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Migration by destinations
Migration in Latin America and the Caribbean can be classified into three 
major categories according to the destination of the migrants:

•  Internal migration: Following decades of migration from rural areas to 
the cities, 75% of the population of Latin America and the Caribbean live in 
urban areas. In recent years, however, migration between urban centres 
has emerged as the main internal migratory flow in the region.2  There are 
a considerable number of internal migrants in the region’s countries (8.5 
million in Colombia3, 6.8 million in Mexico4, 1.2 million in Honduras).5

•  Intra-regional migration: It is estimated that approximately 3 million 
residents of Latin America and the Caribbean have migrated to other 
countries within the region.  The majority of intra-regional migrants relocate 
to bordering or nearby countries, with Argentina, Venezuela and Costa 
Rica being the main destinations.6

•  International migration: The vast majority of international migrants from 
the region can be found in the United States, where 18 million people from 
Latin America and the Caribbean currently live (in addition to their US-born 
descendants). Spain is the second most popular destination for 
extra-regional migration and in 2004 registered 1.2 million immigrants from 
Latin America and the Caribbean. 7

Migration and remittances in 
Latin America and the Caribbean

In recent years, Latin America and the Caribbean have registered a 
significant increase in emigration.  There are an estimated 190 million 
international migrants around the world, 25 million (13%) are from Latin 
American and the Caribbean.1  

1The promises 
of migration
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Migration is a growing phenomenon in Latin America and the Caribbean, fuelled 
by persistent inequalities, lack of opportunities, and social tensions.  An 
increasing number of people are migrating, whether from the countryside to the 
cities or from their countries of origin to more developed countries, with the hope 
of improving their standard of living and finding better opportunities for human 
development. 

Several factors can explain 
the recent growth in 
international migration. On 
one hand, aging populations 
and low fertility rate in 
developed countries create a 
steady supply of jobs with 
wages up to five times higher 
than in developing countries.  
On the other hand, falling 
transportation and 
communication costs, as well 
as the presence of social 
networks and migrant 
enclaves throughout 
destination countries, help 
facilitate international 
migration. The benefits 
associated with cash 
remittances that migrants 
send to their families and 
communities in countries of 
origin undoubtedly create a 
powerful motive behind the 
decision to migrate.

Nevertheless, migration is 
also a clear indicator of the 
fact that the rights and needs 
of thousands of people are not 

being met, prompting them to leave their home countries. Family breakdown and 
human capital flight, with their implications on the lives of children and 
adolescents, represent the other face of migration.  How can the opportunities 
offered by migration best be harnessed while reducing the associated risks?

There are an estimated 190 million 
international migrants around the world, 
25 million (13%) are from Latin America 

and the Caribbean.
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Main reasons for migrating
People who migrate  pursue different objectives and decide to leave their 
countries for a variety of reasons.  Political and economic factors are often 
the main reasons behind the decision to migrate:9

Political migrants:  People who find themselves forced to abandon their 
countries for political reasons, violence, foreign aggression, internal conflicts, 
massive human rights violations and other threats fall under this category.  
Political migrants include refugees, exiles and others. Internally Displaced 
people are those in similar situations who have been forced to migrate within 
their countries. In both cases, the principal characteristic is the urgent and 
forced nature of the migration.
Economic migrants: Economic migrants leave their home countries in search 
of better work opportunities and increased income.  On the one hand, 
unemployed or under-employed people, excluded from formal labour markets 
and frequently living in poverty, leave their countries in search of better 
opportunities. Upon arriving to the destination country, they generally work in 
the informal sector or other precarious spheres of the economy.  The vast 
majority of migrants in Latin America and the Caribbean belong to this group.  
On the other hand, highly qualified professionals and skilled workers also 
migrate. Their high educational levels allow them to move within transnational 
markets which tend to grow over time as regional and global integration 
increases. Highly skilled migrants constitute a minority within overall migratory 
flows and tend to leave their countries of origin in search of employment that 
better corresponds to their academic level.  

