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Abstract

:

Unauthorized migration under global regimes of border and immigration enforcement has become more risky and costly than ever. Despite the increasing challenges of reaching, remaining in, and remitting from destination countries, scholarship exploring the implications of migration for agricultural and environmental change in migrant-sending regions has largely overlooked the prevalent experiences and consequences of “failed” migration. Drawing from recent fieldwork in Central America with deportees, this paper demonstrates how contemporary migration at times reverses the “channels” of agrarian change in migrant-sending regions: instead of driving remittance inflow and labor loss, migration under contemporary enforcement can result in debt and asset dispossession, increased vulnerability, and heightened labor exploitation. Diverse migration outcomes under expanded enforcement also reveal a need to move beyond the analytical binary that emphasizes differentiations between migrant and non-migrant groups while overlooking the profound socioeconomic unevenness experienced among migrants themselves. With grounding in critical agrarian studies, feminist geographies, and emerging political ecologies of migration, this paper argues that increased attention to the highly dynamic and diverse lived experiences of migration under expanded enforcement stands to enhance our understanding of the multiple ways in which contemporary out-migration shapes livelihoods and landscapes in migrant-sending regions.
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1. Introduction


This paper explores how expanded border and immigration enforcement shape landscapes and livelihoods in migrant-sending regions. It demonstrates that our understanding of the implications of migration for agrarian change and other socioenvironmental dynamics can be greatly enhanced through closer attention to the highly varied and contingent experiences of contemporary migration under expanded enforcement regimes. The experiences of deportees and other “failed” migrants reveal alternative forms and pathways of agrarian change and social differentiation in migrant-sending regions.



Research spanning decades across disciplines and geographic regions has sought to understand the multifaceted implications of labor out-migration and remitting for migrant-sending families and communities. From the outset, this literature has taken a particular interest in how migration reshuffles land distribution and land use dynamics among rural migrant and non-migrant households [1,2,3]. In the ensuing years, the literature has expanded from these origins to form a robust body of work exploring the complex outcomes of migration for a gamut of agricultural, social, and environmental dynamics, as well as the multiple factors that shape trajectories of change across unique spatial and temporal scales [4,5,6,7,8,9]. With global migrations showing no sign of abating under intersecting economic, security, and environmental crises, continued research on migration and its implications for migrant-sending communities remains as relevant as ever.



While this growing literature continues to enhance our understanding of the ways in which migration and remitting shape landscapes and livelihoods in migrant-sending regions, it has largely overlooked a dramatic shift in the experiences, contingencies, and outcomes of migration itself under the rapid global rise of border and immigration enforcement [10,11,12,13,14]. Reaching and remaining in destination countries under expanded enforcement regimes are increasingly risky, costly, and prone to failure. These challenges are particularly pronounced for migrants fleeing eroding economic and security conditions in Central America, Mexico, and elsewhere, who now face heightened levels of surveillance, interdiction, violence, and hardship throughout the journey to the US [14,15,16,17,18,19]. Federal funding of the US Border Patrol has increased from $326 million to approximately $4.7 billion from FY1992 to FY2019 [20], with Border Patrol staffing at the US southern border growing from 3555 agents in FY1992 to 16,731 agents over the same period [21]. In 2012, it was estimated that approximately 200 of the 300 individuals departing Guatemala for the US were deported from either Mexico or the US per day [22]. The deportation of Guatemalans from the US has doubled in the past decade, reaching 54,547 forced repatriations in 2019 [23]. Estimates suggest that approximately 550,000 undocumented Guatemalan nationals currently reside in the US [24], yet nearly 900,000 Guatemalans were deported from the US and Mexico combined between 2009 and 2019 [25]. Despite these efforts, the expansion of enforcement has widely failed to deter continued unauthorized migration attempts [26,27,28,29,30,31].



While scholars have carefully documented the rise of US enforcement, we are only beginning to understand the multiple consequences of this expansion for migrant-sending households and communities in countries of origin [32]. Amid recent contributions to this literature [18,27,33,34,35,36,37,38], we particularly lack an understanding of the socioeconomic and material implications of enforcement in migrant-sending regions [29]. This gap extends to scholarship assessing the outcomes of migration for processes of agricultural, environmental, and developmental change. Despite a steady growth in enforcement since the mid-1990s and scattered observations noting the enduring challenges of migration and instances of migrant deportation and debt [6,7,39], no known research has systematically examined enforcement outcomes for migrant-sending regions. To date, the literature has predominantly explored the complex outcomes of migration through conceptual and methodological approaches that emphasize migrant “success,” remittance inflows, and local labor loss while overlooking the proliferating incidence and consequences of migrant precarity and “failure” from policing, apprehension, and deportation.



Recent research in Central America highlights how expanded enforcement generates new risks and costs for undocumented migrants. Rising smuggling fees fuel widespread migrant indebtedness, while apprehension and deportation in turn foster deep economic hardship that can drive the sale or dispossession of homes and land leveraged to fund migration attempts [29,40,41,42]. These findings reveal how migration under expanded enforcement drives novel forms of agrarian change in migrant-sending regions. In other words, in contrast to the “remittance landscapes” [6] emphasized in recent scholarship, contemporary migration experiences and outcomes appear to generate alternative “enforcement landscapes” in countries of origin.



