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ABSTRACT
What instruments of migration control is the current Mexican
administration employing? Do these differ from those of past
administrations? Past administrations have applied policies to
stem the entrance and stay of irregularized migrants; however,
president Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador (2018-2024) stated that
his administration would provide jobs to migrants and respect
their human rights. For that, his government designed a New
Migration Policy. Drawing on secondary qualitative data, policy
analysis, reports, and statistical data, this paper examines five
actions the ongoing Mexican administration has performed to
manage irregularized migration, and evaluates if the strategies
correspond with the principles of the New Migration Policy.
Findings show that the Mexican government has used new and
long-standing bordering practices to contain irregularized
migration, contrasting with the discourse of respect to migrants’
human rights. The actions performed have gone from
“permissive” to repressive as the pressure from the US and the
influx of migrants increased.

KEYWORDS
Migration control; Central
America; Externalization of
borders; Migration policy;
Containment policies

Introduction

On December 1, 2018, Andrés Manuel López Obrador (AMLO) took on the presidency
of Mexico amid migration turmoil. The administration designed a NewMigration Policy
(NMP) to address relevant gaps in migration policy as it strived to transform migration
management. The NMP would respect migrants’ human rights, be inclusive, and have a
gender perspective. The administration stated that (irregularized) migrants had rights
and would not be stigmatized, criminalized, or persecuted (Redacción Ejecentral 2018,
para. 3).

The arrival of Central American migrants in the spring of 2019 tested the NMP. The
Mexican government responded to the arrival of the first migrant caravan of the admin-
istration by granting temporary humanitarian permits, Tarjeta de Visitante por Razones
Humanitarias1 (TVRH). In the following months, migrants continued to arrive in
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Mexico and the US, leading to increased detentions at the US- Mexico border. President
Trump first responded by implementing the Migrant Protection Protocols and later
threatened Mexico with import tariff increases prompting the negotiation of a deal
between the governments. In June 2019, AMLO’s administration deployed more than
25,000 officers to the Southern border to contain undocumented migration (Hernández
López 2020). Since then, a series of actions have been carried out to deter the entrance of,
primarily, Central American migrants.

This paper deals with the practical implementation of migration control in Mexico’.
What instruments of border control is Mexico employing? How does the Mexican
state implement its New Migration Policy (NMP)? Do state actions correspond with
the guidelines of the NMP? To that end, I analyze migration policies in Mexico from
1994 to 2021, along with the instruments and bordering techniques that Mexico has
applied. In doing so, I explore the different “collaboration” programs between the US
and Mexico to show the instrumentalization of migration management. I argue that
the current administration has employed new and long-standing control and contain-
ment strategies following the pattern of governance by containment of past adminis-
trations. While granting temporary protective mechanisms offer a type of regular
status in Mexico, it has proved to be a bordering practice that has increased the vulner-
ability of migrants. Other measures, such as the return of asylum seekers to Mexico,
deployment of the national guard, and the military’s involvement in migration
matters, have resulted in further criminalization, persecution, and vulnerability of
migrants. The government’s strategies have gone from permissive to repressive. At
first, it bore the entrance and stay of undocumented migrants through temporary protec-
tive mechanisms, later shifting to a more repressive approach as pressure from the US
and arrivals increased. The paper contributes to the growing literature on migration
management and externalization of borders by showing Mexico’s current migration
control practices.

This paper is based on secondary data. I examine the narratives of the Mexican and US
presidents, government officials, press releases, policies, and legislation. Along with a lit-
erature review, I analyze statistical data from the Migration Policy Unit, Registry and
Identification of People (UPMRIP), the National Migration Institute (INM), the
Mexican Commission for Refugee Aid (COMAR), the United States Department of
Homeland Security (DHS), newspaper articles, and NGOs reports.

The paper is divided into four sections. The first deals with the analytical framework:
policies for migration management. The second is a background on migration policy in
Mexico over the last three decades. The third explains the components of the NMP and
lays out the actions that the Mexican and US governments have carried out under
AMLO’s administration. The fourth is a discussion of the policies implemented. The
article concludes with an assessment of the performance of the Mexican state.

Analytical Framework. Policies for Migration Management

In this highly globalized era, developed nations have created the conditions to produce a
population surplus through the disruption of societies, resulting in the displacement of
people from usual livelihoods and creating a mobile population in search of new
sources of income and employment (Massey 2002; Massey, Durand, and Malone
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2002). At the same time, these countries demand low-skilled, cheap labor to take on
unwanted, often, low paid jobs from low-wage countries while enacting selective policies
that regulate the entrance of migrants, creating what James Hollifield called the “liberal
paradox” that is, “open” markets and “closed” political societies (Álvarez Velasco 2016;
De Genova 2002; Hollifield 2006). Developed nations promote the liberalization of the
economies, commercial exchange, and the flexibilization of trade regulations, reflected
in the signing of free trade agreements, but create migration policies that restrict the
entrance of specific populations.

Entry restrictions are enforced on migrants from developing countries and refugees
but lifted to other categories of migrants — students, investors, high-skilled workers,
and tourists— creating a classification of “desired” and “undesired” migrants (Álvarez
Velasco 2016) and new hierarchies of people (Hess 2017). For instance, in the 1980s,
the US developed a “selectivity principle” whereby the US Congress decided who
“deserved asylum and assistance” instead of applying the refugee definition based on
the UN principles. Thus, the US selected the country of origin of refugees and the
number of people that were to receive asylum based on the “nationality groups that
served a political purpose” (Menjívar 2000, 79). Given the direct intervention of the
US in the Salvadoran and Guatemalan Civil Wars, the US denied asylum claims to Gua-
temalans and Salvadorans, as providing them protection would contradict its own
foreign policy2 (Menjívar and Gómez Cervantes 2018). They were not recognized as refu-
gees as, in the words of US officials, “they did not fit into the program” (Frelick 1991,
214). Instead, representatives of the Reagan administration stated that Central Americans
were economic migrants seeking a better living standard (Nepstad and Smith 2001;
Stanley 1987).

