others.

Finally, and with the scenarios top of mind, it 

would be essential to know and recognize the needs 

and capabilities at the local level in terms of la-

bor, housing, and basic services, such as education  

and health care. This would make it possible to 

develop plans for temporary and/or permanent 

inclusion of mobile populations that include pos-

sibilities for emerging regularization as well as to 

identify the need to strengthen assistance net-

works at the local, federal, and bi-national levels, 

all of which are key actors in the implementation of 

a comprehensive, international protection policy.
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fer greater protection to Mexicans fleeing violence 

is due to several factors. One of those is its unwill-

ingness to recognize that the Mexican government 

is unable to guarantee the security of its population 

within its borders due to various political and com-

mercial interests. Another factor is the concern of 

various U.S. authorities that if violence and insecuri-

ty caused by criminal groups are accepted as grounds 

for asylum, then migrants from other regions of the 

world facing serious security problems and violence 

within their territories would also be drawn there.

Deteriorating violence and insecurity without 

acknowledgement of forced displacement

Maintaining the public security policy that favors 

armed confrontation, coupled with recent changes 

in international drug markets, that have led to fur-

ther clashes between criminal groups over the con-

trol of synthetic drug precursors arriving in Mexico 

from Asia, and which are subsequently processed 

and shipped to the United States,⁸ could have an 

impact on the increase in violence and insecurity in 

several regions of Mexico. Thus, far from criminal 

groups reaching regional or local agreements, vio-

lence could increase in the short and medium term, 

both in regions with a long history of growing opium 

poppy and marijuana and in new synthetic drug pro-

duction regions and shipping routes, leading to new 

internal displacement and forced migration.

Criminal investment and addressing forced 

displacement under binational cooperation 

and in national violence reduction programs 

Because the cause of the increase in internal dis-

placement and forced migration is largely explained 

by the increase in violence and criminal insecurity 

inflicted by different criminal groups in recent years, 

the governments of Mexico and the United States 

need to work together on controlling guns and in-

ternational drug markets as well as on monitoring 

the money-laundering schemes of criminal groups 

to whitewash the proceeds of their illicit activi-

ties. These measures could reduce the financial and 

physical resources available to and used by criminal 

groups to exact violence in different regions of Mex-

ico and other countries, and consequently reduce in-

ternal displacement and forced migration in Mexico. 

To achieve this, the governments of Mexico and 

the United States would in principle need to accept re-

sponsibility for the growth of the drug and arms mar-

kets in the region. The United States is one of the pri-

mary drug-consuming countries in the world, on the 

one hand, where a large share of the drugs involved 

cross Mexico’s land and sea borders using many dif-

ferent means of corruption.⁹ The United States, on 

the other hand, is one of the main suppliers of illegal 

weapons entering Mexico, which increases the finan-

cial and arms power of criminal groups, thus enabling 

them to exert violence and control over territories for 

production, distribution, and sale of drugs.¹⁰

In addition to changes in security policies to re-

duce levels of violence, there are other possible solu-

tions. The General Law to Prevent and Address Forced 

Internal Displacement is about to be enacted in Mex-

ico, and it may have positive impacts making victims 

of forced displacement visible and able to be recipi-

ents of assistance.¹¹ The law would have to lead to 

institution of programs for defining and quantifying 

internally displaced persons in addition to programs 

to help and protect victims. If this were achieved, 

forced migration to the United States could also be 

reduced: Forced displaced persons would have other 

options within Mexico itself. Enactment of the LDFI 

could also have an unexpected negative impact on 
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forced migrants from Mexico: A higher percentage of 

asylum refusals if judges in the United States believe 

that the Mexican government can provide protection 

to its displaced population within its own borders.

Given the lack of financial resources earmarked 

for the LDFI, immediate efforts derived from it will fo-

cus solely on estimating internally displaced persons 

within and outside Mexico from various data sourc-

es, such as the 2020 Mexican Census, as well as on 

understanding the socioeconomic and demographic 

characteristics of displaced persons and identifying 

their places of origin and destination. In addition, the 

first assistance and protection programs could be de-

veloped although with objectives limited to provid-

ing financial resources and/or assisted resettlement 

to alleviate the effects of forced displacement.

On the flip side of that coin, it is difficult for 

reforms to asylum laws and changes to other pro-

tection programs to be made in the United States. 

They would require amending current laws, both in 

respect of the grounds for asylum and annual accep-

tance quotas reflected in the protection of Mexican 

migrants due to insecurity and violence, in addition 

to inclusion of Mexico in other types of protection, 

such as TPS.¹²

A partial solution toward increasing protections 

for forced migrants has been proposed by academics 

and officials from Mexico and the United States, 

who suggest granting temporary and renewable vi-

sas that allow forced migrants to live in the United 

States and have access to formal jobs as well as en-

abling permanent residence after a certain period of 

time. Increasing such visas and other types of pro-

tection would also benefit asylum seekers awaiting 

trial, who number in the hundreds of thousands. 

However, this potential partial remedy requires 

pressure from national and international organiza-

tions that protect forced migrants, and in particular, 

those fleeing violence in their countries of origin.

An example is Colombia where, despite not  

having the physical and financial resources of the 

United States, TPS for Venezuelan migrants flee-

ing the social and economic crisis was recently ap-

proved. According to local media, more than 1 mil-

lion migrants have already been registered, and the 

protection is intended to cover the entirety of the 1.7 

million Venezuelan migrants estimated to reside in 

Colombia. This protection will be valid for 10 years 

and will allow the migrants to have regular immigra-

tion status, after which they will be able to access a 

permanent resident visa.¹³

Cooperation between public and private 

sectors for development of local programs 

to address the needs of forced migrants 

at places of destination

Cities along the Mexico–U.S. border or cities of stra-

tegic importance for internal and international mi-

gration based on economic, labor, violence or other 

reasons face economic and social pressures. In view 

of these pressures, local, state, and federal govern-

ments can also open spaces and create conditions 

for collaboration between the public and private 

sectors who seek to remedy this situation. Public 

and private sector collaboration could inspire inte-

gration—at least temporary—of displaced persons 

at places of destination. An example of this was 

offered by Iniciativa Juárez, a strategy implemented 

in Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua in 2019. It consisted 

of taking action to address the health, food, reg-

ulation, employment, and accommodation needs 

of international and internal migrants seeking to  

cross into the United States, as well as those of mi-

grants who were sent back from the United States. 
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The program was funded and supported by enter-

prises, Mexican and international organizations, 

and by the three levels of government.¹⁴

Even though the impact of Iniciativa Juárez was 

limited—among other factors, by the lack of ties 

to other local actors and civil society, as well as by  

the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic—the strat-

egy can serve as an example to other cities and  

regions with migrants fleeing violence and insecuri-

ty. Faced with an adverse scenario stemming from 

increased violence in Mexico and forced displace-

ments, in addition to U.S. migration policy that has 

increased wait times and barriers for asylum seek-

ers, institution of joint programs that partner gov-

ernments, entrepreneurs, and civil society would 

constitute a real response aimed at easing the vul-

nerability and shortages faced by these individuals.