Building from past research on migrant debt, deportation, and dispossession in Guatemala [29], and with grounding in critical agrarian studies [43], feminist geographies [44,45], and political ecologies of migration [46], this article offers a case study on the formation of enforcement landscapes in migrant-sending regions. I argue that migration under expanded enforcement produces alternative pathways of change to those emphasized in the literature through mechanisms of migrant debt, property loss, and the growth of a highly exploitable local labor pool. The experiences of deportees also reveal the profound unevenness generated within migrant cohorts. This differentiation is largely obfuscated in contemporary research that groups and evaluates migration consequences among migrant and non-migrant households. The distinct experiences of deportees suggest a need to move beyond this conceptual binary to capture greater complexity in migration outcomes. In sum, I argue that our understanding of the implications of migration for migrant-sending communities can be enhanced through greater attention to the highly challenging and dynamic nature of migration itself.



This article first provides a brief review of the literature exploring the consequences of migration for agricultural, environmental, and socioeconomic change, with a focus on scholarship in Latin America. I then highlight some of the conceptual and methodological shortcomings of the current literature, particularly as they relate to the shifting realities of contemporary migration under expanded enforcement. The following section charts the expansion of US border and immigration enforcement since the mid-1990 and its consequences for undocumented migrants seeking to enter and remain in the US. Following an overview of fieldwork conduced in Guatemala and this study’s conceptual orientation, I then present research findings revealing how different facets of expanded enforcement come to shape livelihoods and landscapes in migrant-sending regions. Findings include an overview of common trends in migrant debt, deportation, and property loss among the research sample and three brief case studies highlighting reversed channels of agrarian change and the production of difference among deportees. This article concludes with outstanding research topics and questions.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Migration and Agrarian Change


Over the last four decades, scholars have conducted extensive research assessing the diverse implications of international labor out-migration for migrant-sending communities. The roots of this literature in the Americas stem from initial studies conducted in rural Mexico beginning in the late 1970s and early 1980s [1,2,3,47], with Reichert observing in 1981 that almost no prior research had explored “the effects of U.S.-bound migration on Mexican sending communities” [3] (p. 56).



Early research was primarily interested in assessing the developmental implications of migration and their downstream consequences for evolving migration streams. Given the rural context, “development” (or the absence thereof) was evaluated in terms of the possibilities and practices of “productive” economic investments in land, agriculture, or other ventures by migrant households with newfound remittances, yet under the constraint of reduced local labor availability from out-migration. Impacts were generally assessed through comparative analysis of the economic realities and opportunities of migrant households relative to their non-migrant counterparts, such as uneven patterns of land access among the two cohorts [2,3,47,48,49,50].



While debates on migration’s developmental implications continue [48,50,51], these initial studies sparked a line of research exploring the implications of migration for agricultural and environmental dynamics at different scales. As Jokisch [7] and others [5,9,39] outline, scholars examining agrarian change initially observed instances of migration fostering agricultural degradation or abandonment [52,53,54], investment and intensification [1,55,56], or other “middle path” engagements with land and production, such as geographically extensive and labor-light production strategies [9,57,58]. Each of these land-use change trends have been observed in Guatemala across diverse geographical and temporal scales [9,39,55,59,60].



More recent work, however, has demonstrated that trajectories of agrarian and environmental change are challenging to assess, scale dependent, and highly conditioned by intersecting structural circumstances, with migrants typically investing in land and agriculture only when concrete productive opportunities exist [61]. Accordingly, current research has largely departed from attempting to claim definitive trajectories of change and instead aims to reveal the diverse contextual factors and conditions through which situated processes of agrarian and environmental change unfold. Scholars have observed a number of factors mediating the character of agrarian change in unique contexts, including political-economic dynamics at multiple scales [7,9]; land tenure arrangement and land quality [5]; policies, institutions, and incentives [55]; gender and family dynamics [5,62]; and spatial “imagined futures” [63]. Longitudinal research by Taylor et al. [9] in Guatemala highlights how changes to agrarian systems from migration are neither unidirectional nor permanent amid shifting obstacles and opportunities at different scales. Similarly, research assessing the developmental consequences of migration has transitioned from debating “whether migration has either positive or negative developmental impacts” to “why migration has contributed to development in some communities and much less, or even negatively in others” [49] (p. 7). That said, scholars have found that migrant households tend to accumulate more land than non-migrant households [9,55], and that subsequent inflationary pressures often push assets and properties out of reach for many.



The literature has made substantial strides in improving our understanding of migration and agrarian change dynamics across space and time. Yet, amid these advancements, scholarship by and large continues to draw on a conceptual model developed in earlier research that holds the intersecting “channels” of remittance inflows and reduced labor availability as the central drivers of change from migration [8,61]. The bulk of research also continues to measure change through comparative assessment of various socioeconomic indicators between migrant and non-migrant households. In doing so, the literature has largely overlooked a dramatic shift in the conditions and outcomes of migration itself over the last several decades and their role in driving unique forms of change in migrant-sending regions.




2.2. Expanding Geographies of Enforcement


In the past quarter century, expanding geographies of border and immigration enforcement have made undocumented migration increasingly costly and perilous, with profound ramifications for the physical, emotional, and financial well-being of migrants, their families, and migrant-sending communities. While this article focuses on expanding enforcement in the Americas, other scholars have examined the growth of enforcement as a broader global trend emerging in different forms and spaces between traditional migrant-sending and migrant-receiving territories [10,11,64,65,66].



The contemporary US border and immigration enforcement paradigm stems from efforts in the mid-1990s under the Clinton Administration to dissuade unauthorized border crossings through a strategy of “prevention through deterrence.” The strategy was premised on the belief that increased costs, challenges, and dangers to unauthorized border crossing would deter potential entrants from making attempts [12,15,16,67,68]. The strategy involved sealing off historic urban crossing zones, such as San Diego, CA and El Paso, TX, to make the rugged US–Mexico borderlands the only variable path of entry. Policymakers believed that migrants would be disinclined to expose themselves to the heightened costs and hardships of remote crossings. Moreover, as de León [68] observes, funneling migrants into the borderlands was thought to isolate unauthorized crossers for easier apprehension.