Policy restrictions lead migrants to enter the countries irregularly. Elaborating on De
Genova (2002), Soledad Álvarez Velasco (2016, 159) argues that migrant populations are
irregularized, insomuch that irregularity is produced and reinforced continuously
through norms, laws, policies, and practices that produce classified, racialized, and crim-
inalized subjects. The immigration policies decrease the opportunities for the authorized
entrance of “unwanted populations” into the countries, forcing people into irregularity.

The “undesired” migrants are subject to racialization, policing, and the target of dra-
conian immigration policies that criminalize them. That is, irregularized migrants have
been depicted as dangerous and “dirty” others —illegal, rapists, criminals, smugglers,
poor, killers, drug dealers—subjected to racialization and policing. They are the target
of ferocious policies of deterrence and enforcement and are often seen as a threat to
national security (Álvarez Velasco 2016; De Genova 2002; Núñez 2020; Torres 2018;
Vogt 2020). Consequently, states have created and enacted policies and strategies for
identification, dissuasion, detention, and deportation (Faret, Anguiano Téllez, and
Rodríguez-Tapia 2021). These policies can be observed in the increased and continuous
use of technology devices, such as infrared cameras and drones at the borders; the
implementation of surveillance mechanisms whereby the state deploys law and immigra-
tion enforcement agencies, particularly immigration officers, police and military person-
nel, and officers of the national guard to the borders; and the construction of mobile
checkpoints and fences to control and limit the movement of people (Anguiano Téllez
and Trejo Peña 2007; Torre Cantalapiedra and Yee Quintero 2018; Torres 2018;
Varela Huerta 2015). Remarkably, after the events of 09/11 in the US, the notion of
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security became an essential element of migration governance, and the “perceived need
for security against ‘dangerous’ populations […] enabled the proliferation of surveil-
lance” (Núñez 2020, 550).

Destination, transit, and origin countries implement containment policies differently,
often following a regional approach to migration. The destination countries tend to have
a dissuasive policy “towards the exterior” (Faret, Anguiano Téllez, and Rodríguez-Tapia
2021, 65) that affects the origin and transit countries. That is, they follow a process of
externalization of borders. Externalization refers to the “policies that shift the place
where the control of travelers takes place from the state’s border into which the individ-
ual is seeking to enter” to the transit or country of origin (Paoletti 2011, 273). Regularly,
the externalization of borders results from power relations and asymmetries between
countries. The destination country, often developed, has “more power” over the transit
and origin countries, resulting in an immersion in the political agenda of such countries
(Faret, Anguiano Téllez, and Rodríguez-Tapia 2021).

The externalization of migration can take different forms: “joint programs” or alli-
ances to control mobile populations; the transfer of responsibility of migration control
from receiving to sending countries; and control practices that may not comply with
international standards (Paoletti 2011, 274). Regardless of the form, these measures
have one goal “to stop ‘undesirable’migration prior to a migrant’s entry onto the national
territory” (Faret, Anguiano Téllez, and Rodríguez-Tapia 2021, 65).

The externalization of migration control in the North American region started in the
late 1980s after designing a cooperation program between the US and Mexico, Operation
Hold the line, targeting Central American migration (Frelick 1991). The program
boosted the presence of the US Border Patrol along the border, expedited asylum
claims, established checkpoints in transit corridors, and included the training of
Mexican officials in detecting fraudulent documents. Six months after the implemen-
tation, in June 1989, an internal memorandum to the then US Immigration and Natural-
ization Service (INS) Central Office contained detailed information about the level of
involvement of the INS in Mexico and the “high-level cooperation” with Mexican Immi-
gration Services (Frelick 1991, 212). Since then, diverse programs have been signed
between the countries, externalizing the US border.

Migration management in Mexico: three decades of migration control,
1994–2018

The administrations of Carlos Salinas (1988-1994), Ernesto Zedillo (1994-200), Vicente
Fox (2000-2006), Felipe Calderon (2006-2012), and Enrique Peña Nieto (2012-2018) fol-
lowed a pattern of “governance by containment” (Calva Sánchez and Torre Cantalapiedra
2020; Faret, Anguiano Téllez, and Rodríguez-Tapia 2021; Villafuerte Solís and García
Aguilar 2014). They instrumentalized diverse policies of containment since the 1990s.
That is, policies towards the identification, apprehension, and deportation of irregular-
ized migrants (Anguiano Téllez and Trejo Peña 2007; París Pombo 2017; Torre Canta-
lapiedra and Yee Quintero 2018; Varela Huerta 2015).