However, the development of comprehensive 

strategies at transit and/or destination points will 

depend on the specific economic, demographic, 

and social characteristics of those places. Conse-

quently, despite not being able to institutionalize 

such local strategies, an open dialog among the 

actors involved can lead to the development of 

programs aligned with the realities of each place, 

which would allow them to integrate into local 

economies, generating economic growth and so-

cial welfare for the entire population, in addition to 

meeting the needs of migrants.
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With the publication of Migration and Refugee Laws 

in 2011, Mexico began to profoundly change its 

migration policies, adopting a state-of-the-art ap-

proach focused on human rights and the noncrimi-

nalization of migration. This legal development has 

continued under the current administration. Rele-

vant international conventions have recently been 

incorporated, bridging gaps that had been identified 

with respect to migratory realities, such as returns 

and internal displacements, or the needs of vulner-

able persons, such as children and adolescents. Ac-

cording to the 2011 Migration Law, the approach to 

migration management should be: “comprehensive 

[and] in keeping with the complexity of the inter-

national mobility of persons, addressing the various 

representations of migration in Mexico as a coun-

try of origin, transit, destination and return of mi-

grants.”¹ Apart from the remaining task of adopt-

ing integration goals suitable to different migrant 

groups, there is not much left to improve in Mexico’s 

migration laws. Rather, it is their enforcement that 

stands to be improved. The recent shift in roles, re-

sponsibilities, and visibility among migration agen-

cies has widened a gap between the existing legal 

framework and its enforcement. Too, another gap 

has arisen: a gap between the legal and institutional 

framework that threatens to hinder the advance-

ment of Mexico’s interests in the short, medium, 

and long term.

Based on concepts of the comparative analysis 

of migration policies, in this section, I undertake to 

analyze the institutional displacement of migra-

tion management in Mexico and develop scenarios 

on what could be expected should it be or not be 

corrected. I suggest that the current administration 

has an exceptional opportunity to improve the in-

stitutional architecture of migration management. 

Mexico could use its advanced legal framework to 

achieve global positioning as an example of migra-

tion management if, paradoxically, it were to reduce 

the dominance of foreign policy over migration policy, 

such that the latter can treat the various dimensions 

of migration with the broad perspective for which it 

has a mandate, and take into account the diversity 

of migrants as well as Mexico’s interests.

Why Displacement in Migration 

Policy Management Is a Problem

From a comparative point of view, not everything 

measured by migration policy rankings necessarily 

applies.² Even in highly industrialized democracies, 

there are some inconsistencies—or implementation 

gaps, to use public policy jargon—between the letter 

and practice of migration policies. However, some in-

consistencies are more concerning than others. When 

institutions that have the legal mandate to manage 

migration in a country are not the same as those 

that actually carry it out, migration management be-

comes uncertain. Moreover, dialog with key actors for 

migration governance becomes cumbersome. These 

actors range from NGOs as front-line responders in 

the domestic realm, from the local to the national 

level, to international organizations and other state 

governments that would ideally need to work togeth-

er from a view of shared responsibility at the interna-

tional level. In Mexico, such inconsistencies are worri-

some today not only because they exist between the 

letter and practice (i.e., between the adoption of laws 

and their implementation) as has long been the case, 

but because recently they have also trickled through 

to the very policy-adoption process, and between the 

legal and executive realms. 
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the test in the midst of the summer 2019 crisis, when 

Trump tied immigration containment to tariffs. In 

that context, it was necessary to strengthen coordi-

nation among agencies that dealt with matters rel-

evant to migration, although the same decree that 

created the CIAIMM narrowed both the purpose and 

the portion of migratory reality within its purview: 

“to contribute to the solution of the origin of mass 

migratory flows from [. . .] primarily Central America 

to the United States, which is the work of all pub-

lic bodies that make up the Federal Public Admin-

istration within their respective powers.”⁵ CIAIMM 

operates as an interagency coordinating body and is 

supported by various working groups specializing in 

migrant affairs, regions, and categories. However, by 

definition, it does not possess the powers to propose 

a comprehensive strategy for migration policy.⁶ The 

agency formally assigned this attribution is UPMRIP, 

which is currently active in matters of documenta-

tion, compilation, and producing reports—tasks that 

are within its purview but fall well short of its full 

range of powers.⁷

In parallel with the creation of CIAIMM, the bod-

ies that until 2019 had channeled the plural voice 

of governmental and nongovernmental agencies to 

the government in migration policy-making were 

blurred. This remark applies both to the domestic 

arena and to policy aimed at the Mexican diaspora: 

in the former case, the INM Citizens’ Council (CCINM) 

and the SEGOB Consultative Council on Migration 

Policy (CCPM) spaced out or ceased their sessions. 

In the latter, the Advisory Board for IME and the Na-

tional Board for Mexican Communities Abroad had 

already disappeared by the former or at the start 

of the current administration. This time lag implies 

ruling out that the CIAIMM has dislodged all these 

bodies; their disappearance was more likely due to 

the coinciding timelines of the Trump administra-

tion, its pressures, and the pandemic. In fact, only 

two of them had the coordinating authority that  

CIAIMM could have replaced; the other two (CCINM 

and CCIME) were for civil society consultation. 

It is understandable that in 2019, all four advisory 

bodies have been neglected in order to simplify the 

management of migration policy and its ability to 

respond to crises. However, after overcoming those 

crises, strengthening migration policy management 

means the exact opposite: promoting appropria-

tion, legitimization, and socialization of migration 

policy through a plural, horizontal, and flexible in-

stitutional framework in which advisory councils 

play a central role. Fortunately, a recently published 

agreement to reform the CCPM⁸ suggests that the 

government was perhaps seeking to revive the body 

at least after reforming it. It appears to have been 

simplified in the sense that the number of sessions 

was reduced, and the working groups were eliminat-

ed (perhaps so as not to duplicate them given that 

now CIAIMM that operates on the basis of working 

groups). However, this new agreement has created 

a core of participants with voting power (joined by 

representatives of three agencies that previously did 

not belong to the CCPM) and a “periphery” of par-

ticipants with a voice albeit no voting power. Rep-

resentatives of civil society and academia remain in 

this new periphery. Although the CCPM has yet to 

be convened, the publication of the new agreement 

enables us to expect it to be convened under its new 

conformation. At this point, we must emphasize 

that even if it were not obvious to some of the offi-

cials interviewed—who in the interest of efficiency, 

seem to prefer direct channels for decision-mak-

ing—shutting down the voice of civil society in mi-

gration management along with the absence of civil 
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under different categories, from tourism and family 

reunification to the regularization of migrants with 

an irregular status; access to the country for those 

seeking humanitarian protection; and work visas 

for migrant workers); (2) integration (of both im-

migrants and returnees) and diaspora engagement 

(of Mexican emigrants and their descendants); and 

finally, (3) access to Mexican citizenship without 

distinctions. 