Despite failing to halt migration attempts, policymakers have continued to double down on the strategy of increasing the costs, dangers, and penalties of attempted entry. Enforcement grew throughout the 2000s, with the September 11, 2001 attacks prompting the Bush Administration to expand border staffing, surveillance, and barriers under new anti-terrorism and national security initiatives [27]. Over this period, enforcement also turned inward, expanding efforts to apprehend and deport migrants living and working in the US without documentation [69,70]. In the late-2000s and early-2010s the Obama Administration enacted the “Consequence Delivery System”—a gamut of enforcement strategies “designed to make the experience [of apprehension] so difficult and costly that migrants [would] not return” [31] (p. 110) [16,19].



Over the last two decades, a range of US-driven enforcement efforts have also expanded into new spaces in the Americas. Regional security initiatives, such as Plan Frontera Sur in Mexico and Plan Venceremos in Central America, as well as a collection of other international partnerships with foreign government agencies [71], have resulted in a substantial increase in the apprehension and deportation of foreign nationals by the Mexican government [72]. These efforts have effectively created a new “vertical border” [17] across areas of migrant transit in Mexico [14,73,74].



Under the Trump administration, unauthorized migrants faced the expansion of the US border wall and security infrastructure [75], increasingly abusive and punitive treatment in detention, including family separations [76,77], more direct involvement of Customs and Border Protection agents in the apprehension and deportation of foreign nationals in Mexico and Central America [78], the erosion of asylum rights and protocols [79], public health and safety disasters in border encampments under the Migrant Protection Protocols [80,81], a renewed emphasis on internal apprehensions [82], and proliferating violence throughout Mexico [18,83] and increasingly at the Guatemala–Mexico border [84]. While the new Biden administration has already taken steps to end a number of Trump-era policies [85], the core elements of border and immigration enforcement currently remain in place.



Expanded enforcement and the emergence of the contemporary “polymorphic” border [86] have made migration progressively more difficult for Central Americans and others. Amid estimates of fluctuating rates of unauthorized migration from Guatemalan beginning in the mid-2000s [87], followed by more consistent growth since the mid-2010s [24], the deportation of Guatemalan nationals from the US grew by approximately 370% over the same timeframe, from 11,500 in 2005 to 54,600 in 2019. When including removals from Mexico, the total deportations for 2019 nearly doubles, rising to 103,700 [88]. The expansion of US border enforcement has empowered human and drug smuggling cartels and exposed migrants to untold horrors of violence and exploitation in Mexico [14,18,19]. These dangers and the “commodification” of migration [14] have substantially increased the price of entry to the US. Data from fieldwork conducted for this article reveal that the cost of hiring a smuggler or coyote to travel from Guatemala into the US grew from approximately $500 in the late 1980s to approximately $5000 in the mid-2000s and now upwards of $10,000 (with rates of inflation and currency exchange remaining relatively constant over that time period). Instead of deterring potential attempts, these elevated costs often bind migrants to cycles of debt-driven return migration to pay smuggling loans [29]. The weaponization of the borderlands has led to a tragic growth in migrant death and disappearance, with at least 300–500 known migrant deaths recorded near the border every year [19,25,67,89] and a more recent increase in the ratio of deaths to migration attempts [90,91].




2.3. Towards Enforcement Landscapes


A handful of scholars contributing to migration and agrarian change literature have made important observation on the enduring challenges and heightened costs of reaching and remining in the US. For example, Durand and Massey [1] and Durand et al. [56] observe how migrants often first channel the bulk of their early remittances towards smuggling loan repayment. Jokisch notes that deportees in Ecuador “must pay off the debt or lose the family landholdings, or whatever else they used as collateral” for smuggling loans [7] (p. 531). Jokisch also observes the “precariousness of the remittance economy” for migrant-sending families, given the multiple obstacles to safe arrival and securing work in the US (p. 541). In Guatemala, Moran-Taylor and Taylor [59] as well as Aguilar-Støen et al. [39] report instances of prospective migrants mortgaging or selling land to fund migration attempts, with the latter study also finding outstanding debt burdens among some returnees. Hostettler in Mexico notes the “highly variable” consequences of migration, with some migrant-sending families “[suffering] from a “failed” migration attempt due to large loans that were taken in order to finance migration” [6] (p. 126). Cohen notes that “national borders remain obstacles for many migrants” [48] (p. 99), yet puzzlingly dismisses their possible role in shaping migration and remittance outcomes. Furthermore, while scholars widely recognize that migration outcomes are heterogenous [50], analysis of differentiation has generally centered on comparative work between migrant and non-migrant households. Recent research by Carte et al. [92] observes uneven socioeconomic outcomes among migrant cohorts, yet between groups engaged in distinct migration and political-economic processes from different migrant-sending countries.



Despite these observations, no known research has systematically explored the wider consequences of “failed” migration and debt for livelihoods and landscapes in migrant-sending regions. The bulk of research on migration and agrarian change has largely overlooked the highly dynamic and precarious nature of contemporary migration— a process that “always remains ongoing” [93] (p. 1). As Vogt observes from research in Mexico with migrants in transit, “[m]igrant journeys are rarely neat or linear and complicate traditional conceptualizations of migration from departure to arrival.” Instead, “migration is a complex, makeshift, and often ambiguous lived experience that depends on and reconfigures processes of social exclusion and inequality” [14] (p. 766). Others have emphasized that, even upon reaching the US, many migrants experience a persistent condition of “deportability”—“the protracted possibility of being deported—along with the multiple vulnerabilities that this susceptibility for deportation engenders” [13] (p. 14). Harrison and Lloyd [94], for example, observe heightened migrant labor exploitation in the US due to deportability and the urgency of paying outstanding migration loans. Recent work by Boyce and Launius [95] reveal the extreme financial burdens experienced by undocumented or mixed-status families exposed to immigration enforcement in the US. With approximately 83,500 Guatemalans deported on average from the US and Mexico combined each year since 2010, success is far from guaranteed.