Following the process of externalization of migration control, Mexico and the US have
collaborated on a series of programs3 that aimed to stem the arrivals of migrants into the
US. The cooperation has included the hiring and training ofMexican officers, information
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exchange, transfer of financial resources to acquire security equipment, such as infrared
camaras, drones, and camaras with night vision, and the construction of detention facili-
ties (Anguiano Téllez and Trejo Peña 2007; Calva Sánchez and Torre Cantalapiedra 2020;
Faret, Anguiano Téllez, and Rodríguez-Tapia 2021; Frelick 1991; París Pombo 2017). As a
result of the collaboration, Mexico increased the number of checkpoints and revisions
along the transit corridors. For instance, in 2001, with Southern Border Plan (Plan Fron-
tera Sur), migration inspection and control activities extended from the Southern border
to Veracruz, Tabasco, Chiapas, and Oaxaca, Campeche, Yucatán y Quintana Roo (Torre
Cantalapiedra and Yee Quintero 2018; Anguiano Téllez and Trejo Peña 2007). In 2008,
presidents Felipe Calderon and George Bush signed a security partnership called “Inicia-
tiva Mérida,” under which US$ 2.8 billion were used to counter drug trafficking and orga-
nized crime (Vogt 2020). In practice, the money was directed toward immigration
enforcement. Hence, Mexico continued the militarization of borders and routes, high-
ways, and railways, air, and marine controls through the use of technology, the construc-
tion of detention facilities, and the training of officials in the name of national security
(París Pombo 2017; Vogt 2020; Anguiano Téllez and Lucero Vargas 2020).

In 2014, Mexican President Enrique Peña Nieto officially launched the Southern
Border Program (SBP), part of the National Security Plan to manage the so-called
“humanitarian crisis” (Animal Político 2014; París Pombo 2017; Swanson et al. 2015;
Torre Cantalapiedra and Yee Quintero 2018). The program targeted narcotrafficking,
but in practice, the SBP aimed to prevent arrivals and increase the detection, detention,
and deportation of undocumented migrants (Swanson et al. 2015). Particular emphasis
was placed on apprehending and deporting unaccompanied minors, given that more
than 67,000 minors were detained in the US in 2014 (DHS 2015).

These actions have resulted in high rates of identification, detentions, and deporta-
tions of undocumented migrants in both countries (see Figure 1). The volume of

Figure 1. Annual Immigrant Apprehensions in Mexico and the US, FY2001-FY2021. Source: by the
author with information from (UPMRIP 2021; 2018; 2015; 2022; Department of Homeland Security
2019; US Customs and Border Protection 2022).
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apprehensions and deportations signals the harmful deterrence-based policy that govern-
ments have continued to apply and the limited screening, assessment of the needs, and
inadequate due-process protections that migrants and asylum seekers have experienced
(Dominguez-Villegas and Rietig 2015). For instance, from 2013 to 2019, more than 80
percent of those apprehended were deported from Mexico.

Moreover, in the last five years, the number of asylum claims has skyrocketed (see
Figure 2), signaling the effect of the tightening of immigration control in Mexico and
the US. In 2019, 70,709 people sought asylum in Mexico, and in 2021, more than
130,744 asylum claims were filed (COMAR 2020; 2022), almost doubling the number
of 2019. Many applicants seek to settle in Mexico because the routes have become extre-
mely dangerous, and the costs of border crossing have vastly increased (Castillo 2019;
Faret, Anguiano Téllez, and Rodríguez-Tapia 2021; Torre Cantalapiedra 2020; Varela
Huerta and McLean 2019).

Finally, Enrique Peña Nieto’s administration saw the arrival of the so-called “Caravans
of migrants4” fromHonduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador in 2018 (Rizzo Lara 2021). The
government first welcomed migrants with tear gas at the Mexico-Guatemala border
(Arroyo et al. 2018; Calva Sánchez and Torre Cantalapiedra 2020; Pradilla 2019; Ramos
2018). After a series of clashes between caravan members and the police, the government
let them cross the country. Days later, as part of the strategies to contain the influx of the
caravans, the federal government launched a regularization program called “Estás en Tu
Casa” (You are at home). The program would provide medical assistance, education,
access to a temporary job, and a provisional identification. Migrants needed to meet
three requirements: remain in Oaxaca and/ or Chiapas; register before the INM; and
seek asylum (Anguiano Téllez and Lucero Vargas 2020; Secretaría de Gobernación
2018). Members of the caravan refused the offer because they did not want to be
confined to the south of Mexico but wanted to continue their journey to El Norte
(Martín Pérez 2018; Redacción AN 2018). The Plan was, in fact, a containment policy
that aimed to keep migrants in the South of Mexico and prevent their arrival into the US.

Figure 2. Detentions, Deportations, and Asylum claims in Mexico, 2013-2021. Source: elaborated by
the author with information from (UPMRIP 2022; COMAR 2022; UPMRIP 2021; 2015; 2018).
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In summary, past administrations have been using different strategies to deter and
control the arrival and stay of irregularized migrants in the country. Although the
various collaboration programs between the US and Mexico have been implemented
to counter drug trafficking, human trafficking, and violence, the reality is that much of
the resources have been used to keep migrants out of the US. The effects of these policies,
including massive detentions, deportations, and asylum claims, have generated violence
and police brutality against migrants. Before taking office, President Andres Manuel
Lopez Obrador (AMLO) promised a change in migration policy. He had largely criticized
Peña Nieto’s approach to immigration. He stated his administration would create jobs,
grant visas, and work with the region’s governments to create development programs
to disincentivize migration (Arroyo et al. 2018). AMLO emphasized that there were
alternatives to deal with (irregularized) migration other than using armed forces and
the police, and stated that his administration would respect migrant human rights.
Finally, he claimed Central Americans would not be mistreated (MORENA 2018,
paras. 6–8).