In addition to the U.S. context, another im-

portant condition outlines a favorable scenario for 

Mexico to develop this strategy. Mexico can take 

advantage of its profile in terms of comparative ge-

ographies and migratory phenomena by positioning 

itself to benefit from facing them via clear policies. 

In this scenario, the current administration would 

not only regain its initial ambition to illustrate the 

implementation of the Global Compact for Safe, Or-

derly and Regular Migration, but from a comparative 

perspective, it would seize an extraordinary oppor-

tunity for international projection in the present 

world climate. 

The reason for this is that Mexico is one of sever-

al “node” migration countries connecting the North 

and South, as are Morocco and Turkey. Lately, these 

countries are under pressure to subordinate their mi-

gration policies to those of more powerful countries 

(dubbed “externalization of migration” policies), of-

ten in return for remuneration (see EU-Turkey Pact). 

Fortunately, the Mexican government was able to 

preserve some measure of sovereignty in deciding 

the ways in which it would respond to the pressure 

exerted by the executive of the United States in 

2019–2020 and setting certain limits, such as re-

fusing to accept designation as a Safe Third Coun-

try. What was then criticized as a lack of cunning to 

require compensation, today could be advantageous 

because key international organizations in global mi-

gration governance—UNHCR and IOM—are currently 

supporting the resistance of node countries to the 

externalization of migration policies.¹² Because it sets 

limits rather than negotiating retribution, Mexico 

could now lead this resistance. However, to do so, it 

must advance its own broad and ambitious strategy. 

Recently, the government of Colombia—a node  

country in the recent exodus of people from  

Venezuela—made a decision that captured every-

one’s attention, and not just in South America but in 

the entire world: It gave immigrants with an irregular 

status the chance to regularize and obtain a residence 

visa.¹³ There is little talk, however, of the necessary 

condition for such a decision to be possible: namely, 

the institutional strengthening that was developed 

for many years¹⁴ toward a national migration policy 

that would be capable in the medium term of meet-

ing the challenge posed by “any migratory phenome-

non.”¹⁵ With a Migration Law akin to those in Colom-

bia, this goal would be within Mexico’s reach. 

Even if Mexico does refrain from emulating models  

(e.g., Colombia, or in Europe, Portugal), the current 

situation provides the government with an opportu-

nity to reconfigure the capabilities and mandates of 

agencies responsible for the design, implementation, 

monitoring, consultation, and evaluation of migration 

policies. Mexican immigration laws enable us to reach 

for this goal. In addition, the commitments that the 

current administration made on migration policy in 

December 2018 (see note 4), which are now an en-

cumbrance because of how distant they seem from 

implementation, could leverage such a reconfiguration 

and serve to reposition Mexico in the world. The 2011 

Migration Law and the adjustments made to date har-

bor the regulatory prestige of a progressive position in 

an intensely controversial area of today’s world. 
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In the short term, the intersection of migration 

and foreign policies and their current large overlap 

can be used to professionalize foreign policy on mi-

gration issues, which due to the complexity of flows 

that characterize Mexico, has arrived to stay on the 

SRE agenda. However, squandering this momentum 

to strengthen migration management and to project 

an ambitious and independent view of migration to 

the outside could be costly if the external situation 

worsens in the medium and long terms. It is possi-

ble that the confluence of regional and international 

factors that could enable Mexico to return to a pres-

tigious path, projecting foreign policy through an 

immigration policy that is consistent with our laws 

and traditions of refuge¹⁶  may not present itself 

again for decades. If this opportunity is squandered, 

both in a scenario in which the complex situation 

leading to emigration from Central America wors-

ens, and in another scenario where Trumpism gains 

strength, Mexico would have an even weaker posi-

tion in the medium term than it did in 2019.
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time, the political process of immigration reform is 

not considered an all-or-nothing battle but rather 

an incremental opening of spaces to bring about 

partial changes that favor, temporarily or perma-

nently, migrant segments in precarious or irregular 

situations. The challenge for Biden is to decisively 

and swiftly push reforms ahead of the 2022 mid-

term elections without causing a boomerang effect 

from the Republicans that could derail them, but 

without allowing slowness to diminish credibility 

and support—a political balancing act that Obama 

was unable to perform.

At the federal level, three possible avenues for 

change are: (1) specific and partial legislative re-

forms to existing immigration laws and annual bud-

getary allocations to conditional or nonconditional 

immigration programs and agencies; (2) unilateral 

executive actions (executive orders, administrative 

changes, and new regulatory practices authorized by 

the U.S. Attorney General); and (3) judicial decisions 

by federal and supreme courts to settle immigration 

cases or interpret the constitutionality of legislative 

and executive actions. One finding of this research 

that gives credence to the view that there is a win-

dow of opportunity is the high level of activity on mi-

gration issues seen in each of these avenues during 

the first six months of the Biden administration.  

Mexican Response: 

Challenges and Opportunities 

Mexico has responded in a deliberately cautious 

manner, limiting itself to welcoming the new U.S. 

migration agenda, recognizing the role of remittanc-

es as a family safety net and a source of economic 

recovery, and managing the terms of bilateral dialog 

with various U.S. authorities and counterparts on a 

case-by-case basis. In these dialogs, Mexico’s objec-

tives have been to restore normalcy at the border, 

increase access to vaccines, support border infra-

structure and migrant assistance centers, and facili-

tate of asylum and work migration processes.  

However, for Mexico, this change in attitude 

and approach—whose symbolic indicator is the se-

mantic substitution of the term “alien” for the term 

“non-citizen” in speeches and official documents⁴—

implies a series of opportunities and challenges at 

the very center of the intersection between migra-

tion policy and foreign policy. 

The first challenge is to make a realistic cal-

culation of the possibilities that reforms to immi-

gration laws, policies, and practices announced by 

the Biden administration are achievable in the cur-

rent polarized political and health crisis climate. It 

would involve paying attention to and monitoring 

the changing configuration of actors and interests 

for and against, identifying how and when the ex-

pected changes might come, and above all, building 

bridges with relevant stakeholders that share Mex-

ican preferences.

The second challenge is precisely to address the 

problems and take advantage of the spaces that dif-

ferent migration scenarios in the United States open 

to conduct bilateral relations from a multilevel dip-

lomatic strategy in which consulates play a signifi-

cant role. This would involve setting objectives and 

priorities at the highest level in addition to devel-

oping and coordinating guidelines on how consular 

representations could contribute to regularization 

processes, whether with information and legal and 

administrative advice to Mexican migrants or in 

some other capacity, such as political lobbying, stra-

tegic litigation, and public diplomacy. All this would 

require a prior diagnosis of the foreseeable impact of 

the new measures and initiatives on the situation of 
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diplomacy on the part of Mexico is particularly im-

portant to balance the information that reaches at-

tentive U.S. audiences. 