The lived experiences of deportees and others underscore the need to align scholarship on migration and agrarian change with the realities of migration under expanded enforcement. Attending to the range of contemporary migration outcomes, including alternative “channels” of change and the unevenness produced within migrant cohorts, is crucial for understanding of how migration shapes livelihoods and landscapes in migrant-sending regions. Research with deportees also underscores the urgent need to fill the empirical gap on enforcement consequences. The mounting risks, costs, and penalties of migration reverberate through migrant-sending households and regions in ways that scholars are only beginning to recognize.





3. Materials and Methods


This article draws from data gathered during 18 months of fieldwork between late-2017 and mid-2019 in two distinct regions of rural Guatemala, including the community of Llanos del Pinal near the city Quetzaltenango in the western highlands and a constellation of small rural communities around the town of Caballo Blanco, Retalhuleu on the Pacific lowlands. The two research sites were selected in order to conduct comparative analysis on migration and agrarian change trends in two distinct agro-ecological zones. Research builds off of past work on migrant indebtedness in a separate town, Cajolá, approximately an hour from Quetzaltenango in the western highlands [29].



Data collection occurred through semi-structured qualitative interviews primarily with individuals who had experienced some form of apprehension and deportation from the US and/or Mexico. The research sample includes the experiences of 60 unique migrants, mostly young to middle-aged men, split nearly evenly between the two study regions. Subjects recounted migration experiences that ranged from a handful of initial crossings in the late-1980s and early-1990s to as recently as 2018, with the majority occurring between 2012 and 2018. Interviews explored participant livelihoods and productive assets; migration histories and funding strategies; experiences with transit, border crossing, apprehension, detention, and deportation; and the wider socioeconomic outcomes of failure upon return to communities of origin. Interviews also included baseline quantitative data collection on migration finance and debt. An additional 12 local leaders were interviewed to explore overarching community histories and shifting experiences with agrarian livelihoods, migration, and expanded enforcement. Research also revealed an alarming number of families, particularly in the western Highlands, who had experienced the disappearance of kin during crossing attempts at the US–Mexico border. One individual openly shared her experience with the disappearance of her spouse. Although migrant disappearance and death have been found to plunge households into extreme economic hardships [29], no additional interviews exploring these dynamics were pursued due the extreme sensitivities of the subject. Research also involved a handful of interviews with local banks and lending cooperatives about migration lending policies, practices, and observations. Ethnographic notes were recorded throughout fieldwork to assess everyday dynamics and meanings around migration, debt, and agrarian change. Interviews were gathered primarily though snowball sampling and the assistance of local leaders. Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in this study. Interviews were transcribed and coded to reveal key dynamics and relationships within and across individual cases and research sites. Quantitative data extracted from interviews were also tabulated to provide an overarching view of shifting trends in migration and deportation, the political economy of migration finance, and deportee debts and asset transfers following failed attempts.



Research was informed by emerging literature from critical agrarian studies, which maintains a keen interest in “analyzing agrarian social classes and the political-economic forces that call them into existence or make them disappear, and that facilitate or impede their reproduction” [43] (p. 963). This focus on differentiation was complimented by recent scholarship on the “political ecology of migration” that “considers migration within its historical and political context, with an emphasis on underlying structural explanations and a consideration of outcomes from a social justice perspective” [46] (p. 265). A political ecology of migration offers a “holistic” view of the multiple, intersecting factors that shape migration decision and their outcomes. Finally, research drew from perspectives in feminist geography, which “start from the subject” [96] (p. 200) and their everyday lived experiences to highlight previously overlooked “scales, voices, and topics” within wider social, economic, and political processes [44] (p. 329). In migration research, this approach “facilitates drawing connections between policymaking and the everyday lives of migrants” [37] (p. 294) [97]. As Vogt notes, “[m]igration is not just a livelihood strategy but also a material and embodied lived experience” [14] (p. 776).



Both research communities are comprised of primarily semi-substance households, drawing on a mix of traditional and market-oriented agriculture and intermittent jornadas (agricultural day labor) and other forms of seasonal wage labor when available. Rural households in the lowlands rely on small parcels to grow milpa or just maize for consumption and sale, followed by a second harvest of sesame as a cash crop. In the dry seasons many seek work on the nearby sugar cane and palm oil plantations. In the highlands, producers rely on even smaller parcels to grow milpa for consumption and assorted vegetables for bulk sale in nearby markets in Quetzaltenango. Proximity to Quetzaltenango also enables some to find work in construction, businesses ventures (particularly in the markets), and other urban jobs. Jornada and seasonal labor wages in both regions typically range between $4 and $6.50 per day.



Numerous scholars have examined Guatemala’s prolonged history with international labor migration and the multiple drivers that continue fuel rural displacement. Contemporary rural out-migration stems from the development of an extractivist agrarian economy that has historically dispossessed communities, particularly indigenous groups, to secure land and foster rural dependency on seasonal migration to plantations for wage labor [98,99]. Entrenched patterns of internal labor migration began to extend outwards to Mexico and the US in the late-1970s with the intensification of the armed conflict and genocidal “scorched earth” campaign aiming to eliminate guerrilla insurrection against the stranglehold of national and international elites on lands, natural resources, and political power. Many fled to the US for asylum, while others joined northward streams in search of economic opportunities in the wreckage of the conflict [87].



