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Introduction
In recent months there has been much discussion about the Central American migrants who are leaving 
the countries of the Northern Triangle (Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador) trying to reach the United 
States and crossing Mexico on their journey northward. This migration is not new. According to the Survey 
on Migration along the Southern Border of Mexico (Encuesta sobre Migración en la Frontera Sur de México, 
published by COLEF, 2004-2018), during the period between 2004 and 2017 just over 2.3 million crossings 
of undocumented Central Americans were recorded at the border with Guatemala (see Table 1). This 
migration has taken place for many years and it is primarily a response to structural factors including: 

Violence and insecurity in the three 
countries of origin.

Poverty, lack of opportunity and poor living 
conditions.

Demographic pressure from an “excess” of 
young people in these three Central American 

countries.

Family and social networks already residing 
in the United States which attract new 
migrants; essentially through processes of 

family reunification. 

These factors have been historically associated with the migratory process from the Northern Triangle region. 
Consequently, modification of these structural factors would only be possible over the long term by bringing 
together several different approaches to combat them. These modifications are hard to envision today.

Table 1. Number of Crossings on the Southern Border of Mexico by Undocumented Central Americans, 
2004-2017 

Source: Compiled by the Mexa Institute based on data from the Survey on Migration along the Southern Border (Encuesta sobre Migración en la 
Frontera Sur de México, EMIF SUR), El Colegio de la Frontera Norte, 2004 -2017.



“President Trump, for whom  migration is 
perhaps the most important and valuable 
issue of his 2020 reelection campaign, 
pressured Mexico to reduce the flow of 
migrants passing through their country.”

“Neither Mexico nor the United States 
seem to understand that the immigrants’ 
efforts to reach the US will not stop 
until structural factors are addressed.”
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President López Obrador’s change in discourse 
regarding Central American migration and the 
caravans that began to appear at the end of 
2018 has encouraged migration even more, since 
the President affirmed that Mexico would grant 
humanitarian visas and work permits to Central 
American immigrants allowing them to integrate 
into Mexican society. As has been reported by 
the media, the National Institute of Migration 
(Instituto Nacional de Migración, INM) estimates 
that 460,000 undocumented immigrants, mainly 
from the countries of the Northern Triangle, 
entered Mexico along the southern border between 
January and June 2019. This is an increase of 
232% compared to the totals from 2018 when the 
number had risen to nearly 139,000 undocumented 
immigrants (Excélsior, July 1, 2019), and it is 257% 
more than the average migratory flow over the last 
ten years (2009-2018) of 129,000 undocumented 
immigrants.  

The United States has made known its disapproval 
of the increased migration. President Trump, for 
whom  migration is perhaps the most important 
and valuable issue of his 2020 reelection campaign, 
pressured Mexico to reduce the flow of migrants 
passing through their country, and to hold US 
asylum seekers in Mexico while they are waiting for 
their immigration trials to begin. Mexico yielded to 
both demands. 

The politicization of migration by President Trump 
and the policy of retention that President López 
Obrador’s administration has implemented in 
response to pressure from the US, have made it 
riskier for Central American migrants to try to 
cross over to the United States. The deployment 
of the National Guard in several places in Mexico 
has only caused migrants to take riskier routes, or 

to fall victim to organized crime. As a result of 
these actions, the Mexican government claims that 
over 46,000 migrants were rescued between June 
and August of this year alone. This figure does not 
include those who are crossing by more remote 
and dangerous routes and are not detected by 
Mexican government agents and of whom there 
is no record.

Neither Mexico nor the United States seem 
to understand that the immigrants’ efforts to 
reach the US will not stop until the previously 
mentioned structural factors are addressed. 
Mexico has proposed a “Comprehensive Plan for 
Central American Development” (Plan Integral 
de Desarrollo para Centroamérica) which aims to 
combat one of the structural issues by supporting 
economic activities, improving infrastructure, and 
investing 30 billion dollars in the region. To date, 
the only action that has taken place is that Mexico 
has given $30 million dollars to El Salvador, in 
other words, one thousandth part of what is 
required, and has not received the support of the 
other countries in the region.

Although the current political situation has affected 
the migratory process from the Northern Triangle, 
this is not the true cause of Central American 
migration to the United States and, consequently, 
a situational solution will neither resolve, nor clear 
up the migratory process. 

The goal of this document is to analyze the 
structural reasons behind the migratory process, 
and to demonstrate that this northward migration 
will not end for a long time. Furthermore, the 
current laws are spurious and it is very likely that 
these migratory movements will continue in the 
short- and medium-term, perhaps in an even more 
disorderly fashion. 



