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Immigration from Mexico and Central 

America: Trends and Policies

◼ 1. Geopolitics and regional security: from

the Arctic Ocean to the Panama Canal

◼ 2. The changing profile of demography

immigration, labor / human mobility

◼ 3. What the United States does in Central 

America drives Central Americans to the US

◼ 4. Immigration and the bilateral US-Mexico

relationship. 

◼ 5. Shared border, shared future?.



The Border in 1830











2016 % 2020 2040 2060 %

Main Series, Total Population 323,128 100 332,639 373,528 404,483 100

.One Race 314,648 323,069 357,252 379,228

.White 248,503 253,280 269,578 275,014

     ..Non-Hispanic White 197,970 61 198,571 193,210 179,162 44

.Black or African American 43,001 13 44,734 52,919 60,690 15

.American Indian and Alaska Native 4,055 4,232 5,038 5,583

.Asian 18,319 6 20,009 28,718 36,815 9

.Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander 771 813 999 1,125

.Two or More Races 8,480 9,570 16,276 25,255

.Hispanic or Latino 57,470 18 62,313 87,616 111,216 28

Low Immigration Scenario, Total Population 323,128 330,640 359,522 376,226

.Hispanic or Latino 57,470 61,522 81,988 100,039 27

High Immigration Scenario, Total Population 323,128 335,638 394,536 446,866

.Hispanic or Latino 57,470 63,498 96,057 127,978 29

Zero Immigration Scenario, Total Population 323,128 326,641 331,510 319,706

.Hispanic or Latino 57,470 59,942 70,734 77,691 24

Projected Population by Race and Hispanic Origin

Note: 2016 is the base population estimate for the projections. Hispanic origin is considered an ethnicity, not a race. 

Hispanics may be of any race. Responses of "Some Other Race" from the 2010 Census are modified. For more 

information, see https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/popest/technical-documentation/file-layouts/2000-

2010/mr2010.pdf. Release Date: October 24, 2019

Alternative Projections for the United States: 2020-2060.  Table C (2016 base population as of July 

1st)

Alternative Foreign-born Immigration Scenarios





 
List of States with the largest Hispanic population and the 

highest percentage of Hispanic population* 
State  Hispanic 

Population mn 
Hispanics 

as % of total 
California  15.57 39.4% 
Texas  11.44 39.3% 
Florida  5.66 26.5% 

New York  3.95 19.5% 
Illinois | 2.34 18.2% 
Arizona  2.19 30.7% 
New Jersey  2.02 21.6% 

Colorado  1.26 21.9% 
North Carolina  1.19 10.7% 
Georgia  1.17 10.5% 

13. New Mexico  1.01 47.7% 
*This table only includes those states that combine two salient 
features: a) they have at least 1 million people of Hispanic 
origin and b) their Hispanic population exceeds 10% of their 
total population. Source: U.S. Census, 2020.  

 







Polarization of immigration debate 





U.S. Border Externalization

◼Sept. 4, 2017: General John Kelly, then 

DHS Secretary, on the Trump wall 

between the U.S. and Mexico

◼Security Starts ‘1500 Miles South of 

the Border’ = Panama Canal

◼ Externalization of U.S. border



U.S. Border Externalization

CAN 
     Canadá 

USA 
       Estados Unidos 

MEX 
       México 

BLZ 

     Belice 

CRC 
     Costa Rica 

SLV 
      El Salvador 

GUA 
       Guatemala 

HON 
     Honduras 

NCA 
    Nicaragua 

PAN 

     Panamá 

 



Location of U.S. naval, military and airforce 

bases



Trump: Mexicans are not sending their best people, 

they’re sending criminals, rapists, drug traffickers

Historically, most immigrants

in the United States came

from Mexico.

However, in recent years that

trend has changed, with net

irregular migration from

Mexico being close to zero,

and Central American

migration increasing.

For Trump any brown person

south of the US-Mexico border

is “Mexican”



DHS: Violence, poverty are driving 

children to flee Central America to U.S.





Geography of  Mexico-Guatemala 

Transborder Region



Migration: Inter-Regional border





Tehuantepec Isthmus: a Geopolitical Hub –

and a security barrier vs northward migration?





Who wants to preserve the status quo and 

who wants a new development agenda?  



WHAT THE US DOES THERE DRIVES CENTRAL AMERICANS TO THE US
• Jeff Faux • The American Prospect,  May 5, 2018

❑ Americans are divided over immigration policy. Missing from both sides of the

argument is any recognition of the role the U.S. has played there—in Central

America—in creating conditions that drive so many to risk the fatal trek to

get here.

❑ Eighty percent of the caravan refugees currently knocking at our door are from

Honduras. The rest are from El Salvador and Guatemala.

❑ For 150 years, U.S. has intervened in these countries with arms, political

pressure, and money to support alliances between our business and military

elites and theirs—who prosper by impoverishing their people. The most

important figure in Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador is the U.S.

ambassador. These 3 nations are, in effect, our colonies.

❑ We have trapped these migrants between a foreign policy that drives them

from their home and a domestic policy that won’t let them into ours.

❑ Since 2013, 75 percent of asylum applications from these countries have

been rejected. In desperation, many will try to cross illegally— again and

again.

❑ Until we Americans acknowledge our own responsibility for sowing the seeds

of this humanitarian crisis, and reverse our policies that perpetuate it, it will

only continue to grow.

http://www.jefffaux.com/?author=3


DRUGS AND GUNS SPUR NORTHWARD MIGRATION

❑Despite the chronic poverty, immigration from Central America

remained modest until the Reagan administration’s contra wars in

the 1980s.