Extension of the status quo with 

incremental changes by executive action 

without legislative changes

In this scenario, incremental changes are based on 

presidential decrees and directives. In his first six 

months in the White House, Biden signed 27 mi-

gration-related executive orders and presidential 

directives, mostly to reverse restrictive Trump pol-

icies, such as the ban on entry to people from six 

Muslim-majority countries, the border wall, the ex-

clusion of migrants with irregular status from the 

count on which electoral redistricting is based, can-

cellations to TPS, the expulsion of unaccompanied 

minors, the MPP with Mexico, and the Public Charge 

Rule. Other directives set out ways to strengthen 

the DACA program, accelerate family reunification, 

raise refugee quotas and work visas, open fast-track 

options to citizens for agricultural workers, and al-

locate resources to address the causes of migration. 

It is unclear how long these actions will take or how 

long it would take for migrants to receive their bene-

fits, and this path could be hampered by unforeseen 

factors associated with the pandemic or the situa-

tion on the border with Mexico—and even stop if 

Democrats lose the majority in Congress in the 2022 

mid-term elections. 

Quagmire due to mobilized anti-immigration 

actors and politicized migration agenda

in contexts of health crisis or lack 

of border control

The third scenario—in which progress would be even 

less—deals with the actions and reactions of different 

reforms, budgetary constraints, and the limited in-

stitutional capabilities of consulates; and the grow-

ing backlog in services they have provided since the 

COVID-19 pandemic.

Scenarios in the United States 

Incremental changes through executive 

action and partial legislative reforms

At the present juncture, even partial initiatives 

with some bipartisan support, as in the case of so-

called Dreamers, require bold legislative tactics to 

take advantage of the narrow margins of action for 

their approval, which are limited to two options: (1) 

reaching agreements to limit or modify filibuster-

ing, which currently requires some Senate Repub-

lican support to collect at least 60 votes; and/or 

(2) making changes to the annual budget approval 

process (“budget reconciliation rule”) with a simple 

Democrat majority. As of July 1, 2021, immigration 

initiatives and resolutions submitted during the cur-

rent 117th legislature totaled 339 (171 Republican 

and 168 Democrat)¹⁰ on the following topics: border 

security and infrastructure, DACA, agricultural work-

ers, TPS, work in essential activities, processing and 

infrastructure for asylum, and caring for the needs 

of unaccompanied children. 

Republican activism consists of an avalanche of 

bills to limit asylum and immigration and increase 

border security, although Republican congressmen 

from California and the northwestern states support 

the opening of agricultural and professional work vi-

sas as well as DACA. The future of these bills will de-

pend largely on pressure, activism, and mobilization 

by interested social and economic actors. Although 

the legislative route is the most uncertain of all, the 

media battle is just as important. For this reason, 

a proactive strategy for public and parliamentary 
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internal actors in the United States that could block 

the process. This is the case of the reluctance within 

immigration agencies, such as ICE and of opposing 

legislative and judicial reactions advanced by state 

and local Republican governments—particularly in 

Arizona, Florida, and Texas—that could potentially 

stop or even reverse the implementation of pres-

idential directives and administrative rules. The 

court’s suspension of the presidential order for a 100 

moratorium on deportations at the request of the 

Attorney General of Texas and the pressure to keep 

Title 42 in force are textbook examples: instead of 

pausing expulsions, they increased between January 

and April 2021.¹¹ Further, there is strong political 

pressure from Republicans against making border 

controls more flexible, and this has forced Biden to 

slow down and to prioritize containment measures 

over those on shelter, openness, and integration.  

So far, the Biden administration has chosen 

to segment the decision-making process between 

the U.S. State Department and the Department of 

Homeland Security (DHS). The implications of the 

current approach to handling and managing migra-

tion issues at the federal level are still unclear, al-

though overlaps and interbureaucratic conflicts are 

foreseeable. What is clear is that there are numer-

ous points of potential veto in the political and deci-

sion-making process of the United States. 

Scenarios for Mexico: 

Piecing Things Together

In any of the aforementioned three scenarios, the 

consular network,¹² which is responsible for address-

ing the diversity of local dynamics affecting the Mex-

ican population and influencing the design and prac-

tice of U.S. migration policy, becomes more relevant 

from strategic and operational standpoints. In the 

U.S. west coast states, the pro-immigrant lobbying 

by economic and social actors is more intense than 

ever; in U.S. southern and border states, Republicans 

block reforms with restrictive measures and judicial 

remedies. This disparity represents a significant ob-

stacle to finding balance and defining consular di-

plomacy approaches. 

Interviews conducted for this study with deci-

sion-makers and social actors revealed the need to 

distinguish the impacts of the scenarios described in 

different types of consulates operating in disparate 

political contexts. To plan a multilevel diplomatic 

strategy, it would be useful to distinguish between 

four categories of consulates: those in state capitals 

(13), at the border (12), dealing with traditional im-

migration (14), and those dealing with emerging im-

migration (11). Urgent and pressing issues are often 

concentrated in border consulates, while the grow-

ing deficit between the demand for services and 

resources primarily affects consulates dealing with 

emerging migration. The strategic niches where fine 

weaving would be called for to establish permanent 

regularization solutions for Dreamers and agricul-

tural and essential workers are mainly found in the 

state capital and traditional immigration consulates. 

Another revealing fact from the interviews is 

that in a political system as open and decentralized 

as the one in the United States, Mexican consulates 

and the embassy in Washington are particularly ac-

tive because of the multiple demands and pressures 

they face on the ground. Sometimes they function 

as the main agent of change when they work to build 

ad hoc alliances and achieve synergies with strategic 

governmental and nongovernmental¹³ actors around 

specific causes and themes. Two recent cases illus-

trate this dynamic: the enactment of Arizona SB 

1420 (March 2021), which recognizes consular regis-

Outlook on Migration Reform in the United States and Possible Multilevel Diplomatic Responses by Mexico: The Role of Consulates    80





migration policy and cautious foreign policy based 

on nonintervention, there is not much in the short 

term in the way of possible change because of the 

political tie between competing forces in the United 

States, nor in Mexico because of the absence of a 

defined strategy that has resulted from intermittent 

attention given the subject at the highest level, bu-

reaucratic disputes, and institutional reorganization. 

Should this inertial scenario prevail, by the second 

half of the Biden administration, the possibilities for 

reform could disappear, and Mexican foreign policy 

could have missed the opportunity to forge a com-

prehensive bilateral understanding on migration 

while not having updated or strengthened one of its 

key instruments—consular diplomacy.

protection needs and on the situation in the United 

States given their direct and daily relationship with 

the numerous and heterogeneous Mexican diaspo-

ra. They are, therefore, a key and singular actor that 

distinguishes Mexican foreign policy from any other.