4

a) Violence and insecurity
The primary reason that Central Americans decide to emigrate from their countries of origin is violence. In a 
wide ranging study on the subject, the Inter-American Development Bank in 2015 concluded that “among 
young people, organizations of civil society and other actors that were interviewed, one point of agreement 
is the perception that violence has become a firsthand, daily social experience which has disrupted the 
entire society of the three countries that were studied.” There were 51,134 violent homicides in Guatemala 
between 2009 and 2018 alone, 55,118 in Honduras and 40,983 in El Salvador (Table 2).

Table 2. Absolute Number of Homicides by Country, 2009-2018

Source: Compiled by the Mexa Institute based on police reports from each country.

This makes the Northern Triangle one of the most violent regions in the world. Further evidence of this 
situation is the number of violent homicides per 100,000 inhabitants as can be seen in Table 3.

In order to get a better idea of how high these homicide rates in Central America are, Table 3 also includes 
data for Mexico and the United States, as well as two countries known for armed conflict, which are 
currently at war: Iraq and Yemen1. As can be seen, the homicide rates in the Central American countries are 
much higher than the other countries by quite a lot. 

The IDB study (2015) shows that there are regions in the Northern Triangle where the main and only 
problem is gangs, and there are other regions where the main problem is drug trafficking. Moreover, the 
study explains that “if people could choose between these two evils, they would choose living amidst drug 
trafficking, because the drug trafficker includes you within his economy, without a threat of death, so 
people end up accepting this situation to a certain extent, because where there are drug traffickers there 
are no gangs or maras.” In short, many young people from this region, essentially have three options, join 
a gang, become involved in organized crime, or leave their countries.

1 Information from these countries is limited; therefore, we included available data which allows for comparison over a reasonable 

period of time. 
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Table 3. Homicide Rate by Country, 2000-2018

Source: Compiled by the Mexa Institute based on International Homicide Statistics of the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2018.

“For a long period of time many 
migrants have realized that the risks they 
run on the journey through Mexico are 
minor compared to the risks associated 
with staying in their home countries.”

Women experience an even worse scenario since “they face a double risk. First, in areas controlled by 
organized crime, the drug or human traffickers kidnap women of all ages to make them engage in 
prostitution or drug smuggling either within or outside of the country. In the gang areas, young girls and 
teenagers are forced to join the gangs with the intent of turning them into “communal wives” who must 
have sex with the gang leader and other members of the group” (IDB, 2015).

Generally, people find themselves in a situation of 
desperation over the problems they face, such as blackmail 
and the presence of hired hitmen (sicarios), individuals 
paid by criminal groups to kill anyone who does not 
obey the group’s wishes, or who simply kill for pleasure, 
because in Central America it is well known that “whoever 
controls the territory decides who must die and why they 
must die” (IDB, 2015).

According to this same study, “up until a few years ago it was teen boys and young men who were more 
involved in these struggles either voluntarily or by force, then women began to get involved, and now it is 
teenage girls and young girls. This is how violence disrupts other spheres of life, such as education. Many 
teachers do not show up to school because they are afraid, which in turn deprives children of educational 
opportunities. The family sphere is also affected, leading to its disintegration” (IDB, 2015). 

While these conditions of violence and insecurity have not been even minimally resolved, we cannot expect 
potential migrants to remain in their countries. As a matter of fact, for a long period of time many migrants 
have realized that the risks they run on the journey through Mexico are minor compared to the risks 
associated with staying in their home countries. Migrating to the United States offers at least a possibility 
of surviving the journey and having subsequent opportunities for personal development.
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b) Demographic Pressure:  Too many young people in the countries of 
the Northern Triangle (and too few in the United States)

Central Americans migrate primarily while they are still young, often just after adolescence. Young people 
between 15 and 24 years old are looking for opportunities to improve their lives or to simply escape from 
their current living conditions. In the countries of the Northern Triangle, these young people have important 
variations that allow us to talk about an “excess” of young people that their country’s development model 
cannot absorb. In the countries of the Northern Triangle, this age group makes up more than 20% of the 
population. 

In Guatemala and Honduras, the percentage of the young population between 15 and 24 years old has 
been more or less stable over the last 23 years, representing approximately one fifth of the population of 
these countries. In El Salvador, the 15-24 year old population group has grown and currently makes up one 
out of five Salvadorans. This means that in the three countries of the Northern Triangle, the population of 
young people is still growing and will probably stabilize in 10 or 15 years, and then will begin to shrink. 
Meanwhile, many of these young people will try to migrate to the United States and will make up for the 
demographic deficit of young people in the US.

