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Tunkás, Yucatán

Population:
ca. 2,600

Culture:  
Mayan indian; 
74% speak Maya

Economy:
Corn farming, bee-keeping, U.S. remittances 

Migration history: 
In 1st or 2nd generation of migration to U.S.
25% of residents have migrated at least once to U.S.



CCIS field research team, 2008-09

MMFRP Field Research Team in Tunkás, Yucatán, 2009



1,031 survey interviews and more than 500 hours of in-depth life 
history interviews conducted in Yucatán and Southern California 



Evading Border Patrol is perceived as difficult

“At present, how easy or difficult is it to evade the 
Border Patrol when crossing the border?”

Very difficult: 64%

Somewhat difficult: 21%

Somewhat easy: 5%

Very easy: 10%

Source:  MMFRP survey of 
Yucatecos, January-March 2009



• 87% of Yucateco 
migrants  believe it is 
“very dangerous” to 
cross the border 
without papers   

• 44% know someone 
who died trying to cross 

Clandestine border 
crossings are seen as 
very dangerous

Gravesite of 46-year-old
Tunkas woman who died 

of hypothermia in East
San Diego County



Migrant fatality rate has increased in tandem 
with U.S. border enforcement build-up

total detected deaths, 1995-2008:
5,186+



Awareness of border crossing obstacles, dangers 
do not discourage most unauthorized migration

Source: Data from 2009 MMFRP survey of economically-active, 18-40 year old 
residents of Tunkas, Yucatan.
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Dependent variable: Intent to migrate to U.S. during next 12 months

Independent variables (deterrence factors):
 Respondent believes it is difficult to evade Border Patrol (dummy variable) 
 Respondent thinks it is very dangerous to cross the border illegally (dummy var.)
 Respondent knows someone who had died trying to cross border (dummy var.)

Demographic factors (controls):
 Age 
 Gender
 Marital Status
 Education
 U.S. migration experience
 Documentation status
 Number of close relatives living in U.S.

Estimation method:
Maximum-likelihood logit estimation with robust standard errors
Pr(y=1) = f (deterrence, age, gender, marital status, education, legal status, relatives) 

Logistic regression model:  Effect of border
deterrence factors on propensity to migrate



Knowledge and 
perceptions of border-
crossing hazards are 
not significant 
predictors of 
propensity to migrate 
in 2009

(among economically active 
Yucateco interviewees, aged 
18-40) 

β

Difficult
-0.634
(.379)

Dangerous
-0.718
(.459)

Death
0.282
(.380)

Age
-0.103
(.094)

Age2
0.001
(.001)

Male
0.096
(.501)

Married
-0.224
(.555)

Education
0.028
(.042)

U.S.-based relatives
0.148
(.113)

Migrant Experience
1.233**
(.427)

Undocumented
-2.126*
(.968)

Constant
2.263
(1.733)

N 391
Chi-squared 34.11
* 95 percent, ** 99 percent confidence levels; robust standard errors in parentheses



Does current U.S. immigration control 
policy deter and prevent illegal entry?



Apprehension rates and eventual success rates
among undocumented migrants from Jalisco, Zacatecas, 

Oaxaca, and Yucatán
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Apprehension rates and eventual success rates among 
undocumented Yucateco migrants 

(by year of most recent entry) 
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Southwest border apprehensions
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11% of Tunkasenos interviewed in 2009 were planning to go 
to U.S. this year, vs. 30% of Tunkasenos in 2006 

(among economically active persons, age 18-40 years)



Why are border apprehensions declining?

“This is an indication that there are fewer 
attempts to cross the border illegally….
The efforts we’ve undertaken at the border
have begun to turn the tide of illegal immigration.”
-- Michael Chertoff, DHS Secretary, October 23, 2008



Alternative explanations for 
declining border apprehensions:

• Reduced circularity in migration (less return migration):  

Border enforcement doesn’t keep migrants out, but keeps 
them in the U.S. once they gain entry, due to  high $ cost 
(coyote fees) + physical risks of reentry.  

Fewer return trips = 
fewer apprehensions:

If migrants aren’t going home, 
they aren’t getting caught when 
they return to their jobs in U.S. 



• In the last 5 years, the average Tunkás migrant living
in the U.S. has returned to his/her hometown only once.

• 37% of people interviewed in Tunkás report that they
have relatives who have stayed in the U.S. for fear of 
not being able to get back in if they return to Yucatán.  

• More abandoned houses in 
the home town 
= whole-family migration

Key indicators of reduced circularity:

Abandoned house in
Tunkás, Yucatán



Alternative explanations for 
declining border apprehensions

• Reduced circularity in migration

• More use of people-smugglers:

-- Tighter border enforcement has increased  use of “coyotes.”

-- 91% of Yucateco migrants interviewed in 2009 had hired a coyote
to assist their post recent crossing into the U.S.