Migration policy under AMLO’s administration, 2018–2024

López Obrador took office on December 1, 2018, in the middle of the mediatic turmoil,
given the arrival of the migrant caravans and the pressure from the US. On December 18,
the incumbent administration outlined the New Migration Policy (NMP) components.
The NMP was embedded in a more extensive transformation process (and discourse)
that the administration aimed to implement. The NMP was built upon two axes: the
defense and respect of migrants’ human rights and the promotion of economic develop-
ment in sending communities to address the structural causes of the migration (UPMRIP
2019). The NMP has seven components: shared responsibility; regular, safe, and orderly
mobility and migration; attention to irregular migration; strengthening of institutional
capacity; protection of Mexicans overseas; integration and reintegration of migrants;
and sustainable development in migrant communities (UPMRIP 2019).

Together, the components offered a comprehensive approach to migration as they
sought to address the structural causes of migration; provide physical and psychological
protection measures to irregular migrants, and a path for their regularization in the
country; strengthen the capacities of institutions that offer services to migrants, especially
the INM, COMAR, and the Migration Policy Unit; and foster the integration and
inclusion of migrants into the Mexican society, as they have active participation in the
definition, execution, and accountability of policies (UPMRIP 2019). According to Her-
nández López (2020), the administration’s challenge was to create strategies and concrete
initiatives to address the above aims. Hernández stressed that the biggest challenge was to
create a dialogue with the US, as any decision made in migration will be conditioned by
the inevitable proximity of Mexico to the US (Hernández López 2020, 170).

The application of the NMP included, first, the signing of the Global Compact for Safe,
Orderly, and Regular Migration (GCM) in December 2018. Party countries are com-
mitted to creating and, more importantly, implementing mechanisms against human
trafficking, family separation, criminalization of migration, and arbitrary detention
(Noticias ONU 2018). In March 2019, in a press release, the Mexican Secretary of
Foreign Affairs stated that Mexico was the first to put into practice the principles of
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the GCM (as the government granted about 13,000 temporary humanitarian visas to
caravan members in January 2019). In doing so, he stressed, “Mexico has stopped deport-
ing hundreds of thousands of Central American migrants in contrast with the migration
paradigm of past administrations […] Thanks to this NewMigration Policy, we have cor-
rected the fundamental error, that of illegality, that condemns migrants to marginaliza-
tion and precarity5” (SRE 2019a, paras. 1–3).

Second, the administration sought to strengthen institutional capacity. A critical
action in this rubric was a restructuring at the directive and operative level of the
INM. The administration appointed Tonatiuh Guillén López as INM Commissioner
and Andrés Alfonso Ramírez Silva as General Coordinator of COMAR (Redacción Eje-
central 2018). In a press conference, where both commissioners were introduced, the
former Minister of Interior emphasized: “migrants have rights, they were not going to
be stigmatized, criminalized, or persecuted” and that the appointed directors would
honor that (Redacción Ejecentral 2018, para. 3). The restructure at the operative level
aimed to cease officials who had been involved in criminal activities, such as corruption
and human trafficking, and had violated migrant human rights. According to AMLO, in
June 2019, more than 500 officers were fired as part of a “clean-up operation” (AFP 2019),
on top of the 30 that were removed in Tamaulipas after the disappearance (kidnapping)
of 22 Central American migrants (SinEmbargo 2019). Moreover, the INM was to train
officers on human rights principles and human trafficking; build new detention
centers, and acquire technology that could facilitate the admission and identification
of migrants.

Instruments of migration control

In the remaining section, I review five initiatives that the current administration has
employed to manage irregularized migration; then, I analyze these strategies to assess
if they are aligned with the components and goals of the NMP. I selected these initiatives
based on their importance. Other scholars have also highlighted their relevance (Angu-
iano Téllez and Lucero Vargas 2020; Calva Sánchez and Torre Cantalapiedra 2020; Her-
nández López 2020).

1. Temporary protection mechanisms. In January 2019, new groups of migrants arrived
at the Mexico-Guatemala Border.6 On January 18, 2019, the federal government
fashioned the Plan de Atención a Caravana Migrante (Attention Plan to the Migrant
Caravan) to manage the situation. The Plan aimed to provide medical assistance,
shelter, and legal orientation (Secretaría de Seguridad y Protección Ciudadana 2019).
The government created an emergent program to register migrants in Tapachula,
Chiapas, and regularize their stay, issuing temporary protection permits on humanitarian
grounds, TVRH. On January 28, 2019, the end date of the program7, migrants had
requested 12,574 visas (Observatorio de Legislación Migratoria 2019). AMLO declared
that the permit was a mechanism to encourage migrants fleeing violence and insecurity
to stay in Mexico and avoid going to the US. With the measure, he was trying to prevent a
possible source of disagreement between the two countries (Ernst and Semple 2019).

In a conference presentation in February 2019, Olga Sanchez Cordero, Minister of the
Interior, underscored that the Plan had been successful as only 10 percent of those who
crossed into Mexico with the caravan continued their journey up north8 while the rest of
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the migrants (90 percent of 13,500) received humanitarian permits. Moreover, Cordero
stressed that different job agencies were actively recruiting migrants for various positions
to prevent further movement from Central America (to Mexico) and the South–North
movement within Mexico (MPI 2019).