Remittances
•  Once settled in their destination countries, it has become increasingly 
common for migrants to send a part of their income to family and friends in 
their countries of origin. The development of financial networks that facilitate 
these transfers as well as the overall growth in the number of migrants and in 
their incomes have in recent years contributed to a significant increase in 
remittances.  Remittances have doubled over the last five years, reaching 
US$167 billion in 2005, and it is estimated that unregistered remittances could 
represent as much as 50% more.10

•  Latin America and the Caribbean is one of the main remittance-receiving 
regions, with US$45 billion received in 2004. This figure represents a 30% 
share of worldwide remittance flows.11 
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The continuous increase in migration flows indicates that many immigrants 
are achieving the improved economic conditions and higher standards of 
living they were seeking. Unlike the free circulation of goods and ideas, 
however, migrants face strong restrictions and potential violations of their 
rights. The following are a few worrying trends:

Irregular migration
In a context marked by a lack of social and economic opportunities in 
countries of origin, the demand for labour in destination countries, and 
persistent barriers to legal migration, irregular migration has registered a 
sustained increase. It is estimated that somewhere between 11.5 and 12 
million irregular immigrants are living in the United States. Of these, 56% 
are from Mexico and 22% migrated from other Latin American countries.15 
People who migrate irregularly expose themselves to conditions that are 
harmful to their health and safety. Once settled in the destination country, 
undocumented migrants cannot exercise their rights and become 
vulnerable to different types of exploitation.  

•  The flow of remittances into the region has doubled over the course of the 
present decade. 
•  In 2004, remittances in the region represented a greater source of external 
financing than foreign investment and official development assistance.12

•  The main recipient country in absolute terms is Mexico with close to US$17 
billion (2.5% of GDP).  However, remittances represent a greater relative 
importance for countries such as Haiti (29% of GDP), Nicaragua (18%), 
Guyana (17%), Jamaica (17%) and El Salvador (16%).13 
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Poverty reduction
Only a small portion of households in Latin America and the Caribbean 
receive remittances. The effect of remittances on overall poverty reduction 
is therefore relatively low, according to an ECLAC study of eleven 
countries in the region.  Overall, remittances only contribute to reducing 
poverty by 1.4% and extreme poverty by 1.5%.  However, due to their 
relatively high value, remittances have a drastic effect on the households 
that do receive them:  in 9 out of 11 countries, half of the people living in 
remittance-receiving households manage to escape poverty and extreme 
poverty thanks to these transfers. In Nicaragua, it is estimated that 75% of 
the people in recipient households remain out of poverty and 50% out of 
extreme poverty as a result of money being sent from abroad.21

Consumption versus family investment
According to available data, recipient households use remittances mainly 
to cover daily consumption needs such as food and housing. This implies 
a limited margin for investment or savings. In some cases, remittances 
can facilitate the diversification of family income and allow recipient 
families to cover the costs of education and other services that involve 
investment in human capital (see Graph 3). According to a study in 
Guatemala, families that receive remittances invest up to 15% more in 
housing and up to 58% more in education than those who do not receive 
them.22

Promoting public investment
Beyond the transfers that each family may receive individually, the 
productive use of remittances is facilitated when recipient families 
organize themselves. This is the case with associations that support 
public investment in recipient localities. One of the most well-known 
initiatives of this type is the Tres por Uno  programme (Three for One) in 
Mexico.  For every dollar sent by migrant associations, the Federal, State 
and Municipal governments each contribute an additional dollar. Through 
this mechanism, more than 400 projects have been financed to improve 
social infrastructure in various municipalities across the country.23

The impact of remittances 
on human development

Smuggling and human trafficking
Despite the existence of international norms that condemn smuggling of 
migrants16 and human trafficking,17 both practices are frequent in areas 
experiencing high rates of migration. Smuggling implies a variety of risks 
to health and lives of migrants and is recognized as a crime in many 
countries. Trafficking in persons, which affects a large number of children, 
adolescents and women, is an abominable human rights violation and 
exposes victims to commercial sexual exploitation and forced labour. 
Despite the difficulty of making reliable estimates, the US Department of 
State estimates that each year there are between 600,000 and 800,000 
victims of human trafficking worldwide, of whom 80% are women and 
50% are children. It is estimated that human trafficking generates 
between 7-12 billion dollars annually at global level.18 

