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THE EXPLOSION OF

THE MIGRANT POPULATION

Given the difficulties in finding formal jobs
and the low wages in both the formal and
infor mal economy, millions of Mexicans opt to
emigrate. While this has many historical pre -

ce dents, since modernization (1983-2004) or
globalization, this process has turned into a
massive expulsion of Mexican workers. How -
ever, the great majority of those who enter the
United States and Canada do so illegally.

For a long time, there has been hostility in the
United States toward Latin Americans, partic-
ularly Mexicans, who enter into the under ground
economy where they are ex ploited to the maximum,
earn low wages and enjoy few if any benefits.
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In this context, three major trends
forge the new contours of the status of
Mexico’s working classes: work in the
country’s informal sector, jobs in the ma -
quiladora sector (analyzed in the first
part of this article; see Voices of Mex -
ico 69) and migration to the United
States and Canada.

These parts of the labor economy
offer bare survival to millions of Me x -
i cans in the global economy created in
the last 10 years, the years of the North
American Free Trade Agree ment
(NAFTA). If these escape valves did not
exist, the social pressure on the formal
labor market would be much more ex -
 plosive since the population in general
and workers in particular have lost con -
fidence in public institutions, pol itical
life and the formal labor market.

For that reason, migration as an
answer is quite complex and has a long
history and deep structural roots, not
only in Mexico but also in the des ti -
nation countries:

a) The accelerated, constant growth
of the Mexican population of
working age.

b) The Mexican economy has lim-
ited capabilities of absorbing the
na tional work force.

c) Economic policy has been in ca -
pable of consolidating econom-
ic and social development, and
particularly of fostering the do -
mestic market.

d) The United States requires ma n -
ual workers with a basic prima-
ry and junior high school edu-
cation, above all for agriculture
and services, where the current
scarcity of labor will increase in
coming years.1

e) Wage differentials between the
two countries are significant.

NAFTA AND MIGRATION

While the articulation of the U.S. and
Mexican economies was already quite
strong in the 1960s and 1980s, Mex ico’s
modernization policy and free trade from
1994 to 2004 led to a greater integra-
tion of different areas of the economy.

These conditions, among others,
have led to such an increase in the flow
of Mexican migrants to the United
States, the majority undocumented,
that the Vicente Fox administration
has promoted a migratory accord to

give the process a certain legality. For
his part, George W. Bush has talked
about signing this agreement, although
he has not specified when, probably be -
cause his reelection was at stake and
he was trying to get the Hispanic vote,
particularly that of Mexicans. 

EFFECTS OF MIGRATION IN MEXICO

Generally speaking, we can say that
in these conditions, migration has both
positive and negative effects:

1) The loss of human capital, par-
ticularly of skilled workers.

2) Mexican immigrants in the United
States earn wages —whether
agreed legally or illegally— that

are relatively higher than those
paid in Mexico.

3) One of the benefits are the re -
mittances sent to Mexico, the
country that re ceives the most
remittances in Latin Amer  ica and
the second worldwide —the first
is India. In 2000, for example,
they came to be tween 1.5 and 2
per cent of Me xi co’s gross do mes -
tic product.

THE EFFECTS OF MIGRATION IN THE

UNITED STATES

1) In the tax system, illegal immi-
grants using false documents pay
withholding tax, but laws li mit
their access to social networks
and services.

2) The immigration of young work -
ers contributes to diminishing
the effects of the aging of the
U.S. population. Eventually, they
will replace retirees.

3) The immigrant population tends
to remain in the United States,
integrating into society and cul-
tural life.2

CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

IN MEXICO-U.S. MIGRATION

Today’s migration has the following
characteristics:

1) Greater complexity and hetero-
geneity.

2) Growing regional diversifica-
tion. Among the home states of
re cent migrants are Puebla, Hi -
dalgo, the State of Mexico, Mex -
ico City’s Fe deral District and
Mo relos.
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3) An increasing number of mi grants
come from large and medium-
sized urban centers.

4) Greater occupational and sec-
toral diversification among mi -
grants.

5) Mexican migrants tend to pro-
long their stay in the United
States, even taking up permanent
residence.3

The profile of today’s Mexican emi -
grants is not the same as that of the
1960s and 1970s. Until the 1970s, they
came mainly from among the poor or
from peasant regions, but between 1994
and 2004, because of increasingly pre -
carious economic con   ditions, people
with greater resources or with fami-
ly ties to emigrant groups have joined
them.4

Over Mexico’s last two presidential
terms (12 years), every year appro xi -
mately 390,000 workers have emigrat-
ed. The annual net flow has increased
about 12-fold in the last 30 years,
going from an average of 29,000 per-
sons in the 1960s to 390,000 in 2003.