For instance, Mexican migration stabilized around 2005-2010, which is when the emigration of Mexicans 
decreased considerably, that is, when the 15 -25 year old age group dropped to 19 % and 18% of the 
population respectively. If migration occurred only for demographic reasons, the percentage of young 
people in Central America would have to decrease to 18% of the population for the migration rate to go 
down, which will take between 10 and 15 years (see Table 4). On the contrary, in the United States we 
can speak of a demographic “deficit” of this age group, since 15 to 24 year olds make up just 13% of the 
population.

Table 4. Percentage of Total Population Aged 15 to 24 Years, by Country and Year (1995-2018)

Source: Compiled by the Mexa Institute based on data from the National Institutes of Statistics of Guatemala and Honduras (Institutos Nacionales 
de Estadística de Guatemala y Honduras), General Directorate of Statistics and Censuses of El Salvador (Dirección General de Estadística y Censos, 
DIGESTYC), INEGI in Mexico and the US Census Bureau in the United States

So, the “excess of young people” that these countries cannot absorb, sparks the exit toward the United 
States, or supplies the gangs or organized crime; either voluntarily or by force the young people are 
incorporated into their ranks by threat of death. In an attempt to escape from this destiny, families migrate 
to the United States and risk everything on their journey.  
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c) Poverty, lack of opportunities for development
Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador have not been capable of fighting poverty and generating sufficient 
sources of employment for their populations, especially for young people who are trying to join the 
workforce. The educational system, for its part, is not performing its role of retaining and guiding children 
and youth. This can be seen in the unemployment percentages by country (Table 5). 

Table 5. Unemployment Percentage by Country, 2000-2018

Source: Compiled by the Mexa Institute based on data from the International Labour Organization, 2018.

The unemployment rates are yet another reason for 
young people to feel that the only viable option is 
to emigrate. Moreover, the United States is seen as 
the ideal country, given that it will provide them 
with access to goods and services that in their home 
countries are scarce or nonexistent and which will 
allow them to escape poverty and violence.

If we add to this that “boys and girls do not see 
school as a safe space, there is no reason, present 
or future, to attend school. They see no sense in 
studying” (IDB, 2015). Therefore, drop out rates 
are increasing. According to data from the Ministry 
of Education in Guatemala, between 2017 and 
2018 the drop out rate increased by 42%. In 2017 
almost 153,000 children and adolescents dropped 
out of school, but by 2018 that number had 
increased to 218,000. 

In Honduras, the Secretary of Education reported 
that between 2015 and 2018, the drop out rate 
increased by 67%, the percentage of children and 
adolescents that left the educational system rose 
from 2.4% to 4%. In El Salvador, in 2017 alone, 
13% of students pulled out during the third year 
of secondary school and another 13% dropped 
out of the first year of bachillerato or high school, 
according to data from the Ministry of Education, 
Science and Technology (Ministerio de Educación, 
Ciencia y Tecnología).

Central America is facing the prospect of future 
generations of youth who have an intrinsic desire 
to leave their country, because they recognize that 
a good future does not exist there for them and 
education is not an incentive to stay. 
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Separating this information by 
country, we find that the most recent 
data published by the Guatemalan 
government shows that

while eight years ago 
just five out of every ten 
were living in poverty.

Poverty is another fundamental factor that spurs the need to migrate even more. If we compare the 
percentages of poverty in the countries of the Northern Triangle, Mexico and the United States, we can see 
the great difference that exists between them in Table 6. The percentage of poor people in Honduras and 
Guatemala is five times that of the United States, and the percentage living in poverty in El Salvador is three 
times greater.

Source: Compiled by the Mexa Institute based on data from the National Institutes of Statistics of Guatemala and Honduras (Institutos Nacionales 
de Estadística de Guatemala y Honduras), the General Directorate of Statistics and Censuses (la Dirección General de Estadística y Censos, 
DIGESTYC) of El Salvador, CONEVAL in Mexico and the US Census Bureau in the United States

Table 7. Percentage of the Population in Gua-
temala Living in Conditions of Poverty, by Level 

of Poverty, 2006 and 2014

Source: Compiled by the Mexa Institute 
based on data from the National Institute 
of Statistics (Instituto Nacional de 
Estadística, INE) of Guatemala, 2018.