Brain drain
Current migration regulations favour the circulation of highly skilled 
individuals. The consequence for the region’s countries is a continuous 
loss of professionals and academics.  This phenomenon is especially 
dramatic in certain Caribbean countries, where more than 80% of the 
highly educated population migrates abroad.19 A related phenomenon is 
“brain waste,” which takes place when educated migrants from Latin 
America and the Caribbean face considerable difficulties in finding 
employment that corresponds to their academic level.20 

Remittances constitute an increasingly important source of external 
financing in Latin America and the Caribbean, with a growing economic and 
social impact at the national, community and family levels. The percentage 
of households that receive remittances varies from between 3% (Peru, 
Bolivia) to close to 20% (Dominican Republic, Nicaragua) of the population. 
In this context, it is worth asking what the implications of remittances are for 
human development in the countries of the region.



Lack of 
documentation

The high rate of 
irregular migration 
implies that many 
migrants and their 
families are 
undocumented in 
their destination 
countries. Between 
1986 and 2002, the 
number of 
undocumented 
migrants in the 

United States tripled (from 3.2 million to 9.3 million). Almost half of the 
immigrants from Latin America and the Caribbean residing in the United 
States are undocumented.26 Living as undocumented immigrants 
violates the rights of children to a name and a nationality. Moreover, it 
inhibits their access to healthcare and education services and makes 
them especially vulnerable to trafficking, illegal adoption and commercial 
sexual exploitation.  

Educational opportunites and challenges
Remittances are an important form of financial support for education, 
preventing children from dropping out and becoming involved in child 
labour. In the case of migrant children, the destination countries can offer 
new educational opportunities but may also lead to difficulties adapting to 
a new curriculum and in many cases a new language. On the other 
hand, an effect strongly associated with migration and remittances is the 
growing notion that emigrating constitutes a goal in itself.  This can act 
as a disincentive for the educational efforts of parents and children in 
their countries of origin. Parents who have the intention to migrate tend 
to invest less in the education of their children due to the perceived lack 
of recognition of these efforts in the destination country. For example, 
girls in Mexican households with migrants receive an average 1.7 years 
of education less than girls living in households without migrants.27

Lack of qualified personnel 
Beyond the negative effects on economic and institutional development, 
the brain drain associated with migration threatens the provision of 
quality services, especially health and education. For example, children 
are affected by the lack of medical personnel in a country like Jamaica, 
where approximately 40% of doctors have emigrated.28

Greater vulnerability to human trafficking
Migration, especially in irregular circumstances, considerably increases 
the vulnerability of children and adolescents to several kinds of 
exploitation, including prostitution and other forms of sexual exploitation. 
Children and adolescents in these circumstances are frequently used as 
a cheap source of labour, exploited in domestic work or given up for 
illegal adoptions. This has 
serious consequences for the 
lives and health of children, 
above all in connection with 
various types of violence and 
abuse. In many cases, 
trafficked children are doubly 
victimized when they are 
repatriated to their countries 
of origin under an absolute 
lack of protection.

Migration and remittances have several consequences for children and 
adolescents, although their full implications are yet to be analyzed in 
detail.24

Greater opportunities for development  
Whether they are accompanying their parents, migrating in order to 
reunite with their families, or receiving financial assistance sent from 
abroad, children and adolescents can benefit from greater development 
opportunities as a result of migration. Remittances provide financial 
assistance to families and help them reach an adequate standard of 

living for their children that 
might not otherwise be 
attainable. Remittances 
can contribute to providing 
food, housing, better 
health and education as 
well as reducing child 
labour.  According to a 
study of Mexican 
households, remittances 
help improve the medical 
conditions of infants, 
reducing post-partum 
malnutrition by 5.4%, 
infant mortality by 3% and 
increasing the probability 
of professional assistance 
to childbirth by 30%. 25 

Less protection in the absence of parents
While remittances can financially contribute to child development in 
certain aspects, the absence of parents effectively increases the 
probability that children will not receive adequate care and protection.  In 
many cases, if one or both parents migrate, household and family 
responsibilities are taken up by older adults, extended family members, 
or even siblings. In any of these cases, there is a real or potential risk 
that children will not receive the same healthcare, nutrition and 
protection against abuse and exploitation that they would receive if their 
parents were present. The absence of mothers restricts the duration of 
breastfeeding and in some cases lowers the probability that children will 
receive their immunizations in a timely and appropriate manner.

