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The relationship between international migration and development has caught the 
attention of governments and international organizations, such as the World Bank and the 
Inter-American Development Bank. According to some of these organizations, 
remittances are a fundamental resource for the development of migrant-sending 
countries.  
 
Mexico has often been cited as a successful example of this positive relationship. 
However, this viewpoint — present in most public pronouncements and policy 
recommendations on the subject — reflects a very particular notion of development and 
does not address the root causes underlying the extraordinary dynamism characterizing 
labor migration between the United States and Mexico today.  
 
The effects of migration on development depend on large structural factors in which the 
two phenomena are embedded.  
 
The Mexican case is a textbook example because it illustrates how the Mexico-US 
regional integration process, shaped by the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA), has broadened the asymmetries between the two countries, increasing 
migration to the United States and deepening Mexico's dependence on remittances.  
 
This situation is unsustainable. To alter it would require radical changes in public policies 
concerning migration and development.  
 
The Relationship between Migration and Development  
 
Most studies dealing with the migration-development relationship emphasize the first 
element, for they tend to consider migration as an independent variable and the 
development potential of the migrant-sending countries as dependent, in part, upon the 
resources and initiatives of migrants.  
 
Nevertheless, two contrasting interpretations of this analytical scheme are prevalent:  

1. The vicious circle: According to this view, migration and development are 
antithetical processes, especially with reference to labor migration from 
developing countries of the South to the industrialized North. From this 
perspective, migration is not viewed as a possible promoter of development in the 
migrant-sending areas. On the contrary, it is associated with several adverse 
effects, such as inflation, fragmentation of the productive system, abandonment of 
economic activities, and depopulation, all of which, in turn, encourage further 
migration.  
 



2. The virtuous circle: In the case of mature migratory processes, characterized by 
the presence of consolidated social networks and migrant organizations, migrants 
working abroad are seen as potential agents for local, regional, and even national 
development. This conception includes an ample and sometimes contrasting range 
of analytical perspectives that emphasize the positive role of remittances and/or 
migrant organizations. One perspective, which carries strong political influence, 
sees this connection as promoting a neoliberal, market orientation "with a human 
face." A second approach, dubbed "transnationalism from below," perceives 
migrants' interested in supporting their places of origin as potential agents of local 
and regional development.  

The migration-development relationship looks quite different if the emphasis is placed on 
the development side of the equation. Such analytical move reverses the rationale of the 
inquiry. The main question is no longer "How does migration affect the country of 
origin's development," but rather, "What conditions at the local, national, and 
international level generate and maintain migration, and at what costs and in whose 
benefit?"  
 
This change of perspective can also produce different policy recommendations by 
revealing underlying structural factors that sustain and exacerbate international migration, 
as economist Humberto Márquez has recently shown.  
 
Mexico's Cheap-Labor/Export-Led Model  
 
The way in which Mexico has been incorporated into the orbit of the US economic 
system, most particularly under NAFTA, is fundamental to the development model 
Mexico follows.  
 
What dominates in Mexico — contrary to a successful case of manufacturing exports — 
is the exportation of cheap, largely poorly trained labor. This model, which in turn has 
played an important role in restructuring the US economy, operates through the linkage 
and combination of three mechanisms:  

1. The assembly plants of the maquiladora industry (foreign-owned factories in 
which imported parts are assembled into products for export), which are tied in 
with internationalized production processes of US transnational corporations but 
have very low levels of integration with the Mexican economy.  
 

2. The disguised maquila sector, comprising manufacturing plants with relatively 
more complex production processes than maquiladoras (e.g., automobile and 
electronic sectors) but that operate under the same system.  
 

3. The escalation of labor migration of Mexicans headed abroad. This is the result 
of the narrowing and increasingly precarious nature of the Mexican job market. 
Mexico provides a labor reserve and a supply of cheap and highly vulnerable 
workers for the US economy.  



It is worth pointing out that maquiladoras and disguised maquilas share two important 
characteristics:  

• they are practically devoid of productive links, both upstream and downstream, 
that would tie them in with the rest of the national economy, and  

• they are subject to intense global competition that makes the jobs they offer ever 
more marginal and precarious.  