To conclude, everything seems to indicate that 

the task of redirecting migration and foreign policies 

in Mexico and the United States faces major obsta-

cles, so if there are any changes, they will trickle in 

and require a heavy dose of high-level political at-

tention. Although the current political climate in 

the United States with the Biden immigration plan 

encourages the enabling governmental and non-

governmental actors in Mexico for a potential and 

eventual process to revise the dominant restrictive 
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Migration and Foreign Policy

The last few years, ever since Donald Trump joined the 

political scene in the United States, have once again 

demonstrated the extremely complex relationship 

between the migration phenomenon and foreign 

policy. To analyze this link, the assumption that mi-

gration policy is foreign policy is often quite rightly 

made, although bureaucratically speaking, migration 

policy is not—or should not be—in the purview of the 

SRE. The SEGOB and the INM design and implement 

migration policy. However, this does not release the 

SRE from having a fundamental role. Migration poli-

cy involves relationships with other countries, inter-

national organizations, and most notably, consular 

work. At the very least, one could expect the SRE 

to act as a coordinator among the multiple actors 

involved in migration and its management. Thus, as 

this report argues, at the origin lies an intersection 

between foreign policy and migration: an intersection 

that can take various forms and have positive or neg-

ative effects. 

The study of Mexico’s foreign policy has identi-

fied irregular migration as one of the conflicting issues  

in the Mexico-United States relationship. In this re-

gard, there has been much discussion around the 

“compartmentalization” of the bilateral relationship: 

that is, preventing one of the divisive issues from “con-

taminating” others or the relationship as a whole, as 

one of the objectives shared by the two countries to 

better conduct their relations. This goal, however, has 

not always been achieved, and it may be worthwhile 

to wonder whether it is always desirable. Moreover, 

issues do not merely intersect: They can take priority 

and drive foreign policies, usually Mexico’s, to “the-

matize.” Thus, we have seen periods when Mexican 

policy vis-à-vis the United States has been centered 

on one issue, be it some regional problem, trade, 

drug trafficking, or migration, to name a few. At the 

current juncture, and looking to the future, certain 

questions need to be answered. How much room for 

negotiation does Mexico have with the United States 

on migration? How does migration management in-

fluence foreign policy in general? What suits Mexico’s 

interests better: “migratizing” or “de-migratizing” the 

bilateral agenda? 

Mexico Sitting between the 

United States and Central America: 

The Difficult Triangulation

The current scenario originated during Trump’s 

presidential campaign, although its initial seeds are 

from Peña Nieto’s term of office when the Southern  

Border Plan was implemented, and Barack Obama be-

came the “Deporter-in-Chief.” What changed when  

Trump became a candidate and later president was 

the intensity and type of pressure exerted by the Unit-

ed States on Mexico, forcing it to meet its interests, 

the aggressive narrative against Mexico and migration 

in general, and the critical role played by migration from 

Central America. Thus, and since then, the bilateral 

relationship and therefore Mexico’s foreign policy has 

centered on two main themes: NAFTA and migration. 

In both cases, candidate Trump threatened the Mexi-

can government: in the former, to withdraw the United 

States from NAFTA if it was not renegotiated under 

his terms; and in the latter, he repeatedly proposed 

the construction of a border wall to be financed by 

Mexico.¹ The renegotiation of NAFTA, although not 

easy, followed its path and ended with the signing 

and implementation of the USMCA in 2020, so the 

trade issue seems to have resumed its “normal” place 

in the bilateral relationship and has ceased to be the 

primary driving force of Mexico’s foreign policy. Find-

ing agreement on the topic of migration, however, has 
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government of the application of section 235(b)(2)(c) 

of its Immigration and Nationality Act, whereby the 

United States returns foreigners to Mexico to wait for 

their asylum application process, the Mexican govern-

ment reiterated its sovereign right to admit or reject 

the entry of foreigners into its territory. At the same 

time, it accepted, for humanitarian reasons, the entry 

of persons from the United States who had been ap-

prehended at ports of entry, interviewed by U.S. im-

migration authorities, or who had been subpoenaed 

to come before a judge court. These people could re-

main in Mexico and would be entitled to multiple en-

tries and exits from the country, in addition to a work 

permit.⁴ Faced with a unilateral measure undertaken 

by the United States, the SRE insisted that Mexico’s 

decision had been sovereign, clarifying that this was 

not a Safe Third Country agreement (which Trump 

also threatened to apply), which was then and is still 

now unacceptable to Mexico.⁵ In this context, the 

last major change in López Obrador’s policy was the 

containment of Central American migration on both 

borders instrumented by the National Guard. Ironi-

cally, Mexico has become the wall for migration from 

Central America and other countries whose nationals 

intend to travel through Mexico on their journey to 

the United States.  

Asserting that Mexico’s migration policy has  

essentially been reactive to U.S. positions is not far-

fetched, even in the first few months of the Biden 

administration, which, notwithstanding a narra-

tive that differs significantly from that of the Trump  

administration, still insists that migration should not 

reach the United States. However, it is essential to 

remember that part of López Obrador’s initial migra-

tion policy envisaged the implementation of policies 

in southern Mexico and the countries in Northern 

Central America to address the causes of migration, a 

been a more complex and visible process. Above all, it 

revealed Mexico’s capacity and willingness to negoti-

ate as well as the “migratization” of the foreign policy 

agenda. In this sense, it is often argued that Mexico’s 

foreign policy today is, in fact, consular policy. 

Faced with Trump’s anti-immigrant narrative and 

the threat of withdrawing the United States from 

NAFTA, the Peña Nieto administration made attempts 

at rapprochement with the candidate but with little 

success and at high costs, such as internal criticism 

and weakening his position vis-à-vis candidate Hillary 

Clinton’s team for having invited Trump to Mexico 

City. The most illustrative example of the little to 

nil margin to negotiate for Mexico, however, came 

about during the early years of the López Obrador  

administration. Since becoming president-elect, and 

in the face of the emerging phenomenon of the cara-

vans of Central American migrants arriving in Mexico 

seeking to cross the border into the United States, 

López Obrador announced that his migration policy 

would take a humanitarian approach. As president, this 

approach produced an “open” policy, which consist-

ed of allowing migrants to move through the coun-

try and granting them a humanitarian visa that was  

renewable for one year and would allow them to work 

and live legally in Mexico.² It bears remembering that 

the first major international event attended by Sec-

retary Marcelo Ebrard was the signing of the GCM, of 

which Mexico had been one of the main promoters. 

However, a few months after taking office, and in 

the face of Trump’s threats to close the Mexico-U.S. 

border³ or impose tariffs on Mexican export products 

—challenging the “compartmentalization” formula—

the López Obrador administration changed its policy, 

dramatically reducing the number of such visas grant-

ed and increasing the number of deportations. More-

over, when the U.S. government notified the Mexican 
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mination of peoples and that it should be centered 

on Latin America. Since his administration became 

entangled in the crisis with the United States over 

NAFTA and migration from the very beginning of his 

term, and he was mainly interested in his internal 

project, stability in the relationship with our northern 

neighbor became an immediate foreign policy objec-

tive. That is, for López Obrador, it is very important 

that the relationship with the United States did not 

hinder his domestic policy; this can explain his will-

ingness to renegotiate NAFTA under terms favorable 

to the United States and his shift on migration policy. 

