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Executive Summary 
 

At Mexico’s southern border, international migration, particularly that of women 
and children, has generated tensions that may result in broad social conflict if immediate 
action is not taken.  But, what response is possible when a social issue has recently been 
“discovered”, when international rules have only just been enacted, when national 
institutions are slow to react, when society is still uninformed, and when those directly 
affected cannot articulate how they are being harmed or identify the solution to their 
problems beyond demanding that their rights be defended?  Understanding the 
conditions and circumstances in which the smuggling and trafficking of migrant women 
and children takes place at Tapachula is a first step in addressing this issue.  This 
research has been made possible thanks to the collaboration of civil society 
organizations, government agencies and Mexican academics. 

 
Chapter One describes the zone of study in a semi-ethnographic manner. It 

presents the demographic, topographic and economic milieu in order to provide the 
reader with the basic elements necessary to understand the zone’s social, political and 
geographical importance.  The zone is examined in terms of its frontier character, its 
importance for Central American migrant workers, its strategic location for a myriad of 
both legal and illegal transactions, and its role as a geo-strategic platform which links 
criminal and social networks in the south, center and north of the continent.  The 
chapter also describes the social and climatic conditions in which the migrant 
population has to move, work and live. 

 
Chapter Two uses official statistics about the scope of the problem in order to 

assess the volume and nationality of migration flows and the performance of the 
relevant migration agencies. Cross-border flows are examined as part of broader and 
more complex migratory trends.  In addition, the chapter examines Mexico’s policy on 
migration and the role played by its immigration agency.  The agency is discussed in 
terms of its organizational and legal structure in the state of Chiapas, as well as its 
recent performance in terms of arrests, assistance, programs and operations, 
infrastructure development, and personnel and training. This chapter highlights the 
following ideas: 

 
1. In the Sononusco region old-wave migrants have contributed to the integration 

of the new influx of migrants, by sharing their social networks and orienting 
newcomers in their search for jobs, ways of illegally entering the country, and 
the use of social defense mechanisms. These efforts, however, have not been 
sufficient to counter damaging practices related to the trafficking of migrants. 

2. Migration at Mexico’s border with Guatemala, in particular at the city of 
Tapachula and its environs, is particularly dynamic.  Migratory inflows are 
increasing and are more diverse in terms of nationality of origin and gender 
composition.  In addition, more migrants are arriving at younger ages, 
affecting the availability of low-skill jobs.  Most new migrants find 
employment in the hidden informal economy, a fact which makes state 
regulation of migration more difficult. 

3. There is now indisputable evidence of hitherto unknown regional migration 
flows, which have been absorbed into informal and tertiary sector activities.  
The presence of women and minors, most of whom lack legal immigration 
papers, is particularly significant in these sectors. Nonetheless, available 
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evidence is insufficient to understand their needs, thus making further 
empirical research of this problem necessary. 

4. The border region is thus characterized by many levels of migration flows and 
linkages between different kinds of activities. 

5. Mexico’s migration authorities have been permissive towards Central 
American immigration in the southern border region around the city of 
Tapachula.  Here, migrants flow back and forth across the border, working and 
living in Mexico for various periods of time.  This permissiveness has several 
implications: (a) the concentration of such inflows in the border region has 
generated complex, unpredictable social relations within both the emitting and 
receiving societies which are difficult to manage; (b) permissiveness is limited 
to the extent that immigrant aliens stay out of trouble with the police (not 
disturb the public peace, get caught in police raids, or be named in complaints 
filed with local authorities); (c) it is an acknowledgement of a de facto 
situation resulting from the cross-border logic, in which certain players and 
special interests gain from operating outside the law and exploiting the 
helpless.  Weak enforcement by the state has emboldened such exploitation, 
which is particularly evident in terms of the trade and sexual exploitation of 
women and children. 

6. Local actors including private and government employees have exploited the 
helplessness of newly arrived migrant women and children from Central 
America.  As a result, the social context around Tapachula should be viewed 
as including a number of practices that serve the self-interest of some local 
actors at the expense of migrants. 

 
Chapter Three addresses migrant women and children working in various 

occupations, but focuses on those directly involved in the sex trade.  Fieldwork and 
interviews were used to understand the complexity of relationships, connections, 
exchanges, occupational changes, agents and players in the region.  It showed how the 
day–to-day experiences of moving, living and entering the workforce are intertwined 
with social practices and local cultural values that obscure crimes such as rapes, abuse 
and trafficking. The chapter concludes with a list of 35 social actors, including 
waitresses, dancers and sex workers from Tapachula, which constitute a network of both 
private individuals and public officials providing social acceptance and rejection for 
migrants. 