According to Mexico's National Institute of Geographic Statistics and Information 
(INEGI), in 2004 there were 2,810 maquiladoras employing 1,115,000 workers. In 1994, 
the year NAFTA went into effect, there were 583,000 people working in the country's 
2,085 maquiladoras.  
 
Due to the high levels of imported components in both activities, ranging up to 80 percent 
of their export value, the benefits for the Mexican economy are restricted to wage 
earnings. The actual effect is then labor export, even though the physical location of the 
jobs is domestic — a sort of disembodied export of the Mexican workforce.  
 
Under these conditions, if these "disguised" exports of labor are added to the direct 
export of the workforce through labor migration, the Mexican economic model is 
revealed as a cheap-labor/export-led model.  
 
The Asymmetric Character of Mexico-US Economic Integration  
 
As labor economist Sandra Polaski has pointed out, for the Mexican economy, the cheap-
labor/export-led model has led to a fragmented manufacturing sector, a stagnant 
economy, a shrinking and increasingly insecure formal labor market, a growing informal 
sector, and deepening poverty, social marginalization, and inequality.  
 
This environment has triggered an unparalleled increase in labor migration to the United 
States during the last two decades. According to the Mexican National Population 
Council (CONAPO), each year some 575,000 Mexicans move to the North.  
 
Meanwhile, the population of Mexican origin in the United States reached 28 million in 
2005, of which 11 million were born in Mexico, according to the US Census Bureau's 
American Community Survey. In 2006, according to the latest reports of the Central 
Bank of Mexico, remittances sent to the country surpassed US$21 billion.  
 
The historic growth of Mexican migration has generated a gigantic labor reserve for the 
US economy, whose initial training and socialization costs have been absorbed by 
Mexican society. Such a large workforce, a significant part of which is undocumented, 
also is a key factor in the restructuring of the US economy.  
 
In broad terms, Mexican immigrants participate in two segments of the US employment 
market:  



• a vast sector of increasingly insecure jobs against a backdrop of wide-ranging 
social exclusion as a forerunner to economic restructuring (for example in 
agriculture and construction), and  

• the sizeable insecure segment of the labor market associated with restructuring 
and reproductive processes in areas such as domestic labor, high tech industries, 
production of consumer goods, and mature industries undergoing global 
competition and reconfiguration.  

While industrial restructuring has negatively affected US workers, Mexican workers 
arguably have experienced its sharpest consequences.  
 
Evidently, the economic integration under NAFTA, rather than promoting convergence in 
the development levels of Mexico and the United States as suggested by several analysts 
and policymakers, has accentuated the asymmetries between the two countries.  
 
Data from INEGI and the US Census Bureau show that whereas in 1994 per capita GDP 
in the United States was 2.6 times that of Mexico, by 2004 the ratio had increased to 2.9. 
Similarly, average manufacturing wages (in dollars-per-man-hour) in the United States 
increased from 5.7 times higher than those reported in Mexico in 1994 to 6.8 times higher 
by 2004.  
 
The Advent of Remittances-Based Development  
 
The fragility of the Mexican economy is a result of its structural dependence on the US 
economy and, at a deeper level, the vulnerability inherent in relying on a static and short-
term comparative advantage — the export of cheap labor.  
 
Moreover, since remittances now rival in size maquiladoras and disguised maquilas as 
central elements of economic growth, the cheap-labor/export-led model is increasingly 
metamorphosing into the remittances-based development model. A critical degree of 
dependency upon remittances for the country's socioeconomic stability is thus generated.  
 
For the Mexican macro economy, remittances, second only to oil revenues, constitute the 
fastest growing source of foreign exchange and a main support of the country's trade 
balance. Meanwhile, maquila exports have stagnated since 2000. In addition, as 
CONAPO and INEGI data indicate, remittances stand as a source of family subsistence 
for 1.6 million households, slowing down the growth of poverty and social 
marginalization.  
 
Mexico's Approach to Development Policy  
 
Despite the critical importance of migration for a significant segment of its population, 
Mexico does not have a comprehensive, sustainable migration and development policy.  
 