While the 1996 Peace Accords formally ended the conflict, enduring structural challenges and inequalities ensured the continuation of out-migration flows [87]. New post-conflict neoliberal reforms favored expanded agrarian extractivism and other mining and energy “megaprojects” to the detriment of smallholder production, land access, and labor opportunities [92,100,101,102]. Today, many smallholders live under a condition of “slow displacement,” in which prolonged neoliberal political-economic governance “[provokes] a kind of displacement from the land that [unfolds] slowly over years” [92] (p. 2). With average landholdings remaining insufficient to meet basic household subsistence [103], rural poverty rates reaching 75% [104], rural incomes hovering around $2350 annually [105], and two-thirds of agricultural land held by only 2.5% of farms [104], migration is necessary for both the immediate and generational social reproduction of rural families.



Overarching national trends in migration are reflected in both research sites. While no community directly experienced violence from the armed conflict, the heightened tensions, economic ruin, threats of forced recruitment by the military, and apparent success of others in the US led many to depart. Growth in migration continued throughout the 1990s and, according to some local leaders, reached its apex in the 2000s. Although flows have perhaps reduced slightly since the 2000s, they remain unquestionable strong as structural conditions continue to undermine the viability of rural livelihoods. Deportation remains so common that one local leader in the highlands referred to it as “customary.” Participants in both regions noted the challenges of agricultural production due to low and variable commodity prices, the high cost of inputs, limited land access, and unending cycles of agricultural debt. Most smallholders expect to lose money in corn cultivation and, if yields are adequate, balance out losses with a slight profit in cash crops and/or wage labor. Farmers in both the highlands and lowlands have also struggled under variable precipitation patterns in recent years. While additional research is needed to establish concrete links between global climate change and migration, changes to seasonal precipitation and temperatures in Central America are likely to exacerbate existing challenges for producers [106,107]. A growing frequency and intensity in extreme climate events, such as recent 2020 Hurricanes Eta and Iota, also appear poised to propel new climate refugees north in the coming years [108].



Many participants identified cycles of fruitless investments and outstanding debts in agriculture as immediate drivers of decisions to migrate. Even if smallholders profit, the total income is typically insufficient to overcome an enduring state of deprivation or fund bigger projects, such as expanding production, investing in businesses or education, dealing with health emergencies, or buying tools and property. As the mother of one migrant remarked on the realities of rural life: “we’re really just giving our parasites something to eat.” Land prices are inflated to the point that it is virtually impossible to purchase additional properties for expanding production, building a home, or fulfilling social norms of passing land to the next generation without remittances.



As explored in past work [29] and observed by others [40,41,42], the heightened cost of migration to the US coupled with limited wages and work opportunities in migrant-sending communities push many to fund migration attempts through loans from local moneylenders, banks and lending cooperatives, neighbors, and family members. According to participants and fieldwork observations, the overwhelming majority of contemporary migrants fund their journeys partially or totally through debt. Given the elevated loan amounts and heightened risks, lenders (with the exception of loans between family members) demand high-value properties as guarantees, typically homes and land. In many cases moneylenders require a compraventa contract that legally transfers ownership of the mortgaged property over to the lender until the borrower pays in full. This arrangement places borrowers under substantial vulnerability, as it gives lenders the right to evict families and take full possession of mortgaged properties at any time over the course of the loan. Lenders also impose high interest rates, both simple and compound, usually ranging from 3% to 10% per month over a one-year timeline, to pressure quick repayment and extract value from migrant labor in the US.



Detention and deportation provoke an acute economic crisis for many indebted migrants. Debt obligations, ballooning interest, the tangible threat of property dispossession, and no real means to repay loans while in custody or on meagre local wages create a heightened urgency to immediately return to the US. As observed in past research [29], the hardships and vulnerabilities of deportation and debt also prompt a kind of household “structural adjustment” [109], in which families reduce expenditure and intensify economic activities to generate capital for loan repayment. Currently there are no known state or non-governmental efforts to support indebted deportees. Some participants received support from church organizations or wider social networks. Yet, by and large, one’s debts are viewed as one’s own responsibility, while the shame and taboo of deportation inhibit others from seeking assistance.



Even for those who reach the US, debt repayment is a substantial burden amid the heightened costs of living in the US, the need to support family back home with remittances, variable work opportunities and suppressed wages, and constant threats of apprehension and deportation. One deportee observed how, in the initial months after reaching the US, he budgeted one-quarter of his monthly wages to cover expenses in the US, another one-quarter to support his family in Guatemala, and the remaining half to repay his smuggling loan. For successful migrants who find steady work in the US, it can take anywhere between six months and two years to repay debts in full.



While certainly possible, dispossession is not a predetermined outcome of deportation [29]. Indeed, many deportees eventually make it to the US and repay their loans. Or, in other cases, moneylenders offer some degree of patience with deportees or among those struggling under limited work opportunities in the US. In other cases, households collectively manage to work off debt burdens, or family in the US step in to repay loans and take possession of mortgaged properties. Yet, as the findings below demonstrate, other less fortunate migrants eventually succumb to debts and lose properties through dispossession and forced sale. Moreover, with every failure, the means to secure new loans and make additional return attempts dwindle.




