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Institutional neglect and corruption in 
Central America 

On February 2, the Biden Administration announced an 
Executive Order to address the root causes of migration 
from Latin America. The Executive Order directed a small 
collective of officials to develop a plan  

“to address the root causes of migration, 
including by (A) combating corruption, 
strengthening democratic governance, and 
advancing the rule of law; (B) promoting respect 
for human rights, labor rights, and a free press; 
(C) countering and preventing violence, 
extortion, and other crimes perpetrated by 
criminal gangs, trafficking networks, and 
other organized criminal organizations; (D) 
combating sexual, gender-based, and 
domestic violence; and (E) addressing 
economic insecurity and inequality.” 

While all these actions are laudable as part of U.S. foreign 
policy, the Executive Order did not make clear how 
corruption and governance issues are related to 
migration. Nor have subsequent actions by the 
Administration. The links were taken as obvious, or taken 
for granted. Yet the relationship between poor 
governance, corruption and migration is complex and 
multiple factors exist, sometimes intensifying each other 
and at other times neutralizing each other.  

Latin America has suffered from decades of neglect in 
building strong institutions and pervasive poor 
governance, including the Northern Triangle countries of 
Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador. Throughout the 
region, political systems that benefit political and 
economic elites are entrenched, and corrupt governance 
is pervasive. One consequence is that the state is unable 
or unwilling to provide basic services to the citizenry—
education, public safety, response to natural disasters, 
consistent legal institutions, and core public-health 
services like universal vaccination. A second 
consequence is that individuals have very low 
institutional trust in government, even when they do not 
report personal experience with corruption. Yet services 
do exist in these countries that approximate services 
delivered in the Global North in quality—but only 
available to local elites.  

This situation has dependable outcomes. People believe, 
correctly, that they are getting the short end of the stick. 
People believe that things are not going to change. For 
many, then, the solution is migration. Migration becomes 
the way to change one’s life, to rise up socially, gain 
access to needed services, enable a better life for one’s 
children, or buy the goods that individuals dream of 
owning.  

 
 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/02/02/executive-order-creating-a-comprehensive-regional-framework-to-address-the-causes-of-migration-to-manage-migration-throughout-north-and-central-america-and-to-provide-safe-and-orderly-processing/
https://carnegieendowment.org/2017/05/30/when-corruption-is-operating-system-case-of-honduras-pub-69999
https://carnegieendowment.org/2017/05/30/when-corruption-is-operating-system-case-of-honduras-pub-69999
https://digitalcommons.montclair.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1010&context=polysci-law-facpubs
https://digitalcommons.montclair.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1010&context=polysci-law-facpubs
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Corruption and Migration 

Several relationships between corruption and migration 
are clear in Latin America, although not all of these are 
analogous in relationship or equivalent in strength. For 
the purposes of this brief, “corruption” should be 
understood via a common advocacy definition: the abuse 
of entrusted power for personal gain. This definition 
incorporates a wealth of behaviors, at various scales 
from unelected community leader to local official to 
national lawmaker.  

Relationships identified by experts and academics 
include the following: 

• Corruption can prompt migration, whether licit 
or illicit. Corrupt political systems inhibit social 
mobility, and migration events are driven by the 
confluence of poor life prospects and chance 
economic stresses. However, corruption is a 
much stronger driver of migration for those with 
some resources than the very poor.  

• Alternatively, migration can entrench corruption. 
Migration may lead to corrupt leaders spending 
less on locals and keeping more for themselves, 
because the effect of remittances can substitute 
for the goods and services that leaders would 
need to distribute to remain in socially powerful 
positions. 

• Corruption can ease smuggling, by decreasing 
costs and lowering hurdles. However, 
smuggling is a reaction to border controls and 
not a cause of migration. 

• Corruption can increase migration aspirations, 
defined as a desire to migrate whether or not 
migration occurs. Research shows a stronger 
correlation between dissatisfaction with one’s 
standard of living and migration than between an 
absolute economic standard and migration. 
Inequality—both economic and of opportunity—
makes a large difference, and corrupt areas are 
deeply unequal. 

• In some circumstances, mass migrations can 
reduce corruption in home countries, 
particularly when the receiving country is less 
corrupt than the sending country. The 
mechanism here is probably that migrants stay 

in contact with their home country, and begin to 
expect political norms closer to that of their 
country of residence. 

• Corruption may also deter return migration, 
likely by the same mechanism as above—
migrants come to perceive their home countries 
as corrupt, and they prefer to live longer periods 
in less corrupt political environments. 

• Corruption can exacerbate individuals’ 
vulnerability to climate change, both impeding 
the development effects of migration and 
increasing migration aspirations. 

The links between corruption and migration exist and can 
be powerful. However, even if anti-corruption efforts are 
successful, migration from Latin America will continue, 
including illicit migration. Reducing corruption will fail if it 
is approached as a deterrence strategy for migration. 
Instead, anti-corruption efforts in Latin America must be 
understood as part of a strategy to break the cycle of 
border crises. 

 

Improving Conditions Can Make 
People More Likely to Migrate 

As many of the above bullets suggest, individuals 
commonly have multiple reasons to leave their homes in 
search of better lives. Poverty can be an important factor, 
but lack of social mobility can be more important. 
Stemming violence can reduce migration when that 
violence occurs in areas that lack a history of sending 
migrants to the United States. But due to network 
effects—essentially, ties that connect migrants in 
destination countries to individuals in origin countries, 
and which foster more migration—reducing violence in 
areas with a history of out-migration may not reduce 
future out-migration. Violence can prompt migration, but 
networks sustain it.   