6 out of 10 of its 
inhabitants lived 
in conditions of 

poverty

in 2014

Table 6. Percentage of the Population Living in Poverty, by Country, Most Recent Data Available
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In El Salvador, poverty is measured by household, and government data shows that

Source: Compiled by the Mexa Institute based on data from the General Directorate of Statistics and Censuses (Dirección General de Estadística y 
Censos, DIGESTYC) of El Salvador, 2018.

Table 8. Percentage of Hondurans Living in 
Conditions of Poverty, by Level of Poverty, 

2014 and 2018

Table 9. Percentage of Households in El Salvador Living in Poverty, 2012 -2018

Source: Compiled by the Mexa Institute 
based on data from the National Institute 
of Statistics (Instituto Nacional de 
Estadística, INE) of Honduras, 2018.

As for Honduras, the situation is even 
more serious 

and has increased since 
2014 as can be seen in 
Table 8.

7 out of every 10 
Hondurans live in 

poverty

Currently

Nevertheless, certain doubts have arisen around these numbers because the 
methodology for measuring was changed and prior to this change in the year 2011, 
using the previous method for calculating, 48% of households were classified as 
poor.

from 2012 to the present

in other words, the percentage has more or less remained stable during this period.

one third of households in 
the country were living in 

poverty
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d) Family and social networks
Family and social networks play an important role 
in the arrival of new migrants from the Northern 
Triangle to the United States. In many cases, it is 
a process of family reunification, which explains 
the high percentage of women and minors in 
the migratory flow and, in other cases, potential 
migrants will be looking for social networks that 
will help them to obtain access to housing and 
work upon their arrival. 

In the previously cited study (IDB, 2015), the 
interviewees pointed out that networks of solidarity 
emerged during the period of the Salvadoran Civil 
War from 1980 to 1992; afterwards the networks 
became support networks for welcoming migrants 
into the United States. 

A “culture of migration” has been created in the 
three countries of Guatemala, Honduras and El 
Salvador; in other words, people have integrated 
into their parameters of life the idea that they 

should leave, and this yearning is sustained morally 
and economically by a strong community already 
living in the US who often portray idealized living 
conditions, which do not correspond to reality. 

With this idea in mind, many inhabitants of the 
Northern Triangle gather resources to pay for their 
family members’ journey to the US. Likewise, many 
family members and friends that are already in the 
US help finance the trip north.

As an example of the impact that these networks 
can have, one need only look at the following 
table where the size of the immigrant population 
in relation to the population of their countries of 
origin can be seen and the surprising fact that 
23% of the Salvadoran population has already 
emigrated to the US and nearly one out of every 
ten Guatemalans and Hondurans now reside in the 
US. 

Table 10. Total Population of the Country of Origin, Immigrant Population in the United States (in 
millions) and Percentage that This Represents of Each Country’s Population, 2018

Source: Compiled by the 
Mexa Institute based on 
data from the Current 
Population Survey, 2018.
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This US-based immigrant population makes up the broad support network which assists the daily migration 
of Central Americans to the United States and will, consequently, continue to drive the exodus. As a matter 
of fact, the tightening of migratory policies in the US or Mexico could set off a massive exodus, when one 
follows the logic that one should go “before it gets more difficult or risky.”

By the same token, the economies of the countries of the 
Northern Triangle depend in great measure on remittances 
that their compatriots send from the US, according to 
the “Yearly Directory of Migration and Remittances, 
2018” (Anuario de Migración y Remesas, published by 
the Fundación BBVA Bancomer, 2018) remittances make 
up 2.7% of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in Mexico, 
while in Honduras remittances make up 18% of the GDP, in 
El Salvador it is 16% and in Guatemala the figure is 11%.

The anti-immigrant policies of President Trump, and the actions of retention that the Mexican administration 
has implemented up to now are not going to deter Central American migration. A much less orderly flow of 
immigrants is being seen and it is putting the lives of thousands of Central Americans in even more danger, 
since they are seeking to reach the US at any cost, including travelling through more remote and dangerous 
places.

Until this is addressed from a regional perspective of joint responsibility in a comprehensive way, the 
migration of Central Americans will continue. This phenomenon requires new solutions, whose results will 
only be seen in the long term. There are no easy or quick solutions, but the longer we wait to acknowledge 
the reality and to make substantive change, the problem will get worse and, as always, the ones that will 
be most harmed will be the migrants.

The solutions should be comprehensive, addressing all the structural issues and each country in the region 
should define its specific role. Delegating the responsibility from another country will only make the process 
more disorganized.

“The anti-immigrant policies of 
President Trump, and the actions of 
retention that the Mexican administration 
has implemented up to now are not going 
to deter Central American migration.”
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