4. Results and Discussion


When Edwin (all names are pseudonyms) attempted to reach the US for the first time in 2000, his aim was, as he put it: “to not have to eat just beans and greens, but to eat something more.” He hoped to save money to build a house on the piece of land he was slated to inherit from his father, and also buy additional agricultural parcels to: “live better, do something for my family, have a future.” These were goals he could never achieve as a land-poor day laborer, seasonally earning between $35 and $45 a week on the Pacific lowlands. Edwin’s father supported the idea and helped Edwin secure a $1600 loan at 5% monthly interest from a local moneylender using family land as the guarantee. The $1600 loan would pay for his trip to the US–Mexico border, where he would then get a second loan from family already in the US to pay the salto (border crossing). Although he made it through Mexico without incident, Edwin got lost in the unfamiliar borderlands on his crossing attempt and was eventually detained and deported back to Guatemala. His original debt quickly grew to surpass $2600 and, seeing no alternatives to stem the tide, Edwin’s father sold 16 cuerdas (approximately 0.7 hectares), including the portion Edwin was set to inherit, to pay.



With even greater urgency to reach the US and recoup losses following the fracaso (failure) from his deportation and land sale, Edwin tried again a few years later in 2005. his time he borrowed $2400 at 6% interest per month to cover the journey to the border. Yet, he was again detained and deported—now from Mexico—on three consecutive attempts. With growing debts, no resources to make any additional trips, and still reeling from the sale of his family’s land, Edwin was pushed into sharecropping on a nearby plantation—a fate reserved for the “most screwed” according to one local leader, in which, for a small fee, farmers first grow their own corn on plantation land in exchange for then cultivating a second crop of sesame or forage crops along with completing other odd tasks for the landowner. It took Edwin approximately four years of sharecropping to pay off his debt. “Deportees”, he remarked, “don’t even come back to more beans, we come back to just tortillas. Why? Because we lose the little we have, and we go, and la migración grabs us, and it’s over.” To date, Edwin has been unable to extract himself from sharecropping to provide for his family.



4.1. Reversed Channels of Change


Research with deportees reveals a vastly different set of experiences, outcomes, and drivers of change for livelihoods and landscapes in migrant-sending regions than those emphasized in past research. Instead of reaching the US and remitting, an untold number of Guatemalans experience debt, hardship, asset loss, and exploitation. Aggregate research data from this case study provide a stark image of the risks, costs, and value extracted from contemporary migration under expanded enforcement. The vast majority of migrants interviewed for this research—55 out of 60—funded their trips either partially or totally through loans. Of the five outstanding migrants who funded their trips without loans, one individual funded his attempt through a land sale, one opted not to divulge the funding source, and the remaining three funded their attempts through savings or gifts. Those who relied entirely on savings or gifts either made their attempts during the 1990s for a substantially lower rate than current prices, or in one case failed to enter the US and paid only the smuggling advance. Among those who borrowed, research recorded a total of 123 migration loans, indicating that individual migrants are often forced to borrow from multiple sources, and/or across multiple attempts. As Table 1 below highlights, migration loans are secured from a variety of sources, predominantly local moneylenders and family in the US. Borrowing from family in the US helps prospective migrants avoid risky and usurious arrangements with moneylenders. For those lacking mortgageable properties or other assets in Guatemala, a loan from family in the US may be their only ticket north. Borrowers used homes or agricultural land to guarantee loans in nearly 40% of the total cases. Migrants with loans from moneylenders, banks, and local friends noted interest rates ranging from 3% to as high as 15% per month, with the majority falling between 4 and 7% per month. Banks and lending cooperatives typically offer lower interest rates but have a number of prerequisites and policies that complicate (and technically prohibit) borrowing for migration among smallholders.



Loan amounts varied over the timescale of the sample, reflecting increases in the smuggling price. Trip loans ranged from $500 in 1989 to approximately $5500 in the mid-2000s and $12,000 in 2018. In a handful of cases, the total borrowed exceeded $12,000 to cover additional bail and lawyers’ fees incurred during detention in the US. The total amount of capital borrowed for migration in the sample (including banks, moneylenders, and family loans) reaches at least $350,000 (Q2,633,375). When including non-loan capital, such as savings, land sales, and family gifts, the total leveraged to fund migration climbs an additional $295,500 (Q2,216,750) to reach at least $645,500, before interest. The additional cost of accrued interest unfortunately remains unknown, as some participants struggled to precisely recall circuitous repayment histories, neglected to record the grand total repaid across diverse and at times shifting borrowing arrangements, or still had pending cases and could not yet articulate or project the total amount of interest paid. Yet, several cases revealed that accrued interest often approaches or even exceeds the loan principal for higher-interest loans or cases of delayed repayment, effectively doubling one’s debt.



Of the 60 migrants interviewed for this research, subjects reported 95 total deportations among 106 total migration attempts. As Table 2 below highlights, migrants experienced apprehension and deportation from both Mexico and the US.



Research recorded 17 asset transfers to fund migration or repay outstanding migration debts. Eight properties were sold to repay smuggling loans, while four homes and two additional agricultural parcels were dispossessed. At least three migrants sold agricultural land to help fund their trips. An additional 18 cases remained open at the time of research, with outstanding debts that may result in return attempts, property sale, and/or dispossession in the future. Forty-two participants were no longer in debt at the time of our interview following loan repayment, property sale, or dispossession. Dispossessed properties were mostly homes, which are more frequently used for loan guarantees given their higher value. Sold properties to repay debts were almost uniformly agricultural lands, usually to avoid the dispossession of mortgaged homes.