One of the most important findings in migration studies is 
the “migration hump.” As a country or region increases 
its economic development, emigration from the country 
increases first only to decrease later. The mechanism? It 
costs money to migrate, so the poorest of the poor tend 
to be unable to leave. As the poor gain resources, they 
can use their newfound capital to invest in better lives—
often in other places. In short, development aid gives 

http://groups.uni-paderborn.de/fiwi/RePEc/Working%20Paper%20neutral/WP67%20-%202013-10.pdf
http://groups.uni-paderborn.de/fiwi/RePEc/Working%20Paper%20neutral/WP67%20-%202013-10.pdf
http://groups.uni-paderborn.de/fiwi/RePEc/Working%20Paper%20neutral/WP67%20-%202013-10.pdf
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2110610
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2110610
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs12116-014-9153-3
https://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/blog/smuggling-is-a-reaction-to-border-controls-not-the-cause-of-migration/
https://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/blog/smuggling-is-a-reaction-to-border-controls-not-the-cause-of-migration/
https://economics-sociology.eu/files/12_52_Lapshyna.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdfdirect/10.1111/imig.12617
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdfdirect/10.1111/imig.12617
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s11127-017-0442-z.pdf
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s11127-017-0442-z.pdf
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/38361064/Tyburski2012_ISQ.pdf?1438540383=&response-content-disposition=inline%3B+filename%3DResource_Curse_Reversed_Remittances_and.pdf&Expires=1621959973&Signature=YhFENnkos6E-W3lfJqVTiKeV-0ISCdcwl0SjnclWChLz270dn21Uj0KXua0Wgci7sS2p4wzUm%7EqwZH7rXhh-GoOEO1UNT9NNYNThDuOr79Xt48Wde7wrQPoeZ2Subz-agkzQbNPYqiu05q2-YzRhtbfdGcOctwrAZs8n%7E1%7EcrdvJRv7L9TDHJk9yLb2fYgcHQ2xEhIX8ekbAQQ%7EgRLpI51RiP2opnoiwH2A9dJACiAGo2cFPaBdA%7EEN%7EZt1KXPEXUJKvsUCxIWCYkYmfkl-9WVkiwRvcGz3MiuoV755huNIXl63VczG%7EwompF8yCfNYVXpaqvLCMY3tptyN2bDw2gQ__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA
https://www.imiscoe.org/journal-cms-2/comparative-migration-studies-2014-3/309-6-qthis-is-my-homeq-pakistani-and-polish-migrants-return-considerations-as-articulations-about-qhomeq-pp-361-38424/file
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs11069-009-9419-7
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs11069-009-9419-7
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-7660.2007.00435.x
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3679020
https://www.elgaronline.com/view/edcoll/9781782548065/9781782548065.00010.xml
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people the resources to migrate before it makes their 
lives adequately better to reduce their aspirations to 
migrate.  

U.S. aid to Central American can and should continue. 
That aid, however, cannot be expected to cut migration. 
It is important to note that the current system of migration 
management, focused on harsh penalties, leads to 
higher costs paid by migrants and to deferred migration 
journeys but not less migration. When migrants defer 
migration journeys, the end of deferrals tends to all come 
at once, overwhelming national reception systems. 
Instead, anti-corruption aid can serve as a management 
tool that lessens dangers of individual migrations, 
increases skills of those who do come (and will come 
anyway), and that forestalls the worst of migration 
surges. 

Goals for a Combined Anti-Corruption 
and Migration Policy 

Historically, U.S. foreign policy and aid has focused on 
the region in moments of crisis, whether the political 
crises of the 1980s and then the Honduran coup of 2009, 
ecological disasters like Hurricane Mitch in 1998, or U.S. 
domestic crises of migration such as 2014 and 2021. 
Advancing structural reforms requires a consistent, 
purposeful, and long-term approach with both aid and 
political support, especially for anti-corruption and 
democratic bodies in the region, such as the now-
disbanded CICIG in Guatemala. 

Changes in Central America will ultimately be made by 
Central Americans. A strength of the region is its wealth 

of committed and capable individuals, both inside and 
outside of government. These individuals face real 
threats, including participants in CICIG who have now 
fled the country. But corrupt networks operate in the 
open, as their power is often based in overt corrupt acts 
and publicly known indicators of impunity, such as 
Mexico’s Javier Duarte, who openly stole over $120 
million USD. The lesson is that many needed reforms are 
less a question of technical capacity than political will. 

Migration has no magic bullets. U.S. policymakers should 
not count on increased border enforcement, border 
militarization (including Mexican border militarization), 
and increased development to reduce migration. 
Instead, policymakers should think about migration over 
the medium and long terms. In the medium term, it is 
possible to reduce the proximate drivers of spikes in 
migration—the Biden Executive Order’s focus on 
countering general and gang-related violence, 
preventing gender-based violence, and reducing 
economic inequality can smooth migration rates, if done 
effectively. Long term, the U.S. should have a vision for 
what Central American societies should be with its aid. 
One vision might be that, with time, Central American 
countries qualify for the same visa regime and 
opportunities as Europeans—a goal that is measurable, 
has a clear incentive, one in which multiple national 
interests align, and a clear relationship between 
migration and ending corruption. 

To learn about USCRI’s Livelihoods Program in El 
Salvador, go to: https://refugees.org/uscri-el-salvador/ 

https://www.wola.org/analysis/cicigs-legacy-fighting-corruption-guatemala/
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/former-mexican-governor-pleads-guilty-corruption-sentenced-9-years-n914226
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/former-mexican-governor-pleads-guilty-corruption-sentenced-9-years-n914226
https://refugees.org/uscri-el-salvador/
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