REMITTANCES

a) According to National Population
Council (Conapo) figures, the 1995
economic crisis spurred Mexican
in ternational migration in search
of higher earnings. By 2003, remit-
tances sent home by Mexican mi -
grants reached U.S.$14.5 billion.5

As a point of comparison, Mexico’s
Central Bank states that in 2003,
foreign direct in vestment came to
U.S.$11 billion. 

Today, 4.5 million Mexicans de -
pend directly or indirectly on remit-
tances from abroad. 

b) These monies, on average U.S.$321
per month per family (about the equi -
valent of twice Mexico’s monthly
minimum wage), were re ceived in
one out of every four homes and
con tribute to Mexico’s domestic con-
sumption.

c) Remittances were the equivalent
of 79 percent of the value of crude
oil exports in 2003 and 2.2 percent
of Mexico’s GDP.6

The impact on the Mexican eco n -
omy of the labor of migrants who work
in the United States and Ca nada, then,
is noteworthy, particularly with regard
to consumption. They have become
the second source of hard currency, after
oil production and ahead of tourism,
which is in third place.

To the extent that the country lacks
real development plans for agriculture,
industry and services, as long as there
is no policy to shore up the domestic
market, Mexican society will continue
in a process of social and eco nomic mar -
ginalization, suffering the con tinual de -
crease in its revenues and labor rights.
On the other hand, Mex ico’s large com -
panies and the multinationals will con-
tinue to in crease their profits.

NOTES

1 Conapo, “Índice de Intensidad Migratoria Mé -
xico-Estados Unidos, 2000,” http://www.conapo.
gob.mx, December 2002, pp. 12-13.

2 Ibid., pp. 24-26.

3 Ibid., pp. 29-30.

4 Ibid., pp. 18-23.

5 Reforma (Mexico City), January 11, 2004,
p. 20.

6 La Jornada (Mexico City), February 4, 2004,
p. 20.

FURTHER READING

Aguilar García, Javier, “Estadísticas económicas
de México, 1980-2000,” mimeographed pa -
per printed by the UNAM Instituto de In ves -
tigaciones Sociales, 2001.

Aguilar García, Javier, La población trabajadora
y sindicalizada en México en el período de la
globalización (Mexico City: Fondo de Cul -
tura Económica/IIS-UNAM, 2001).

Conapo, “Índice de Intensidad Migratoria Mé -
xico-Estados Unidos, 2000,” http://www.
conapo.gob.mx

Fox Quesada, Vicente, Anexo: “Estadística de
la industria maquiladora de exportación,”
Tercer Informe de Gobierno, September 1,
2003, pp. 227 and 347.

INEGI, “Encuesta Nacional de Empleo Urbano,”
ENEU, press release dated January 21, 2004,
pp. 1-7.

INEGI, “XII Censo General de Población y Vi vien -
da, 2000,” www.inegi.gob.mx

López Gallardo, Julio, La macroeconomía de Mé -
xico: el pasado reciente y el futuro posible (Mex -
ico City: UNAM/Porrúa, 1998), pp. 147-148.

Pliego Quintana, Mónica, “La evolución del
empleo en México, 1982-1995. Desempleo,
participación de la fuerza laboral y ocu-
pación informal,” Julio López Gallardo,
comp., Macroeconomía del empleo y políti-
cas de pleno empleo para México (Mexico
City: UNAM/Porrúa, 1997), pp. 13-94.

Rodríguez del Villar, Violeta, “Las políticas de
ingresos y el pleno empleo,” Julio López
Gallardo, comp., op. cit., pp. 247-272.

Secretaría del Trabajo y Previsión Social, “Es -
tadísticas laborales, personal ocupado en
plantas maquiladoras por posición en el tra -
bajo,” January 21, 2004, www.stps.gob.mx.

Séller, Jürgen, Reformas económicas, crecimien-
to y empleo (Santiago de Chile: FCE/CEPAL,
2000).

Stallings, Barbara and Wilson Peres, Creci mien -
to, empleo y equidad (Santiago de Chile:
FCE/CEPAL, 2000).

VOICES OF MEXICO • 70

56

Mexico is the country 
that receives the most 

remittances in Latin America 
and the second worldwide. 

In 2000, they came to between
1.5 and 2 percent of Me xi co’s

gross domestic product.