Family disintegration  
Separation from parents, grandparents and other close family members 
has consequences that go beyond healthcare and physical development 
for children who are left behind by migrants or who must themselves 
migrate.  Their absence implies the loss of important role models, which 
can have a significant psycho-social impact often leading to feelings of 
abandonment, vulnerability and loss of self-esteem. In certain cases, 
adolescents and older children assume responsibility for the care of 
siblings in the absence of their parents.  This can lead to an untimely 
process of maturation caused by undertaking responsibilities that 
correspond to adulthood and increases the probability of abandoning 
school.    
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•  Combat human trafficking 
and smuggling by 
strengthening the 
prosecution of people 
involved in these crimes, 
creating information and 
education campaigns, and 
establishing international 
agreements to protect 
victims.

Addressing the brain drain
•  Facilitate the return of 
migrants by promoting dual 
nationality and the 
transferability of social 
security and pension 
systems.
•  Strengthen academic ties 
and promote temporary 
visits so as to involve 
migrants in the 
development of their 
countries of origin.

Remittances

•  Promote the use of 
remittances in community investment through municipal governments 
and migrant associations. 
•  Facilitate poor people’s access to formal financial institutions, credit 
cooperatives and micro-credit institutions. 
•  Design and implement policies designed to favour the productive use 
of remittances so as to enhance their effects on the reduction of poverty 
and social inequality. 
•  Reduce the costs involved in sending remittances. The transfer 
mechanisms most widely used by migrants have relatively high 
transaction costs, thus reducing the amount of money being received by 
their families. Greater competition should be promoted through the 
integration of commercial distribution chains, postal offices and bank 
networks into the remittance services market.   

In the short term, it is necessary to improve migration policies and 
mechanisms in order to effectively protect the rights of migrants and 
their families. However, a more sustainable approach must address 
the underlying social and economic inequalities that force people to 
migrate in search of better opportunities.  Every individual must have 
the conditions necessary for full human development in his/her own 
country of origin. 
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Migration

Reducing irregular migration by moving from migration control 
towards migration management .

•  Promote cooperation and coordination in the management of migration 
policies between bordering countries so as to guarantee respect for the 
rights of migrants and their families.
•  Include migration issues in regional and international commercial 
agreements. 
•  Establish clear and transparent migration procedures that can facilitate 
monitoring of migratory flows and enhance the prevention of human 
trafficking and smuggling.

•  Combat the exploitation of 
irregular migrant labour, 
especially children and 
adolescents, through better 
supervision of employers and a 
strengthening of civil and 
criminal sanctions where 
relevant.
•  Promote organized migrant 
worker programmes for unskilled 
labourers. 

Protecting child migrants and 
their families

•  Ensure that national legislation 
provides adequate protection for the rights of migrant children and their 
families.
•  In accordance with the Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
guarantee the right to family reunification for the children of migrant 
parents.
•  In accordance with the Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
guarantee access to basic health and education services to all children, 
regardless of their legal or migratory status.
•  Drastically reduce the prevalence of undocumented migrants through 
efficient and decentralized registration systems. In particular, establish 
the necessary conditions to guarantee that all children enjoy free and 
timely birth registration in all countries. 
•  Establish programmes that can inform, support and provide orientation 
to recent migrants and their families in regions with a high influx of 
migrants.
•  Provide training in children’s rights to customs and immigration 
personnel. 
•  Create and implement rapid response programmes for severe cases of 
displacement.

How Can the Positive Effects of 
Remittances Be Harnessed While 
Addressing the Risks of Migration?

While remittances can financially contribute 
to child development in certain aspects, the 

absence of parents increases the probability 
that children will not receive adequate care 

and protection.