2. Migrant Protection Protocols. The first group of people that left San Pedro Sula,
Honduras, in October 2018 arrived in Mexico weeks before the intermediate elections
for Congress and the Senate in the US. Amid the significant media coverage, Trump
used the caravans to reinforce a xenophobic, racist, anti-immigrant discourse, favoring
the channeling of resources to fortify the US Southern Border (Fernández Casanueva,
Carte, and Rosas 2018). The immediate response was to deploy more than 5,000 immi-
gration officers down the border (BBC News 2018). Trump framed the caravan as an
invasion; thus, border protection was a matter of national security. As migrants contin-
ued to arrive, in December 2018, the US government launched the “Migrant Protection
Protocols” (MPP), an initiative whereby undocumented foreigners entering or seeking
admission to the US were returned to Mexico for the duration of their immigration pro-
ceedings (Calva Sánchez and Torre Cantalapiedra 2020; DHS 2019). The MPP was
implemented on January 24, 2019, after Mexico granted the humanitarian permits
(Calva Sánchez and Torre Cantalapiedra 2020).

The MPP -also known as Quédate en Mexico- [Remain in Mexico], meant that thou-
sands of Central Americans that arrived in the US to seek asylum were sent back to
Mexican border towns, Ciudad Juarez, Matamoros, Nuevo Laredo, Tijuana, Mexicali,
to wait for admission, court hearings, and adjudication. The initiative shuddered
migrants who traveled more than 3,000 km to arrive in the US. Mexico agreed to provid-
ing migrants with humanitarian protections, including immigration documentation and
access to education, healthcare, and employment (DHS 2019). According to official docu-
ments, by December 31, 2020, 68,039 people were enrolled in the MPP, and only 531 had
received “relief,” that is, only 0.7 percent of the applicants received asylum, statutory
withholding of removal, and withholding of removal under the Convention Against
Torture (DHS 2021a).

In February 2021, the DHS started to process into the US specific individuals that were
enrolled in the MPP and had pending cases before the Executive Office for Immigration
Review (EOIR) (DHS 2021b). After a detailed examination, in June 2021, president Joe
Biden signed an Executive order to terminate the MPP program, and the Secretary of
Homeland Security terminated it while the processing of individuals continued.
However, on August 15, as part of a lawsuit brought by the states of Texas and Missouri,
a federal judge ordered the Biden administration to “enforce and implement MPP in
good faith” (American Immigration Council 2021). On August 25, the processing of indi-
viduals enrolled in MPP was suspended (DHS 2021c). Finally, the Biden administration
announced the termination of the MPP on October 29, which could only be effective
until the ruling by which the MPP is required to be reinstated was overturned (DHS
2021d, para. 5). After negotiations with the Mexican government, the MPP was
reinstated on December 06. The ruling confirmed the instauration of the MPP (Center
for Migration Studies 2021).

3. Acquiescence: The “deal” between Mexico and the US. Throughout the first six
months of 2019, migrants continued to arrive in Mexico and the US. As a result, in
May, President Trump announced an increase in import tariffs on Mexican products,
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progressively from 5-to 25 percent, because “Mexico was not doing enough to control
migration” (BBC, 2019). In a tweet, he expressed:

On June 10, the United States will impose a 5% tariff on all goods coming into our country
from Mexico until such time as illegal migrants coming through Mexico and into our
Country, STOP. The Tariff will gradually increase until the Illegal Immigration problem
is remedied (Twitter, Trump, May 31, 2019)

The goal of such policy was, as in other times and through other mechanisms, to stem the
flow of irregularized migrants. KevinMcAleenan, the then-Secretary of Homeland Secur-
ity, revealed that theWhite House wanted Mexico to “increase security at the border with
Guatemala, a crackdown on criminal gangs that help migrants and help the USmore with
asylum seekers” (Karni, Swanson, and Shear 2019). At the same time, it was expressed
that the strategy’s success would be measured by the number of people crossing the
border, and Mexico’s performance would be judged on a “day to day or week by
week” basis (Ibid). The White House stated, “If the illegal migration crisis is alleviated
through effective actions taken by Mexico, to be determined in our sole discretion and
judgment, the tariffs will be removed” (Gambino and Agren 2019, para. 12).

Following a series of talks, in a joint declaration, the governments recognized “the vital
importance of rapidly resolving the humanitarian emergency and security situation [for
which they] will work together to immediately implement a durable solution” (Depart-
ment of State 2019). They agreed on (a) Mexico would deploy its National Guard to curb
irregular migration, firstly, to the southern border; (b) the US would expand the MPP
across the Southern border; (c) in the event of not having the expected results, both gov-
ernments would take action, and additional terms would be discussed and announced
within 90 days; (d) the US and Mexico welcomed the adoption of the Comprehensive
Development Plan to promote prosperity, good governance and security in Central
America (Department of State 2019).

The aftermath of the “agreement” was the deployment of more than 25,000 Mexican
officers of the National Guard to surveil the US-Mexico and Mexico-Guatemala borders
(Calva Sánchez and Torre Cantalapiedra 2020; Hernández López 2020). The actions
resulted in the detention of 30,971 migrants in June 2019, which reported the highest
record of detentions in 2019 (UPMRIP 2020a). The INM released figures that showed
a decrease in arrivals in the months that followed the implementation of such
a strategy. For instance, there were 12,773 and 11,814 detentions in September and
October, respectively; in contrast with 21,745 and 22,949 detentions in April and May
before the measures were enacted (Ibid). In the weeks that followed the deal, the US
saw a 28 percent drop in apprehensions, the first decrease in a year (Fredrick 2019).