Mexico did not have and perhaps did not want to have 

room for negotiation, and foreign policy was “migra-

tized” in the hands of the SRE. Has foreign policy be-

come impoverished because of that situation? Has the 

migration policy advanced by the SRE been effective?

In the absence of a foreign policy led by the pres-

ident, the task fell to the Secretary of Foreign Affairs. 

As mentioned, migration was on the agenda since the 

beginning of the current administration, but there 

were other issues, such as the Venezuelan crisis, re-

viving CELAC, and Mexico’s candidacy for the UN Se-

curity Council. Over time, other issues have come up, 

such as Evo Morales’ exile in Mexico or the govern-

ment’s position on the situation in Nicaragua. The 

SRE has also been active in other multilateral fora 

where, for instance, gender equality (the government 

has qualified foreign policy as feminist) or sustain-

able development are discussed, and it has led the 

entire process for the acquisition of vaccines against 

SARS-COV-2. Hence at first glance, it seems that for-

eign policy has taken its course and that conducting 

migration policy, subordinated by foreign policy, has 

been successful insofar as it has achieved stability 

with the United States. One should note, however, 

that this has been a reactive and highly concentrated 

goal shared by the Biden administration. This is how 

Central America can most firmly be incorporated into 

Mexican politics: with the support of ECLAC, and the 

consent of Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras, 

the CDP was designed to promote the development 

of these countries and of southern Mexico,⁶ in addi-

tion to being offered the Sembrando Vida and Jóvenes 

Construyendo el Futuro programs. Although Mexico 

and the United States agree that the causes of mi-

gration need to be addressed at their root, their ap-

proaches differ. The United States is interested not 

only in Guatemalan, Honduran, and Salvadoran de-

velopment but also in their democratic governability, 

which is beyond Mexico’s reach given its principled 

foreign policy approach. Thus, the Mexico-United 

States-Central America political triangle, which if 

well managed, could be effective at better address-

ing the current migration situation,⁷ is complicated 

by the fact that their programs are different and that 

Central American countries tend to respond directly 

to the United States and less so to Mexico.  

The “Migratization” of Foreign 

Policy and its Consequences

By decree, and in response to Trump’s threat to im-

pose tariffs on certain Mexican products unless Mexico 

controlled migration, López Obrador created in Sep-

tember 2019 the CIAIMM to be chaired by Marcelo Eb-

rard. In short, he had Ebrard and SRE handle migration 

policy, thus displacing the Secretariat of the Interior 

and the INM. With this decision, the overlap between 

foreign policy and migration policy became “foreign 

migration policy.”  

 Even as a candidate, López Obrador never 

showed any interest in foreign policy. He stated only 

that it should be governed by constitutional princi-

ples, especially non-intervention and the self-deter-
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United States, Mexico has the opportunity to design 

and implement a more proactive policy, returning 

to the nonpoliticized agenda of CELAC, or presenting 

international cooperation initiatives in multilateral 

fora, riding on the background of the experience with 

vaccines against SARS-COV-2. 

Another option is to collaborate with the Biden 

Plan, which would lead to a closer relationship with the 

United States and the countries in Northern Central 

America, or it could take on the role of a country that 

regulates migration, ensuring security at its borders 

as well as the protection of migrants throughout the 

country. If the United States were to insist on signing 

a Safe Third Country agreement, Mexico could ne-

gotiate some resolution that may be temporary for 

the issue of asylum in that country: It can accept the 

presence of asylum seekers within its borders, using 

United States government resources to install and 

improve shelters and migratory stays at the border. 

Should that be the case, the backing of international 

organizations such as the IOM and UNHCR would be 

most welcome. 

Finally, a third option would entail advancing an 

ambitious project to address the causes of migra-

tion and improve the current situation of migrants. 

This would be a proposal similar to that made by 

the Vicente Fox administration but should now in-

clude the issue of asylum both in Mexico and in the 

United States as well as the situation at the border. 

Mexico would regain its human rights approach on 

the basis of the constitutional principle of human 

rights protection and defense as well as its support 

for the GCM. As in the past, the proposals would in-

clude extending different types of visas, temporary 

worker programs, promoting investment in Mexico 

and the countries of Northern Central America, and 

conditional regularization of unauthorized migrants  

policy in the United States. It is difficult to say, there-

fore, that the “migratization” of foreign policy has im-

poverished it given that López Obrador did not take 

office with a foreign policy project. The truth of the 

matter is nevertheless that it has been very close to a 

single-issue policy. 

Possible Scenarios

How can the Mexican government strengthen its 

foreign policy, even if it maintains “foreign migration 

policy”? Can it leave the issue of migration behind 

and take up a new project? I present some scenari-

os that look toward the future. All of them assume 

that the compartmentalization of the relationship 

with the United States is maintained because given 

Mexico’s vulnerability, it is unlikely to benefit from 

bridging issues. Similarly, some of them allow for vari-

ations from a shared minimum, which is the contain-

ment of migrants.  

From containment of migrants to far-reaching mi-

gration policy and a more plural foreign policy 

The first scenario is the current situation: Mexico rec-

ognizes that its role is to contain migration, so it con-

tinues to do so. The country thus avoids confrontation 

with the United States, implements internal programs 

such as Sembrando Vida and Jóvenes Construyendo el 

Futuro in Northern Central America, and does not ex-

press a position on the internal conditions of those 

countries that would be consistent with its principled 

policy. In other words, Mexico maintains two bilater-

al relations: one with the United States and one with 

Central America, and it does not participate in the 

Biden Plan. In terms of foreign policy beyond migra-

tion, Mexico is currently reacting to mainly regional 

events and maintains moderate multilateral activity. 

However, having stabilized the relationship with the 
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the possibility that the Biden Plan is not successfully 

implemented would provide an opportunity for Mexi-

co to embark on a much more aggressive policy toward 

the countries of Northern Central America. This policy 

could include promoting the CDP with the support of 

the private sector. That is, Mexico would promote a pu-

blic-private partnership of the four countries (Mexico, 

Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras), which could 

have the support of international financial institutions 

to seek investment in southern Mexico and Northern 

Central America in key sectors that create employment 

and infrastructure. The scenario would contribute to 

achieving an oft-mentioned, albeit never achieved, 

matter of national interest: an effective—and prefera-

bly enduring—policy toward Central America. 

