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Governments Choreograph 
Dance of lndifference for 

Central American Migrants 

Hundreds of thousands of Central Americans leave their 
countries to /ook far work and peace in the north: many 
remain in Mexico. 

Mexico's southern border has its "wetbacks" too -although 
nobody calls them that- who illegally cross the Suchiate River 
from Guatemala into Chiapas. 

Most of them arrive in Mexico with the intention of reaching the 
United States, fleeing armed conflicts, military repression and 
ever-increasing economic stress in El Salvador, Guatemala, 
Honduras and Nicaragua. An estimated two million people have 
been displaced by the Central American conflicts, and per
haps half a million of these are now living in Mexican territory .. 

Nonetheless, only 42,000 receive official aid from international 
organizations and the Mexican government: these are the Gua
temalan Jndian peasants who fled their country during the mili
tary governments headed by General Romeo Lucas (1978-
1982) and General Efraín Ríos Montt (1982-1983). Most of these 
refugees arrived in Mexico between 1981 and 1983. Approx
imately half of them still live in Chiapas in crowded refugee 
camps, while the other half have been resettled in the states 
of Campeche and Quintana Roo, in self-sufficiency and inte
gration projects. This latter group has received the migratory 
status of "temporary workers," while those still in Chiapas are 
in the country as "border visitors." In all cases, the children 
born in Mexican territory are entitled to Mexican citizenship. 

Sergio Aguayo, professor and researcher at the Colegio de 
México's School of lnternational Studies, says there are sorne 
400,000 "forgotten Central Americans" in Mexico. Like the 
illegal immigrants in the U.S., they are subject to exploitation 
by employers and extortion by corrupt officials; they have no 
access to state health facilities and even have difficulties get
ting the kids enrolled at school, since they often lack the neces
sary documents. They also risk arrest and deportation; accord
ing to Dr. Aguayo, sorne 40,000 Central Americans were de
ported through the border crossings over the Suchiate River, 
near Tapachula, Chiapas, in the first ten months of 1986. 

The great majority of illegal immigrants in Mexico are from El 
Salvador, and they do not generally remain in the southern 
border are_as, but move north immediately to try and reach 
their main objectives: work, dollars and safety from the guns 
and bombs made in U.S.A.- which make life impossible at 
home. The interrelationiship between the United States and 
Central America is easily detected by observers. U.S. interven
tion and military involvement in the area have caused millions 
of displaced persons to leave their homes. More than one mil
lion Salvadorans are now estimated to live in the U.S. For 
these people, Mexico is but a stepping stone to the "American 
Dream". 
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ened by generalized violence, foreign agression, interna! con
flicts, massive violation of human rights or other circumstances 
which have gravely affected public arder" (Cartagena Decla
ration, November 1984). 

Dr. Aguayo criticizes both Mexico and the U.S. for their "dance 
of indifference" with respect to the human drama of Central 
American migration. However, he says that Mexico has the 
best policy in the regían and a more humane approach to the 
problem. In a way, he says, Mexico has tried to ignore the prob
lem, while at the same time seeking a regional solution. In 

. fact, many of those deported from the U.S. as undocumented 
Mexicans are Central Americans. Officers don't bother to ask 
where the "wetback" is from, far the simple reason that it is 
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Hoping someday to return to their land and country 

more costly to deport someone to Honduras or El Salvador 
than to Mexico. Dr. Aguayo says the United States does not 
recognize any Central Americans as refugees or asylum-seekers, 
yet accepts that two of its allies, Canada and Australia, interview 
Central American refugees in Mexico. 

Mexico, in its current economic crisis, cannot afford to be too 
generous or too humanitarian with the floods of migrants, says 
Aguayo. Thus, one can explain the Mexican government's ap
parently ambivalent attitude: a certain leniency and tolerance 
towards the illegal immigrants in its territory, coupled with 
arrests and deportations.• 

Mexican Foreign Minister, Bernardo Sepúlveda, has repeat
edly stated that Mexico needs peace in Central America, since 
an "increase in the region's armed conflicts wouid bring very 
grave consequences far Mexico".* 
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