As part of the agreement, the Mexican government implemented a Comprehensive
Development Plan (PDI) in collaboration with the UN Economic Commission for
Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras.
The PDI is “a practical and effective answer to the idea that no one should be forced
to migrate due to poverty or insecurity” (SRE 2019b, para. 2). At the same time,
AMLO stated that this Plan was an effective way to promote development in home
countries and decrease incoming flows. Under the PDI, the governments of El Salvador
and Mexico signed a cooperation agreement to encourage regional development. Mexico
had allocated a budget of 30 million dollars to be spent on sowing 50,000 hectares and
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creating 20,000 jobs in El Salvador. More agreements were signed with Guatemala and
Honduras, aiming to plant 200,000 hectares by the three countries (Zavala 2019).

4. Legal and physical violence. In January 2020, Central Americans formed new cara-
vans to arrive in Mexico and the US. This time, the current administration’s response was
different from that of 2019. Instead of granting temporary humanitarian permits, the
Mexican government deployed even more national guard officials and immigration
officers to the Mexico-Guatemala border to prevent migrants from entering the
country, both to Ciudad Hidalgo, Chiapas, and El Ceibo, Tabasco.

Between 17 and 23 January 2020, different groups of migrants tried to enter the
country using two routes, Chiapas and Tabasco. The first group of about 2,000 people
decided to cross Mexico via Chiapas, but they were not allowed to enter together;
instead, the federal government asked them to enter in small groups of 20 people.
After that, some migrants crossed Tapachula, Chiapas, but were detained and taken to
the detention center “La Mosca” in Tuxtla Gutierrez, Chiapas, in what used to be a ware-
house. The second group crossed via El Ceibo, Tabasco. Many of them were also detained
and taken to the detention center in Villahermosa, Tabasco (Pradilla 2020).

On Monday, January 20, 2020 the caravan tried to enter again, but hundreds of
national guard and border patrol officers were guarding the gate, at the border. Many
migrants then crossed into Mexico through the Suchiate River in Ciudad Hidalgo,
Chiapas. Meanwhile, migrants at the international bridge were repelled with tear gas.
Migrants who entered Mexican territory were chased by border patrol and police
officers. The government used special equipment, such as cameras with night vision,
to identify and capture those who had made their way into the country (INM 2020b).
Once they were caught, they were placed in detention centers. After the events, many
migrants decided to return to Guatemala (Astles 2020; OIM 2020).

5. Expansion of immigration enforcement. To carry out actions of containment, in
2019, the Mexican government granted the National Guard faculties to carry out
migratory inspections at the borders and acrross the country, and detentions of migrants.
Since then, the National Guard has carried out actions of immigration enforcement. In
August 2021, migrants and asylum seekers formed a new caravan in Mexico. This
caravan differed from others because it was created in Mexico, not Central America.
On August 28, 2021, about 600 Haitians, Venezuelan, and Central American migrants
and asylum seekers formed a new caravan to cross Mexico (Forbes 2021). They had
been stuck in Tapachula for months waiting for a resolution of their cases. Days
before the caravan departed, migrants and asylum seekers protested, marched, and
claimed in front of the offices of the INM in Tapachula, seeking a response from the auth-
orities. Without clear answers, the caravan moved forward. Soon after, migrants encoun-
tered the national guard, military, and immigration officers who blocked their way and
violently disarticulated the caravan. AMLO stated that his government would continue
containing migration and stressed the need for more significant involvement of the
US in the matter (Redacción Animal Político 2021). Tapachula is “home” to 125,000
undocumented migrants and asylum seekers who had been stuck there waiting for res-
olutions of their cases (Forbes 2021). The city is overflooded, and migrants are unem-
ployed, sleeping in tents in the parks, and living in very precarious situations.

After the national guard and immigration officers disarticulated the first caravan (that
of August 2021), migrants formed two more caravans in Tapachula. Both were also
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blocked and disarticulated by members of the national guard, the marine, and the INM.
However, migrants kept resisting the containment and control practices of the govern-
ment and created a new caravan. The march with the slogan “Por la libertad, la dignidad,
y la paz” [For freedom, dignity, and peace] left Tapachula on October 23, 2021. It grew in
size and demographic composition as more than 6,000 migrants, and asylum seekers
from different nationalities became part of it. One caravan member expressed, “we are
going to ask to be set free in this country (…) we have been forced to stay here for six
months, we cannot wait any longer, we do not have jobs” (DW 2021, para. 5). Like in
the past, migration officers tried to stop the caravan on multiple occasions, but migrants
resisted. Many migrants were detained, and others were injured due to the clashes
(Lucumí 2021). In November 2021, the caravan leader rejected offers the Mexican gov-
ernment made of granting TVRH to vulnerable people that are part of the caravan and
expressed their intention to go to Mexico City (Telesur 2021). The caravan arrived in
Mexico City in December 2021(EFE 2021b).

Discussion

After reviewing the different strategies the current administration uses, I assess how and
if they comply with the components of the NMP. First, I argue that granting temporary
humanitarian permits, TVRH, was a containment strategy as it was used to keep migrants
in the South of Mexico. The strategy was an ad-hoc measure employed amid the arrivals
rather than a long-term strategy to alleviate (irregularized) migration; neither was it a
formalized path to the regularization and inclusion of undocumented migrants, as envi-
sioned in the NMP.

