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The North and Central American Task Force on 
Migration is a non-governmental forum of academics, 
civil society and business leaders, and former 
policymakers in dialogue with current government 
officials created to facilitate a broadly driven solution 
dialogue among the countries involved in the crisis of 
migration and forced displacement in the region. 
Initiated by the World Refugee & Migration Council with 
the Center for U.S.-Mexican Studies, El Colegio de 
México, the Migration Policy Institute and the Inter-
American Dialogue, the task force will issue concrete 
recommendations for collective, regional action based 
on evidentiary research to promote responsibility 
sharing across North and Central America. This report is 
part of the Task Force’s series of interim reports on the 
following topics available at wrmcouncil.org/TaskForce: 

▪ Humanitarian protection in the region, particularly for women 
and children who are at greatest risk, including addressing 
needs of internally displaced persons and building 
asylum/reception capacity in Central America and Mexico.   

▪ Co-responsibility and cooperation for managing migration, 
focusing on enhancing regional approaches to migration in the 
region. 

▪ Institutional frameworks and domestic political 
considerations, including rule of law, governance, corruption 
and accountability. 

▪ Investment in long-term development to address violence 
and gangs, poverty and inequality, and the impacts of climate 
change. 

▪ Strengthening regular pathways for migration as an 
alternative to irregular migration, including private 
sponsorship, family reunification and labor migration. 
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Interim Report on Economic 
and Environmental Drivers of 
Central American Migration1 

Most Central American migrants cite economic 

conditions as a reason for their decision to leave 

their countries. For some it is the only reason: 

they migrate because they can no longer survive 

where they are. For some, their loss of 

livelihoods is due to environmental pressures 

such as drought, hurricanes or the long-term 

effects of climate change. For others, their 

decisions to migrate are the result of both 

economic desperation and personal insecurity 

due to criminal violence.2 For almost all of them, 

poverty and loss of hope that conditions will 

improve are factors in their decisions to move. 

Until that economic reality and those 

perceptions change, Central Americans will 

continue to seek economic opportunities in other 

countries. The fact is that for many Central 

Americans, migration is a tried-and-true poverty-

reduction strategy. Working in the US or Canada 

not only improves their standards of living, but 

also supports their families’ survival back home 

through remittances. Until Central Americans 

perceive that they and their families can achieve 

a decent standard of living in their own 

countries, they will continue to move — even 

when militarized borders increase the risk and 

cost of migrating.   

 

1 This report is drawn from papers prepared by Carlos 
Alvarado, Instituto Centroamericano de Estudios 
Fiscales (Guatemala) — Estado de derecho en 
Centroamérica: consideraciones económicas y fiscales 
de la migración forzada; Manuel Orozco, Creative 
Associates (US) — Migrant Remittances to Central 
America and Options for Development; Pablo 
Escribano (IOM-Central America) — Environmental 
Drivers of Migration from Northern Central America; 
and Jaime Ordoñez (Faculty of Law, University of 
Costa Rica) — La pobreza como causa esencial de la 
expulsión humana y la migración (Centroamérica 

While it is evident that the economic conditions 

driving Central American migration need to be 

improved, we insist that it is equally important – 

perhaps even more important – to tackle the 

political and institutional factors that have 

contributed to the region’s poverty, inequality 

and lack of economic opportunities. These 

economic inequities did not happen by chance; 

they are the result of political and institutional 

factors, such as widespread corruption and tax 

evasion, political decisions that short-change 

social protection, weaknesses in rule of law, 

regressive and low taxation systems and 

environmentally predatory economic practices. 

Increased foreign assistance without 

corresponding political reforms is unlikely to 

reduce migration. The Task Force’s report on 

political and institutional factors driving 

migration offers some recommendations for 

addressing those factors. 

The following sections detail some of the 

economic and environmental conditions that are 

driving migration. Many of these conditions are 

structural in nature and will require long-term 

investments. But there are measures that can be 

taken now which we believe will improve the 

lives of Central Americans and which could, 

incrementally at least, contribute to a reduction 

in the economic conditions that have led millions 

to make the dangerous trek northwards. This 

report focuses on those economic and 

environmental factors most closely linked to 

migration — strengthening employment 

2021-2022). The report also benefited from 
conversations with representatives of Partnership for 
Central America. 
2 As detailed in our report on humanitarian protection 
in the region, violence is a driver of both internal and 
cross-border displacement in the region.  According 
to Creative Associates (2019), most Central 
Americans cite economic concerns as their main 
reason for migrating; those citing victimization range 
from 14% in Guatemala to 18% in Honduras to 38 % 
in El Salvador.  Also see Abuelafila et al 2019. 

https://wrmcouncil.org/download/7264/
https://wrmcouncil.org/download/7264/
https://wrmcouncil.org/download/7264/
https://wrmcouncil.org/download/7259/
https://wrmcouncil.org/download/7259/
https://wrmcouncil.org/download/7284/
https://wrmcouncil.org/download/7284/
https://wrmcouncil.org/download/7274/
https://wrmcouncil.org/download/7274/
https://wrmcouncil.org/download/7274/
https://wrmcouncil.org/publications/report/institutional-and-political-drivers-of-migration-in-central-america/
https://wrmcouncil.org/publications/report/institutional-and-political-drivers-of-migration-in-central-america/
https://wrmcouncil.org/publications/report/institutional-and-political-drivers-of-migration-in-central-america/
https://wrmcouncil.org/publications/report/interim-report-recommendations-humanitarian-protection-in-the-region-a-state-of-emergency/
https://wrmcouncil.org/publications/report/interim-report-recommendations-humanitarian-protection-in-the-region-a-state-of-emergency/
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opportunities in the formal sector; financial 

education, bankability, and access to credit; 

(Kemme and Benavides, 2019) as well as 

education and opportunities for youth. 