The fate of sold or dispossessed property remains somewhat opaque. Among sold properties, assets were often purchased by “successful” migrants looking to invest in homes or land for their families and/or planning eventual return to Guatemala, a trend that cruelly transfers assets between those with differentiated exposure to enforcement. In one illustrative instance in the Pacific lowlands, a milpa parcel belonging to a heavily indebted deportee was sold to a migrant in the US who intended to convert it into a small mango field until she eventually returned to Guatemala to build a home. As remittances often inflate local property prices [110], it is frequently only the families with ties to the US who can afford to purchase land in the first place. The destiny of dispossessed properties is less clear. Participants observed that moneylenders typically sell acquired properties to recoup lost loan capital and seek profits in real estate. Yet, dispossessed families are not often involved in this process and may not concretely know who ultimately takes possession of their former holdings. In other cases, participants suggested that lenders put agricultural lands under cultivation or rent them out to others. Many participants were visibly reluctant to speak about their former properties in great detail, likely due to the pain and shame associated with the loss of family homes and land, discomfort with sharing intimate details, or fears of potential conflict. Regardless, findings indicate that enforcement creates and exacerbates inequitable distributions of land and resources in migrant-sending communities.



Edwin’s experiences, including his deportations, land sale, and subsequent sharecropping, illustrate some of the outcomes of expanded enforcement and a reversal in the “channels” of agrarian change stemming from migration. Asset transfers and loan repayments constitute a dramatic extraction of value from contemporary unauthorized migrants and deportees. The urgency to generate capital for debt repayment and the proletarianization of dispossessed smallholders subsequently reinforce local access to labor power. These circumstances force many into conditions of heightened labor exploitation in the wage economy. As Edwin observed towards the end of our interview: “in farming there are risks…you win or lose…just like going to the United States, a risk. If you head for the United States and cross, you win. In la milpa, you have a good harvest, you win. But if you don’t, you lose. Then you lose money. You lose money”.




4.2. Beyond the Binary


While land transfers and wealth extraction are most evident among deportees, they also occur among those who enter and establish themselves in the US. Beyond illustrating alternative channels of agrarian change, these transfers reveal distinct migration experiences and outcomes that are frequently overlooked or homogenized in comparative analysis between migrant and non-migrant households. This conceptual binary often misses the profound unevenness produced within migrant groups from the highly dynamic and perilous process of contemporary migration.



Marcos, for example, lost his home and agricultural land only after reaching the US, where intersecting precarities from his undocumented status inhibited debt repayment. In 2003, Marcos found himself in debts exceeding $6600 after consecutive years of depressed crop prices made it impossible to repay bank loans obtained to invest in vegetable production. As Marcos told his wife: “I can’t give any more to this debt. I’m going to get another loan, but I’m going to the US.” He took out two $2600 loans from separate local moneylenders to cover the $5200 smuggling fee—one loan guaranteed by his home at 7% per month compound interest and another guaranteed by four cuerdas (nearly 0.2 hectares) of agricultural land at 7% simple interest per month.



Following one deportation back to the US–Mexico border on his first attempt, Marcos crossed into the US on his second try and eventually found work in Atlanta, GA. He quickly paid off his initial agricultural debts and began making payments on his migration loans while also supporting his family back home and covering his own expenses in Atlanta. Yet, the persistent socioeconomic vulnerability that fueled his decision to migrate from Guatemala followed him to the US. An employer robbed him of seven months of wages by stringing him along with a fraction of his owed income and false promises to eventually pay in full. When Marcos finally confronted his boss about the missing wages, he threatened to have him deported. Then, his wife fell ill and required a surgery that forced Marcos to take out a sizable loan in Guatemala to cover the expenses. Following his wife’s surgery, Marcos then fell from a roof during a construction job and due to injury was unable to work or remit for several months. After four years of inconsistent work, exploitation, and ballooning interests, his original migration loans came due. He was first dispossessed of his four cuerdas of agricultural land, deciding to sacrifice it in order to prioritize repayment of the debt threatening his home. Yet, the following year, the second lender ran out of patience and evicted Marcos’s wife and children after selling their mortgaged house out from underneath them. Marcos worked another two years to try to recoup his losses but was eventually detained and deported, now homeless and landless, back to Guatemala in 2010. The dispossessions forced Marcos and his family to move in with his brother in law. Back home, lacking cuerdas of his own, capital to rent land and cultivate, or encouraging job prospects, Marcos was pushed into work at an artisanal mining operation, where an accident on the job severely damaged his leg and forced him from any kind of physical labor. Reflecting on the pain and shame of losing his land, Marcos observed: “I felt bad, because people know I can farm…but in the end I ended up with nothing.” He also lamented the loss of confianza (reciprocal trust) among friends and neighbors due to the stigma of his migration fracaso, which substantially limits his ability to borrow land or capital in town. “People saw that I always worked hard; they trusted me with loans. But now that I’ve lost everything life is more difficult… Because I couldn’t pay the debt, they think I can’t pay.” He added: “they don’t want to rent land to me because I lost what I had and I was deported.” Marcos now survives by fixing small electronics and picking up odd jobs. He still hopes to one day make it back to the US but lacks any additional assets to mortgage in order to pay the smuggling fees. He plans to slowly work his way through Mexico to the border, and then somehow secure the funds needed to cross.



Marcos’s migration trajectory underscores the need for research to expand and explore categories beyond the migrant and non-migrant binary to accommodate for uneven experiences and outcomes among those who sojourn. The lived experiences and implications of migration among fracasados like Marcos are profoundly different than those of their “successful” counterparts, and subsequently drive distinct forms of agrarian change. The need for additional categorical complexity becomes more pronounced for migrants who have experienced both “success” and “failure” across distinct migration attempts.