-- Using a coyote = high probability 
of successful entry



Average amount paid to people-smuggler by Yucateco 
migrants on their most recent trip to the U.S.
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Alternative explanations for 
declining border apprehensions

• Reduced circularity in migration

• Greater use of people-smugglers

• Migrants and coyotes are developing 
new modes of entry: 

More crossings being made through 
legal ports of entry (POEs)

Entry through a POE = 
lower probability of apprehension

Over 224 million crossings/year are 
made through POEs on US-Mexico 
border; close scrutiny is impossible



More unauthorized entries are being made through 
legal ports of entry

28% of undocumented Yucatecos interviewed in 2009 came 
through a POE on most recent trip to U.S.

(52% hidden in a vehicle; 39% using false or borrowed documents)



Coast Guard stops 
boat with 21 
immigrants
The Associated Press
03/19/2009

SAN DIEGO—The Coast Guard 
says it has stopped a boat 
overloaded with illegal 
immigrants off the Southern 
California coast. Twenty-one 
people were aboard the 25-
foot boat Thursday when the 
Coast Guard located it 33 
miles northwest of La Jolla. 
The Coast Guard determined 

     

Maritime smuggling 
of migrants is up 
300% since Oct. 2007



24 people-smugglers’ 
boats intercepted or 
found washed ashore 
San Diego County 
beaches since August 
2007

Dozens of smugglers’ boats
intercepted or found washed
ashore on San Diego County
beaches since August 2007

Boats discovered on Del Mar, Calif. 
beach, March-May 2008 



Alternative explanations for 
declining border apprehensions

• Reduced circularity in migration

• Greater use of people-smugglers

• Migrants and coyotes are developing new modes of entry

• Less U.S. demand for labor: 

U.S. economy (especially 
construction) is depressed, 
so jobs magnet is diminished.

Greater employment insecurity
induces migrants already 
in U.S. to stay put.



Percent change in employment by sector of U.S. economy



Unemployment rates: total U.S. work force vs. Mexican immigrants
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“Would you say that it is more difficult, less difficult, or 
the same to find a job in the U.S. now than a year ago?”

Source: MMFRP survey of Yucateco migrants, 2009



“In comparison with last year, has the number of 
hours that you work each week changed?”
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Source: MMFRP survey of Yucateco migrants, 2009
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The lesson of history:
It’s a “jobs story”!

• Undocumented migration responds to
changing U.S. labor market conditions.

• Steep increases in flow in late-expansion
phases of the U.S. business cycle

• Significant decreases in flow during
economic downturns



U.S. economic crisis has also reduced the 
capacity of potential migrants to go to U.S. 

70% of Yucateco migrants obtained the money to 
hire a “coyote” for their most recent trip to the U.S. 

from U.S.-based relatives or friends



The “attrition through interior enforcement” 
approach to immigration control

Inducing undocumented immigrants to leave the U.S.
by making it more difficult for them to find employment
and housing, instilling fear, confiscating vehicles, etc.
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• 23% of Yucateco migrants 
interviewed in 2009 had 
been stopped by police in 
last 12 months 

(MMFRP survey, 2009)

• 17% of Latino immigrants 
had been stopped and 
questioned by local police 

(Pew Hispanic Center, national 
survey of Latino adults, April 2009)

Police harassment of 
immigrants has 
increased significantly in 
recent years, especially 
at random traffic stops



Immigration enforcement by local police



Controlling Immigration:  Is There a Better Way?  
• Moratorium on new physical and virtual fence-building, 

pending demonstration of cost-effectiveness
• Emphasize workplace enforcement over border enforcement: 

audit employers’ hiring records, vs. worksite raids that
only punish workers while employers escape penalties

• Legalize most undocumented immigrants already here, with 
few restrictions on eligibility (e.g., criminal record)

• Fix the legal immigration system:  Provide more legal entry 
opportunities for new immigrants, through “transition visas” 
(new type of temporary visa with an assured path to 
permanency) and increases in permanent resident visas; 
exempt Mexican nationals from some visa ceilings to reduce 
backlogs and strengthen incentives for legal immigration

• Create alternatives to emigration, through targeted 
development projects in migrant-sending areas



The Developmental Approach
to Controlling Immigration

• Potentially the most effective and durable way to reduce
future Mexico-to-U.S. migration flows.

• Target development projects to high-emigration areas;
improve roads, electricity, telecoms, water supply as needed. 

• Requires cooperative effort involving the U.S. and Mexican
governments, public and corporate foundations, NGOs, and
multilateral lending institutions (Inter-American Development
Bank and the World Bank).  

• Projects should focus on improving the employment base in
migrant-sending areas (more and better-paid jobs),rather 
than “quality of life” improvements like urban infrastructure
and recreational facilities. 



For further information:

Wayne Cornelius
Center for Comparative Immigration Studies, UCSD

Tel. 858-822-4447 

wcorneli@ucsd.edu

http://www.ccis-ucsd.org
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