Migration at the top of the foreign policy agenda

If Mexico were to set aside its principles of non-inter-

vention and self-determination and regain those of re-

spect for and defense of human rights, it could have a 

more complete outlook on migration as a whole. That 

outlook would of course include its cycles and man-

ifestations (emigration, immigration, transit, return, 

refuge, etc.) as well as a view on issues such as pov-

erty reduction, inequality, corruption, gender-based 

violence, child protection, and others. Thus, migration 

would become a major theme in foreign policy and 

not restricted to the relationships with Central Amer-

ica and the United States; it would be a “migration 

foreign policy” that would require very well-defined 

criteria for discussing the most urgent issues faced by 

migrants around the world. Mexico would once again 

take up and insist on promoting and defending the 

Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migra-

tion. In other words, the Mexican government would 

identify migration as one of the major (and pressing) 

global issues. 

in the United States. This scenario involves signifi-

cant work on the part of Mexican consulates in the  

United States—for which they would require resourc-

es and personnel—which could include lobbying 

(for which the Mexican government would need to 

recognize that lobbying does not constitute inter-

vention). It also requires very active diplomacy with 

the countries of Northern Central America to commit 

to a common path, and for them not to make agree-

ments directly with the United States. Consideration 

could be given to creating a high-level contact group 

for migration consisting of Mexico, the United States, 

Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador, and perhaps 

some international organizations.  

The relationship with Central America 

in light of the Biden Plan

The following scenario speaks of greater pressu-

re exerted by the United States on the countries of 

Northern Central America, especially on issues of 

democratic governability, inducing a negative re-

action and little cooperation on their part. In other 

words, in this scenario, the Biden Plan is not entirely 

successful. Hence Mexico could (1) continue to con-

tain migration from Central America and implement 

Sembrando Vida and Jóvenes Construyendo el Futuro; 

or (2) continue to contain migration but be forced 

or decide, as a means of negotiating with the Uni-

ted States, to align with that country, which in turn 

would lead to a deterioration of relations with Gua-

temala, Honduras, and El Salvador. To be clear, the 

latter situation is unlikely as long as the Mexican go-

vernment maintains its non-interventionist position.

Moreover, because the United States is well awa-

re of Mexican sensitivity to intervention, it is unlikely 

to exert pressure on Mexico to take a position on the 

internal situation of those countries. What is more,  
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focus on the GCM or to promote other instances with 

a far-reaching scope that include experiences from 

South America, Europe, Africa, and Asia, but without 

becoming the major theme of foreign policy. It could 

in turn be devoted to other issues on the internation-

al agenda that would position the country as a rel-

evant actor (gender equality, climate change, 2030 

agenda, international cooperation for development, 

disarmament, etc.). 

Foreign policy supports migration 

policy and diversifies its agenda

Finally, the Mexican government could reassign mi-

gration policy to be conducted by the Secretariat of 

the Interior and the INM. As such, foreign policy—the 

SRE—would operate alongside those bodies in its 

rightful role, but it would have the freedom to de-

sign a more plural and propositive agenda. Even on 

migration, it would gain the autonomy to once again 
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Mexico’s foreign policy toward Central America is at a  

crossroads. As of 2019, it seems to have fully aligned 

with United States migration policy and operate 

fundamentally to contain irregular migratory flows 

before they reach and cross the southern border 

of the United States. Although this alignment may 

have been a strategy to keep the bilateral relation-

ship afloat in the context of a particularly aggressive 

U.S. government, it remains in place today despite 

the fact that Joe Biden has taken office and the 

opening of options for dialog. 

By reducing foreign policy toward Central Amer-

ica to a reactive policy of migration containment, 

Mexico misses out on a great opportunity to take 

on a leadership role in a matter of vital importance, 

such as acknowledging the joint responsibility of 

the countries involved in the migration system. It 

also wastes an opportunity to strengthen relations 

with its neighbors in Central America on the basis 

of respect and collaboration, harnessing their com-

plementarities and the shared understanding of op-

portunities and challenges.

The options, however, have not been exhaust-

ed, and even if the room to maneuver appears nar-

row, there are openings to propose alternatives to 

containment as the key—and almost sole—element 

both of migration policy and foreign policy from 

Mexico toward Central America, and particularly 

Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras.

A Triangulated Relationship: 

Mexico’s Foreign Policy vis-à-vis 

Central America in Light of United 

States Migration Policy

Since at least the 1990s, due to the increase in 

migration flows from Central America, the issue 

of migration began to gain prominence on the  

Mexico-United States agenda. However, it was af-

ter the terrorist attacks of 2001 that the United 

States government, which until then had appeared  

willing to negotiate a comprehensive migration  

agreement with Mexico, redirected its security policy 

and thus its migration policy, which became increas-

ingly restrictive. 

These changes not only restricted the migration 

of Mexicans to the United States but also involved 

new demands on the Mexican government and its 

management of the southern border. Between 2001 

and 2014, successive Mexican governments made 

commitments through various security cooperation 

agreements to increase surveillance and to contain 

migration across the southern border, thus demon-

strating Mexico’s ever-increasing role in implement-

ing United States migration policy.²

Donald Trump’s arrival in the Oval Office in 2017 

on an anti-immigration platform sharpened this 

process. The López Obrador administration, which 

took power in Mexico in December 2018 following 

a campaign in which opening to Central American 

migration and promoting development in Northern 

Central America were at the forefront, was quickly 

constrained by U.S. migration containment impera-

tives. Those imperatives stiffened after the arrival of 

migrant caravans at the end of 2018. 

Faced with increasing demands by the United 

States to close the Mexico-Guatemala border, the 

Mexican government abandoned its policies on 

opening and instead doubled its containment efforts 

centered on deploying the newly created National 

Guard (NG) along the northern and southern bor-

ders. The foregoing was in addition to implement-

ing MPP, a U.S. government program in force since 

January 2019 whereby Mexico agreed to receive asy-

lum applicants crossing through the Mexico-United 
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On the Dubious Effectiveness 

of Containment Measures

Between 2018 and 2019, when the NG was used to 

strengthen border and migration controls, deten-

tion⁶ events of Central American people on Mexico’s 

border with Guatemala increased by 30%; compar-

atively, in 2020, they accounted for only 50% of 

those recorded in the previous year. In contrast, 

during the first five months of 2021, apprehension 

events on the Mexican southern border have in-

creased, and if they continue to increase at the same 

rate, they will have surpassed the 2019 record by 

year’s end (see Figure 8-1). 

However, when comparing the figures for events 

of apprehension of Northern Central American mi-

grants across all of Mexico with those on the south-

ern border of the United States (see Figure 8-2), the 

question arises as to the effectiveness of Mexico’s 

efforts at containing migration to the United States.

ban their crossing, even to their own populations. The 

COVID-19 pandemic made it easier to justify these 

measures for public health reasons. Thus, a manner of 

alignment was created among the policies of the Unit-

ed States, Mexico, and the three countries of North-

ern Central America, which is still in place. 

In turn, because of this situation and notwith-

standing the fact that their citizens are crossing 

through Mexican territory, the countries of North-

ern Central America negotiate directly with the 

United States on migration issues to the detriment 

of migrants who are increasingly part of the bilat-

eral negotiation calculations, as some interviewees 

for this study noted. In this context, and because 

it does not offer an alternative to the containment 

policy imposed by the United States, Mexico risks 

losing relevance as an interlocutor in the region and 

of becoming—as one former official put it—part of 

an “important nonrelationship.” 