 
Chapter Four focuses on relationships which are largely unseen. The 

ethnographic approach of the previous chapters would be incomplete without an 
organizational analysis of the networks of people traffickers.  These criminal 
organizations shape the region under study thanks to a daily combination of personal 
need, social defenselessness, restricted government involvement, legal irresponsibility, 
corrupt practices, organizational dexterity, carnal desires, and social complicity.  Of 
particular note is the prevalence of concerns for public order in the region over the 
health of women who prostitute themselves, or the children who destroy their lungs and 
bodies, either by carrying heavy loads and peddling their wares in the streets under a 
burning sun, or by sorting recyclable materials at the municipal dump among birds of 
prey, rodents and vermin of every sort. 
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This description of criminal organizations in terms of how they work, organize 
and support themselves, in conjunction with the empirical work performed in this study, 
suggests a number of conclusions: 

 
1. Past ideas about the organization of the migrant trade in Tapachula and its 

outskirts are inadequate to analyze the present situation, especially if we 
consider that such traders are part of a network linked to other kinds of criminal 
organizations, such as drug-traffickers.  

2. The criminal organizations dedicated to smuggling people across the Mexico’s 
southern border are similar to parasitic organisms, which grow at the expense of 
other life forms. These organizations offer some benefits including the curbing 
of physical risks to migrants during their travels, as well as generating income 
through investments in the distribution and marketing of people and goods. On 
the other hand, by focusing on the short run and intensive sexual exploitation of 
migrants and minors, they are forced to accept the growing involvement of other 
members of society related to the upkeep of the organization’s victims, who also 
“charge” for their services (and, in popular opinion, dilute the responsibility of 
these criminal organizations).  Furthermore, the earlier wave of Central 
American migration into the region and the now dated practice of “free” sexual 
commerce among Central American women (since it was legalized by the 
introduction of red light zones some ten years ago), have contributed to the fact 
that there is not a workers’ identity in this society. 

3. There are many levels of competition.  Smuggling organizations vie daily 
against public and civil society institutions that try to counteract their criminal 
activities. But there is also competition and collaboration between similar 
organizations dealing in people and drugs. 

4. The state response to trafficking remains ineffectual and migrants continue to 
arrive in huge numbers.  Network development costs remain low for people 
smugglers, who can easily improve their operational methods and security. 
Moreover, they can continue to profit as “parasitic” organisms, and the 
possibility that they could take their human cargo to a more ambitious 
international scene, should not be discounted. 

5. Originally, the cost of entry into the trafficking of migrant women in Tapachula 
and its environs, was probably quite low, especially considering that smugglers 
sought to reduce their costs in the sexual market by developing people and 
goods networks. But, the network of informers and agents within the 
government structure, upon which traffickers increasingly rely, has demanded a 
larger share of the profits though payoffs and protection. 

6. The volume of Central American migrants and the social and commercial 
networks in which they are implicated tend to reduce the overall costs of 
migrating to a new destination. However, a large supply can glut the sexual 
services market and make it more demanding. In general, the typical user of the 
regional prostitution centers tends to prefer younger women, the younger the 
better.  This constitutes a change from ten years ago, when sexual commerce 
was exercised by adult Central American female undocumented aliens. Today, 
the presence of minors is obvious and customers are able to request girls in their 
early teens and even in mid-childhood. 

7. The organizational description of criminal networks is largely theoretical, 
though it draws on empirical work. We stress the functional organization of the 
network and its multi-sectoral and multi-institutional linkages, so as to show its 



 5

complexity.   Public agencies, regardless of the issue of corruption, have not 
been able to rise to the challenge posed by the people smugglers. 

8. This innovative academic analysis can lead to a better assessment of the problem 
of undocumented immigration and its criminal elements. 

 
Chapter Five considers legal norms. The essay would not be complete without 

considering the role of law enforcement in defending fundamental human rights. Since 
the Palermo Agreement and Protocols, individuals, societies, governments and 
international organizations have advanced legal precepts which make it easier to defend 
victims and to punish those who commit crimes.  The chapter examines the most 
significant legal norms, particularly those laws in use at the federal level and in the state 
of Chiapas.  Although inadequate in terms of dealing with migrant trafficking, these 
laws constitute the legal framework invoked by victims and the authorities when 
charges are pressed.  The chapter considers the development of the region’s judicial 
system, its personnel, and their knowledge of the aforementioned international 
instruments.  The essay ends with insights and suggestions on how to address this 
urgent problem by involving civil society, particularly humanitarian organizations. 

 
Throughout this document graphs and charts are used to illustrate arguments, 

describe geographic settings and present the testimony of the agents and social actors 
interviewed. Thus, there are 14 maps, 56 statistical tables, 16 diagrams, and 176 boxes 
with individual testimony.  The work concludes with a list of published references and 
appendixes in the order cited in the text. 
 