❑The flood of dollars and weapons, and the CIA’s clandestine alliance

with narcotraffickers, destabilized the already fragile lives of ordinary

people. In the war’s wake, these countries became the major route

for the shipment of drugs from South America to the United States.

❑With drugs producing more profits than coffee or bananas, many of

the oligarchs partnered with the drug cartels. Protected by

government officials, the gangs spread throughout the region,

bringing a culture of hellish violence to daily life.

❑The U.S. government’s response has been a War on Drugs that

provides these regimes with political protection and a steady stream

of weapons.



How Central American exodus perpetuates itself 

◼ Oligarch multiplication generates inequality in tragic 
proportions.

◼ Elites live in walled fortresses with private armies 
and subordinate the State.

◼ Remittances have made the rich richer than they 
were when they were landowners

◼ More emigration means + remittances, - productivity, 
+ unemployment, + violence and + emigration

◼ “Coyotes” are what moves the economy and gangs 
rule poor neighborhoods. Gangs result from the 
exponential multiplication of dysfunctional families, 
and the destruction of the social and familiar fabric 
by emigration



Increase in security? Alliance for Prosperity?

The U.S. government argues that its programs:

i)   fight transnational criminal organizations;

ii)  contain drug trafficking;

iii)  increase citizen security;

iv)  decrease gang violence;

v)   strengthen borders;

vi)  discourage human trafficking;

vii) focus on police and military professionalization, and 

strengthen their ability to face challenges by 

themselves.



CICIG: Int’l Commision vs Corruption and 

Impunity in Guatemala: Improvement in 

governance vs corruption

Washington supports CICIG, which in turn:

i) Improves business conditions;

ii) Strengthens the rule of law;

iii) Promotes strong institutions;

iv) Generates accountability;

v) Reduces impunity;

vi) Promotes more efficient tax collection;

vii) Promotes civil society involvement, and

viii) Promotes institutional reform. 















https://www.meca.edu/event/jason-de-leon/ Jason De Leon, A wall of nearly 800 backpacks left behind the Mexico-US border; Photographer: Marc Tatti

https://www.meca.edu/event/jason-de-leon/




Ending a Decade-Long Decline, More 
Mexicans Are Migrating to U.S. 

The death of at least 53 migrants in Texas, more than half of whom were from 
Mexico, is testing U.S. efforts to enlist Mexico in deterring migration. 

 
Yolanda Olivares, left, holding photos of her sons, Jair and Yovani Valencia Olivares, 
during a march on Thursday in southern Mexico. The two brothers are missing and may 
have been among the migrants found in an abandoned trailer in Texas.  
Credit...Cristopher Rogel Blanquet for The New York Times 

 

By Oscar Lopez and Maria Abi-Habib    July 1, 2022 

 

 



Fact Sheet: The 2022 Los Angeles Declaration on Migration 
and Protection / US Government and Foreign Partner  

Deliverables
Pillar I:     Stability and Assistance for Communities
International financing and assistance related to development, basic 
humanitarian needs, protection, security, public health, education, 
financial inclusion, and employment.

Pillar II:    Legal Pathways and Protection
Regular pathways, including circular and seasonal labor migration 
opportunities, family reunification, temporary migration mechanisms, 
and regularization, promote safer and more orderly migration.

Pillar III:   Humane Border Management 
We intend to expand collaborative efforts to save lives, address 
violence and discrimination, counter xenophobia, and combat 
smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons.



Recomendaciones: 

inversión en acceso

al agua limpia



Recomendaciones: 

inversión en la 

educación de niñas

de bajos ingresos



Building Bridges

North America’s

Destiny

North America’s reality: 

Connectivity, 

Integration, Growth.

North America’s Goals: 

Competitiveness,

Prosperity, Security.

North America’s

Assets: Natural, 

Demographic, 

Economic, Cultural 

and Social Resources. 
Democratic Values.



Economy and trade







Shared Border, Shared Future?

Mexico and the US have 
lacked a bilateral agreement 
to regulate cross-border labor 
mobility since 1965. Unlawful 
migration from Mexico to the 
U.S. has exploded. This vast 
black market in labor has 
harmed both countries. These 
two neighboring countries, 
with an indisputably shared 
destiny, can come together to 
work out a better way.



The Catholic Church and the two governments

◼ President Biden is a devote Catholic. Pope

Francis has been a staunch defender of the

dignity of migrants. And yet, toward the mid-

terms he will be seen as weak if he does not

tighten enforcement.

◼ President López Obrador has put aside

claims from justice for migrants and victims.

He has delivered on migration containment vs

Central Americans, but can he do it when the

flows are once again majoritarily Mexican?



Take-away points from this presentation

1. After a 10-year pause, Mexican undocumented migration to 

the US has resumed in a strong way. 

2. AMLO’s social programs in Mexico and Central America have 

not stopped or even slowed down migration.

3. The driving factors of this migration surge are:

a) Help wanted in the US – workers needed everywhere;

b) The absence of a rescue program for Mexican employers and 

of a relief program for families;

c) The extremely high levels of violence and public insecurity in 

many Mexican states, which make people flee their 

communities or origin;

d) The only antidote for migration is making your communities 

livable, where people can thrive in peace. 



Take-away points

The disastrous legacy of the Trump years 

must be reversed. We make a compelling 

case: immigration policies in the Central 

America – North America corridor must be 

based on democratic norms and institutions”

◼ Jorge Durand , Professor, University of Guadalajara; co-

founder, Mexican Migration Project, Princeton University





¡Muchas gracias!            

carlos.heredia@cide.edu
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