Table 8-1. Guatemala-Honduras-El Salvador 2020 comparison 

Sources: a“The World Fact Book 2020”, CIA, https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/ 
b“World Population Prospects, 2019 Revision”, United Nations, https://population.un.org/wpp/ 
c“Remesas de trabajadores y compensación de empleados recibidas (% del PIB)”, World Banck, https://data.worldbank.org/indi 

 cator/BX.TRF.PWKR.DT.GD.ZS
d“Multidimensional Poverty Index: Developing Countries”, UNDP, https://hdr.undp.org/en/content/table-6-multidimensio  

 nal-poverty-index-developing-countries 
e“Homicidios intencionales por cada 100 mil habitantes”, World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/VC.IHR.PSRC.P5  

 Guatemala Honduras El Salvador

Territorya 108,889 km²  112,090 km²  21,041 km² 

Populationb 17.6 million  9.7 million  6.3 million 

GDP (millions USD)a 138,000  46,300  51,170 

GDP per capita (USD)a 8,200  5,600  8,000 

Exports (millions USD)a 11,120  8,675 4,662

Imports (millions USD)a  17,110  11,320 9,499

Remittances (GDP percentage)c 14.7 23.7 24.1

Poverty 2014–2019 (percentage of population)d 59.3 48.3 29.2

Homicides × 100,000 inhabitantse 23 39 52
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the containment policy implemented so far, would 

allow Mexico to rebuild its relations with Northern 

Central America and at the same time establish it-

self as a valid participant in the dialog with its neigh-

bors to the north and south.

Were it to continue along the same path, Mexi-

co will not only lose relevance at the regional level, 

but it will also be permanently restricted to adopting 

and implementing migration policy decisions taken 

in the United States. This may prevent autonomy of 

action on the part of Mexico in the face of increasing 

migratory flows across the southern border due to 

weather events (as was the case with the hurricanes 

of late 2020), political crises (Nicaragua, Cuba, and 

Haiti are currently experiencing conditions of insta-

bility that may cause emigration), and other less-pre-

dictable events. Limited to containment through the 

deployment of security forces, Mexico would have 

little choice other than investing more financial and 

human resources in the punitive strategy and shifting 

explained exclusively by a containment policy. Given 

its debatable results and the human rights implica-

tions, as well as the enormous political cost that this 

policy has represented for the Mexican government, 

it is advisable to explore alternatives to migration 

containment as the pivotal backbone of Mexico’s 

foreign policy toward Northern Central America.  

Scenarios

The current crossroads

Joe Biden’s assumption of the U.S. presidency in 

January 2021 opened a window of opportunity for 

negotiation on immigration, which is still open, al-

beit gradually closing. In this context, Mexico can 

continue along the path imposed on it—and that 

it accepted—in 2019 or take leadership at the re-

gional level and promote a migrant-focused migra-

tion agenda. Such an agenda would emphasize the 

shared responsibility of all countries involved in the 

migration circuit, and by offering an alternative to 

Figure 8-2. Comparison of apprehensions from Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador in Mexico and the 
southern border of the United States 2018–2021 (May)

Note: As of March FY2020, U.S. Border Patrol and Office of Field Operations encounter statistics include arrests and inadmissible requests 

under Title 8 as well as expulsions under Title 42.

Source: Own calculations with data from the UPMRIP and CBP.

“Boletines Estadísticos”, Unidad de Política Migratoria, http://www.politicamigratoria.gob.mx/es/PoliticaMigratoria/Boletines_Estadisticos 
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resources invested in promoting development and 

achieving safe, orderly, and regular migration.

Certainly, some factors could hinder regional di-

alog. On the one hand, Donald Trump’s term of of-

fice left a legacy of social polarization in the United 

States revolving around the issue of migration and 

positioned that issue as a prominent component of 

the domestic policy agenda. In such a context, Joe 

Biden is left with little room to maneuver. On the 

other hand, several Central American governments 

are currently facing scrutiny and criticism from the 

international community due to corruption and/or 

the rise of authoritarianism. 

Final Thoughts

A complex scenario such as this one is precisely 

where multilateral approaches are most promising: 

They expand the negotiation agenda, promote the 

emergence of alternative leadership, and help dilute 

antagonisms within the framework of joint action. 

The current situation represents an opportunity 

for Mexico to reframe the discussion on the issue of 

migration, involving all relevant actors in the region. 

By insisting on shared responsibility in a multilateral 

framework, Mexico would regain its voice as a rele-

vant actor and dispel the emphasis on migration con-

tainment as the pivot for relations with its southern 

neighbors. This would open the way to strengthening 

relations with Guatemala, based on shared interests, 

and to recover a foreign policy agenda toward Hon-

duras and El Salvador, one that transcends migration 

and emphasizes respect and cooperation.

needs and take action in a manner that enhances 

their complementarities. Thus, acknowledgment of 

the shared responsibility among all the countries in-

volved could lead to new policies that address the 

causes of migration and create alternatives to con-

tainment that not only address the present situation 

but also involve planning for the long term. 

Limits on promoting development 

It is not necessary to start from scratch in some of 

these areas. Several initiatives already exist to pro-

mote development in Northern Central America. 

The new U.S. administration launched the Biden 

Plan and committed USD $4 billion to implement 

it.⁸ From the onset of the  López Obrador admin-

istration, the government of Mexico, supported by 

ECLAC, proposed the El Salvador-Guatemala-Hondu-

ras and Southern and Southeastern Mexico CDP.⁹ The 

plan was relaunched in June 2019 with a much more 

limited approach given the absence of the funding 

required, covering things such as transferring the 

Sembrando Vida and Jóvenes Construyendo el Futuro 

programs¹⁰ to El Salvador and Honduras. However, 

with this approach, the absence of proposals is not 

the problem. It is rather the diversity of approaches, 

which brings the risk of generating overlaps, dupli-

cating efforts or even taking contradictory actions, 

which would end up diminishing the effectiveness 

of actions. A regional discussion on the scope and 

constraints of projects, and on their objectives and 

means to undertake them with the ensuing concrete 

commitments, would make it possible to identify 

convergences and possibly enhance the impact of 
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on how the international flow of workers has been a 

driving force for global economic growth. 

For medium- and long-term expectations of de-

velopment policies to be met, they must go hand in 

hand with the design and implementation of specif-

ic programs in the places of origin of unskilled mi-

grants and other areas with migration potential, in-

cluding the active participation of support subjects 

in the formulation and implementation of produc-

tive projects.¹⁴

Several conditions must be met if these changes 

are to come to fruition. I stress the need to modify 

and implement migration and development policies, 

coupled with consensus, dialogs, and agreements 

with the governments of El Salvador, Honduras, 

and Guatemala, as well as including their specifici-

ties with respect to their economic, environmental, 

cultural, and social spheres. It also requires public 

awareness campaigns in the United States and Mex-

ico on the benefits of work done by immigrants and 
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