Raúl, for example, successfully reached the US in 2004 after using his land to borrow $4600 at 10% monthly interest from a local lender. Although the high interest pushed his debt up to approximately $6000, he was able to pay back his loan through steady work in the US. Eventually he purchased a few small parcels—0.5 cuerdas (0.022 hectares) in town and more in the nearby mountains—and also built a new house for his family back home. After injuring his hand at work in 2010, he voluntarily returned to Guatemala. He attempted to continue farming, yet, like Marcos, his investment in agriculture backfired: “There are no earnings [in agriculture], you always waste money…instead of earning money you lose it all.” “What did I do? I went again.” Raúl left again in 2012 for $8000 from two separate $2600 loans from local lenders at 6% monthly interest, an additional $2000 loan from a local bank at 3% monthly interest, and some savings. Although he made it to Texas, Raúl struggled to find steady work and after two years was detained and deported before he could pay his loans in full. Encountering limited wages and work opportunities back in Guatemala, the debt quickly became insurmountable. “Even though you want to work day and night…I can’t do enough to get rid of it.” Within a year and half of being deported, Raúl’s total debt had climbed to $20,000, with one moneylender raising the interest rate due to delayed repayment.



While weighing a new return attempt to save their mortgaged properties, Raúl’s son offered to go in his place. They managed to borrow $4600, interest free, from Raúl’s brother in law in the US to cover the smuggling advance, yet Raúl’s son was detained and deported on three separate attempts. Seeing no alternatives, Raúl was ultimately forced to sell the land and house acquired from his initial stint in the US. The entire sale went to the smuggling debts—nothing remained “even for a bit of food” or to pay the outstanding loan for his son’s attempts. Tellingly, and tragically, Raúl’s house was bought by a migrant in the US planning his eventual return. Raúl now rents a house far removed from his old neighborhood so as not to be reminded of his loss. He now relies on intermittent jornadas for work and rents some land to grow his own maize for household consumption. Yet, between renting a house and land and covering basic living expenses, his income often falls short: “there are months when you really struggle.” Like Edwin and Marcos, Raúl harbors hope of one day returning to the US to recoup what he lost but lacks the resources to do so.





5. Conclusions


This article reveals some of the ways in which contemporary migration under expanding border and immigration enforcement reworks landscapes and livelihoods in migrant-sending regions. Jokisch correctly observes that understanding the implications of migration for agrarian change in migrant-sending regions “must begin with understanding the political economic and environmental context from which migrants leave and to which they remit money” [7] (p. 546). Yet, in view of the experiences of failed migrants, I argue that scholars must also strive to understand the fluidity and unevenness engrained in the process of migration itself to fully assess the implications of migration for agrarian change and other dynamics in sending regions. This necessitates a careful analysis of the growing costs, perils, and hardships of undocumented journeys under expanded border and immigration enforcement. Closer attention to these dynamics reveals other “channels” of agrarian change beyond remittance inflows and local labor loss emphasized in the literature. As the cases above illustrate, migration can instead result in capital extraction, forced property transfers, and heightened labor exploitation. These findings also underscore the importance of expanding research categories beyond the migrant–non-migrant binary to accommodate for the uneven outcomes experienced within migrant cohorts that drive processes of agrarian change in profoundly different ways.



A number of themes presented in this article are in need of further examination. First, while this research has sought to identify conceptual gaps and new dynamics revealed through a close study of the lived experiences of deportees and other failed migrants, additional research is needed to ascertain the true scale and aggregate outcomes of border and immigration enforcement for migrant-sending communities across various geographic and temporal scales. Second, as with all processes of agrarian change, we can expect enforcement landscapes to be mediated by a number of situated social, cultural, political, and economic variables as they exist in distinct migrant-sending regions. Additional comparative research on these dynamics in Guatemala is forthcoming, yet we urgently need new scholarship exploring the diverse forms and implications of enforcement landscapes emerging in unique migrant-sending regions globally.



Third, additional research is needed to uncover the fate of transferred properties. Early evidence from fieldwork in Guatemala strongly indicates that many dispossessed and sold properties ultimately end up in the hands of “successful” migrants investing in homes and properties with capital from the US. Additional research is needed to reveal how “remittance landscapes” and “enforcement landscapes” may therefore be co-produced. Finally, the possibility of shifting enforcement strategies under the new Biden administration, including the suspension of the Migrant Protection Protocol and other enforcement practices, warrants additional research on how emerging changes to enforcement practices alter the experiences, strategies, and outcomes of contemporary migration. These changes underscore the importance of longitudinal research on enforcement landscapes amid shifting migrant responses to deportation and dispossession, as well as the dynamic policies and practices of border and immigration enforcement itself.
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Table 1. Migration Funding Sources.






Table 1. Migration Funding Sources.





	Loan Source
	Recorded Loans





	Local Moneylenders
	31



	Friends in Guatemala
	13



	Family in Guatemala
	7



	Banks or Cooperatives
	15



	Friends in the US
	7



	Family in the US
	42



	Unknown/Unspecified
	8



	Total
	123



	Mortgaged Property
	Recorded Mortgages



	Homes
	26



	Agricultural Land
	23



	Total
	49







Data from research sample recorded through interviews. Mortgages are components of the recorded loans and do not represent separate or additional borrowing arrangements. At times, mortgages included both homes and small parcels of attached or proximate agricultural land.
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Table 2. Deportations and Migration Asset Transfers.






Table 2. Deportations and Migration Asset Transfers.





	Deportation Origin
	Deportation Count





	US Border Apprehensions
	52



	US Internal Apprehensions
	30



	Mexico Apprehensions
	13



	Total
	95



	Migration Asset Transfers
	Asset Transfer Count



	Land Sales to Fund Migration
	3



	Land Sales to Repay Debts
	7



	Home Sales to Repay Debts
	1



	Land Dispossession from Debts
	2



	Home Dispossession from Debts
	4



	Total
	17







Data from research sample recorded through interviews.
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