Rather, three main programs aim to deal with the root causes of migration (poverty and 
unemployment) in Mexico: Contigo, the main antipoverty program; NAFTA; and the 
Partnership for Prosperity, a series of bilateral programs with the United States. Some 



analysts believe these programs, while alleviating extreme poverty, also institutionalize 
the asymmetric integration of Mexico with the US economy.  
 
Mexico's migration policies, while abundant and varied, have resulted in an unconnected 
set of programs geared toward addressing some partial effects of migration. The 
government's basic aim has been to ensure that migration passively maintains 
macroeconomic and social stability. The current programs can be classified into five 
categories:  

1. Human rights. These are measures aimed at protecting migrants' surreptitious 
border crossings, promoting safe returns to Mexico, and providing efficient 
consular services. They include initiatives such as the Beta Groups, the Paisano 
program, consular registration documents, and the expansion of the network of 
consulates. No initiatives at the same level have been introduced, however, to 
defend migrants' human and labor rights in the United States.  

2. Transnational ties. Identity-enhancing initiatives promote the concept of Mexican 
communities outside Mexico. This has led to the creation of the Institute of 
Mexicans Abroad, whose efforts partially cover the areas of strengthening ties to 
Mexico, and promoting education and health programs for Mexicans abroad.  

3. Political rights. The promotion of citizens' rights at the binational level is based 
on a 1998 constitutional reform that allows Mexicans who take US citizenship to 
keep their Mexican nationality and a 2005 Mexican federal law that grants limited 
political rights for Mexicans abroad.  

4. Social development through collective remittances. Transnational grassroots 
initiatives have been institutionalized through policies such as the 3x1 program, in 
which municipal, state, and federal governments match migrants' collective 
contributions to socially beneficial projects (see Migrant Hometown Associations 
and Opportunities for Development: A Global Perspective. In addition, this 
program promotes binational organization. Through such programs, the state co-
opts migrants' efforts to support their communities. The migrants' contributions 
represent a sort of subsidy for public works, which is not required from better-off 
sectors of Mexican society.  

5. Family remittances. A market approach seeks to maximize the flow and control of 
remittances and reduce transfer costs. The goal has been to increase competition, 
thus facilitating access of the banking system to the remittance market and 
promoting the incorporation of migrants into the formal financial market.  

Toward an Alternative Model of Migration and Development  
 
Mexico's supply of cheap labor will not last forever. In fact, there is a growing trend 
toward depopulation in Mexico. Currently, 34 percent of Mexican municipalities show 
negative growth rates and a sharp decline in agricultural production according to INEGI 
— not to mention the increasing dependency on remittances.  
 
In addition, poverty and social marginalization are increasing in migrant sending areas, 
particularly in states such as Zacatecas and Oaxaca.  



 
The political debate about Mexican immigration in the United States cannot ignore the 
growing presence and importance of migrants in that country's social, economic, 
political, and cultural life. The same can be said of the Mexican side.  
 
One essential condition for redirecting the present migration debate and incorporating 
development considerations is the full recognition of both the contributions made by 
Mexican migrants to the US economy and society, and the adverse conditions for 
Mexico's development that the asymmetric economic integration process generates.  
 
Policymakers on both sides of the border may find themselves compelled to consider the 
following factors in reorienting their approach.  

• Cooperation for development. In the context of regional economic integration, a 
form of bilateral cooperation is needed that addresses the root causes of migration 
— namely, increasing socioeconomic asymmetries — and that replaces security 
concerns as the central focus of the two countries' political agenda.  

• Full respect for the labor and human rights of workers. In light of the insecurity 
and social exclusion prevailing in the binational arena, new legal and political 
instruments are needed to protect the living and working conditions of workers.  

• Incorporating the Mexican diaspora into the country's development process. 
Considering that Mexico has a sizeable population in the United States that 
maintains its Mexican identity and keeps strong ties to Mexico, the participation 
of this important segment of the Mexican citizenry is central to an alternative 
development model for Mexico.  

The cheap-labor/export-led model has imposed unsustainable economic, social, and 
political costs upon Mexican society. Addressing the structural asymmetries with the 
United States could prevent further deepening of the root causes of migration and their 
deleterious effects on both countries.  
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