TVRH are temporary permits given on “humanitarian grounds” and are only valid for
one year. Even with those, migrants are unable to work and live in precarious situations
during their regularization process. Migrants with TVRH are in a liminal space (Menjívar
2006) whereby they can legally stay in the country, but they are “illegal,” as they cannot
work, and their “legal” status is only temporal. Migrants’ inability to work forces them
into the informal labor market, further increasing their economic insecurity, marginali-
zation, exclusion, and exploitation as employers pay lower wages; migrants work longer
hours and do not have access to social security (Angulo-Pasel 2022). As stated by Men-
jívar (2006, 1003), “The multiple legal categories in immigration law, including in-
between statuses, thus shape long-term immigrant incorporation, and thus, broader
forms of citizenship and community belonging (and exclusion).” This liminal status
and temporality then limit migrants’ inclusion and integration in Mexico. At the same
time, migrants live in a constant state of “deportability” (De Genova 2002) whereby
there is a constant possibility (and fear) of removal of the nation-state. Finally, with
the granting of TVRH, migrants registered before the INM and were placed in short-
term shelters, thus becoming subject to the state’s discretion, surveillance, and control.

Second, Mexico’s acquiescence with the US concerning the MPP resulted in non-com-
pliance with its migration policy. The NMP emphasized the respect and protection of
migrants’ human rights. However, by allowing the implementation of the MPP,
Mexico failed to respect migrants’ human rights as migrants enrolled in the MPPs
were placed in camps in border towns, which are particularly dangerous given the pres-
ence of organized crime, further increasing their marginalization and vulnerability. Also,
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Mexico did not abide by its commitment to providing education, healthcare, and
employment. In fact, the MPP has exposed migrants to kidnappings, extortion, and
several forms of violence, including sexual abuse (HRW 2019; Mukpo 2020). In the
two years of the initiative, more than 1,300 crimes have been committed against
migrant populations, being organized crime and Mexican officers the primary offender
(IMUMI 2021). The MPP also violates the right to asylum, due process, and the principle
of non-refoulment (IMUMI 2021). Finally, the MPP is also a way to externalize US
borders.

Third, with the bilateral “agreement” of June 2019, Mexico returned to the long-stand-
ing containment strategies of past administrations. As part of the agreement, Mexico
committed to increasing migration control, resulting in historical detentions and depor-
tations. In 2021, the INM detained 307,679 migrants (UPMRIP 2022), almost tripling the
number of detentions in 2020, 82, 379 (UPMRIP 2021) (see Figure 2). As for deporta-
tions, in 2021, the government deported 114,366 people (UPMRIP 2022), and more
than 1307,44 people filed for asylum (COMAR 2022), the highest number of applications
since the creation of COMAR. In 2014, the year of the so-called “humanitarian crisis,”
there were 127,149 and 107,814 detentions and deportations, respectively (UPMRIP
2015). Both indicators increased in 2015 when detentions skyrocketed to 198,141 and
181,163 deportations (UPMRIP 2018) after the implementation of the Southern
Border Program. In other words, apprehensions in 2021 were higher than in 2015, sig-
naling that the current administration is applying the same and even stricter containment
policies than past administrations. The government’s strategies to detain and deport
migrants contrasted with the Global Compact on Migration principles, whereby deten-
tion would be used as an exceptional resource to manage undocumented migration.

Further, in 2019, the Mexican government set up 67 checkpoints in addition to the 194
official points of entry (95 air, 67 seas, and 62 lands) that are surveilled by immigration
officers (INM 2020a). The army, the marine, and the national guard carried out vigilance
activities. The INM stated that such activities had “optimal results” as the joint forces
detained almost 180,000 undocumented migrants. Moreover, 15 detention centers and
nine more facilities were renovated. The surveillance activities also resulted in the deten-
tion of allegedly 227 human traffickers along with 288 vehicles used for transporting irre-
gular migrants.

Similarly, the INM stated that 97 percent of the population that entered Mexico in
2019 were regular migrants (around 37 million); however, a considerable budget was
channeled towards the surveillance of the Mexican border to contain and stem undocu-
mented migration, which barely accounted for three percent of the foreign population.
Moreover, in 2021, revisions along highways in Mexico have resulted in the detention
of 89,653 people compared to 1,165 detentions in 2018 (IMUMI 2021), showing the
increased surveillance and migration control exercised across the country.

The actions proved how the “control and containment” perspective underlies the New
Migration Policy. Rather than focusing on protecting, promoting, and guaranteeing
human rights, the policy is oriented towards the identification, apprehension, and depor-
tation of migrants. Thus, the government should increase the budget of the INM not to
build new detention centers but open-door, long-term shelters where migrants can stay
during their regularization procedures.
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Fourth, the Mexican government responded aggressively to the arrival of new cara-
vans in January 2020. The deployment of thousands of officers from different federal
enforcement agencies to Tapachula and El Ceibo to block the entrance of irregularized
migrants showed that the government would not tolerate the entry and stay of undocu-
mented migrants. This is consistent with the declarations of the now INM Commis-
sioner, Francisco Garduño Yáñez, who, in October 2019, stated that INM would send
back migrants regardless of their country of origin. He said: “even if you are from
Mars, we are going to send you back, even to India, even to Cameroon, or even to
Africa […] It is impossible to have you here” (Redacción Animal Político 2019). His
statements expressed xenophobic and racist sentiments that underlie the vision of the
Migration Institute in Mexico.

Additionally, the government’s response to the arrivals with tear gas and violence evi-
denced the lack of respect for migrants’ human rights and understanding of the popu-
lation’s needs. Such responses contrasted with two components of the NMP, one that
aimed to provide ways for migrants to move to and fromMexico safely, orderly, and reg-
ularly. The other sought to provide physical and psychological protection to migrant
populations. Additionally, the actions contrasted with AMLOs statements at the begin-
ning of his administration.

Fifth, Mexico continues to criminalize migration and has expanded immigration
enforcement activities and agencies. It has used security forces to disarticulate the cara-
vans that migrants have formed in Mexico. Even the president stated that Mexico would
continue to detain irregularized migrants; likewise, the Secretary of Defence maintained
that the army’s main goal was to stop migration (EFE 2021a). The deployment of the
national guard, the marine, the military, and the use of technology to identify migrants
further criminalize irregularized migration. Hence, migrants are treated as criminals and
a threat to national security rather than as people with rights and in need of protection.
Additionally, migrants experience legal violence when applying for permits or asylum.
They have to wait months before getting a resolution and need to comply with require-
ments that put them in a very precarious situation. Lastly, the physical violence exercised
to block the caravans is inhumane, disproportional, and violates migrants’ human rights.
Those actions contrast with the NMP principles and the statements of the former Sec-
retary of Interior, as migrants continue to be persecuted, violented, marginalized, and
stigmatized.

Conclusions

This paper has contributed to the literature on migration management by reviewing five
bordering practices and instruments of migration control that the government of Mexico
is employing to deter irregularized migrants from entering and staying in Mexico. It has
shown how the tools used have gone from permissive to repressive. At the beginning of
the administration, Mexico granted temporary humanitarian permits to control the
movement and stay of migrants. However, as pressure from the US grew and migrants
kept attempting to cross into Mexico, the government stopped granting such permits
and turned to the long-standing measures to keep migrants from entering. Likewise,
the paper highlighted the mismatch between the rhetoric of a human rights-based
approach and the violent migration control practices exercised across the country.
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Further, the data demonstrated the expansion of immigration enforcement activities
and agencies. Currently, more state agencies are now assigned tasks of migration control.
The marine, police, the army, and especially the national guard have been deployed to
contain irregularized migrants, which contrasts with the principles of the Migration
Law, whereby only the INM was authorized to carry out migration control activities.

The “deal” between the countries reflects power asymmetries between the US and
Mexico and the influence of the US on Mexican foreign policy. With the collaboration
programs between them and, more recently, with the MPPs, the US has continued to
externalize its borders. The implementation and reinstalment of the MPP reflected the
US policy of mass expulsion of asylum seekers and the continued criminalization and
persecution of undocumented migrants and refugees. Mexico continues to consent to
a policy that has torn apart families and has put migrants and asylum seekers in a des-
perate situation experiencing physical, economic, legal, and emotional violence and
even death (National Immigrant Justice Center 2021). Amid the reinstalment of the
MPP, Mexico should have refused the measure to avoid further human rights violations
and deaths. Being acquiescent of the US policies perpetuates the systemic violation of
migrants’ and asylum seekers’ human rights. Other agreements between the US, Guate-
mala, and El Salvador, such as that of safe third countries, are deemed containment strat-
egies that further externalize the US border to Central America. These later agreements
were preceded by threats and punitive measures that the Trump administration used to
force their signing.

Moreover, the PDI is far from being the answer to migration. The idea that PDI could
be a resource to disincentivize migration only shows the lack of understanding of the
migration phenomenon. The history of poverty, violence, insecurity, and corruption in
Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador cannot be reduced to a cropping program or a
cash-based intervention scheme. Sending and receiving countries must acknowledge
the structural causes of migration to create and enact adequate mechanisms to address
them.

Finally, the Mexican government has failed in different ways to meet the standards set
by its Migration Law to promote, respect, protect and guarantee migrant human rights.
The creation and reforms to the Migration Law have not been enough. The Mexican gov-
ernment has violated migrants’ rights with its actions, omissions, and acquiescence to US
policies. The Mexican state has a historical debt to migrants and asylum seekers. For
decades, the Mexican government has not provided protective measures to many of
those fleeing violence, insecurity, poverty, and political repression; instead, it has pun-
ished and criminalized many of those who crossed the border irregularly. The new
administration said to strive for a transformation where migrants were at the core of
the NMP, and their rights and dignity were a priority. Nonetheless, the NMP has yet
to show its ability to achieve such a change. Mexico can decide to change its strategies
to finally ensure the protection and security of migrants while transforming its overall
approach to migration management.

Notes

1. The Tarjeta de Visitante por Razones Humanitarias is regulated by the Migration Law,
Article 52, Frac.V. Migrants, unaccompanied minors, or asylum seekers can apply for this
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type of visa if they are victims of crime in Mexico. It is valid for one year (Cámara de Dipu-
tados del H. Congreso de la Unión 2011)

2. The US provided financial and military support to regimes in Central America, who, in turn,
caused atrocities on civilians (Nepstad and Smith 2001; París Pombo 2017; Stanley 1987).

3. See the Operation Hold the Line (Frelick 1991); Southern Plan (Anguiano Téllez and Trejo
Peña 2007; Torre Cantalapiedra and Yee Quintero 2018); Southern Border Program
(Animal Político 2014; Swanson et al. 2015); Iniciativa Merida (Vogt 2020)

4. There is no consensus about the number of people that arrived at the border; sources esti-
mated 7,000, while others 4,000 (Ahmed 2019; Arroyo et al. 2018).

5. All the quotes, except for Meníivar’s and Nuñez’s, were translated by the author.
6. The Minister of the Interior estimated that about 13,500 people entered the county with the

caravan of January 2019 (MPI 2019).
7. The fast-track program ended, but the government continued to grant visas based on the

provisions of the law. According to the INM, 40,966 visas were granted in 2019
(UPMRIP 2020b).

8. Here, Sanchez Cordero explicitly refers to the large groups of people that arrived in January
2019.
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