Central American migration, however, is not only 

about Central Americans traveling to the US.  

Central American countries are migrant-sending 

countries but also are countries of transit and 

destination; there is considerable and regular 

back-and-forth movement across borders in the 

region. The three countries in Northern Central 

America also confront the great challenge of re-

incorporating a significant number of their 

citizens returning from the US and Mexico, some 

voluntarily but principally through deportations.  

To complicate things even further, nationals 

from countries outside Central America are 

traveling through Central America towards the 

United States, including large numbers of 

Haitians. 

Economic Drivers of 
Migration 

In terms of macroeconomic indicators, El 

Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua 

register a GDP per capita substantially lower 

than their southern neighbors. All countries in 

the region experienced a decline in GDP in 2020 

as a consequence of COVID-19: -8.6 percent in El 

Salvador; -1.5 percent in Guatemala; -8 percent 

in Honduras and -9 percent in Mexico (CEPAL, 

2021, 8). One in four businesses in El Salvador, 

Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua closed 

(Aterido et al., 2021,1).  

The impact of the pandemic has been 

particularly acute in externally dependent and 

highly informal economies such as the countries 

of Northern Central America, because they also 

are the ones exhibiting the lowest economic 

complexity and have experienced higher income 

losses (Orozco, 2020). In fact, the loss of more 

than 10 percent of per capita income, with a 

larger effect on the informal sector, where 

migration mostly originates, set families back to 

2017 levels. In 2021, per capita growth is 

expected to be below 2 percent. Women were hit 

particularly hard by the effects of COVID-19 

restrictions and were more likely to lose their 

jobs, in part because of the closure of schools 

(Aterido et al, 2021, 1) 

Demographics, the Economy and Migration 

In terms of population trends, Central American 

countries have a demographic dividend in that 

they have a larger percentage of working age 

populations than older people. These workers 

will need to be incorporated into the labor sector 

in the coming years and can contribute to the 

economic growth and development of the 

region. Unfortunately, countries in the region 

have been unable to generate quality 

employment opportunities for the population, 

which has led to migration. This means that the 

benefits generated by this demographic dividend 

are being enjoyed by the destination countries, in 

particular by the United States’ economy. 

As Table 2 indicates, unemployment rates 

increased in all Central American countries 

between 2019 and 2020, reflecting the economic 

impact of COVID-19 measures and, at least in 

the case of Honduras, the devastation caused by 

Hurricanes Eta and Iota.   

As Figure 2 indicates, there is a significant 

difference between men and women in terms of 

employment rates. Targeted strategies, including 

provision for child care, are needed to support 

women’s participation in the labor market. While 

official unemployment figures are relatively low, 

these overall figures do not reflect the fact that 

most employment is in the informal sector — 

characterized by low wages, precarious 

employment and lack of social protections. 

Guatemala, for example, had the lowest 

unemployment rate — 2.8 percent per year — in 

2015-19, but 70.2 percent of employment in 

2019 was in the informal sector and even higher 
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in the case of women (71.4 percent) and the 

indigenous population (84.6 percent). 

Much more attention needs to focus on this vast 

informal sector, which is comprised of more 

than two-thirds of the region’s labor force and 

business sector. In fact, it is euphemistic to talk 

about a private sector in Central America when 

most of these enterprises are one-person 

operations with earnings that do not generate 

significant wealth. At the same time, addressing 

informality has proven to be difficult and largely 

unsuccessful: Central America, like much of 

Latin America, has not managed to reduce the 

size of its informal sector in the past 40 years. It 

is a systemic chronic problem that cannot be 

resolved as part of a single strategy because it is 

connected to human capital: those in the 

informal economy are unskilled, uneducated, 

underpaid, and therefore uncompetitive. Any 

effort to address economic drivers of migration 

must grapple with the informal sector.  

Economic performance in the region is shaped 

by low levels of productivity associated with the 

presence of a large mass of businesses and 

workers operating informally. Most businesses 

are unipersonal enterprises operating in 

saturated merchandise markets, without 

municipal or government registration (largely 

due to excessive financial and time-related 

costs), without access to financing, with no 

substantive links to value chains with limited 

market access, and without making tax 

contributions. 

In turn, government revenues are not only low, 

but competitiveness is highly limited to near-

zero profit margins along the commercial 

operations of these businesses. Thus, economic 

growth is constrained. 

Despite evidence showing that business 

formalization increases employment and 

revenues (Khamis, 2014), governments, donors 

and the private sector often struggle to focus on 

this issue in a systematic and strategic manner. 

Yet any approach to economic development 

which mitigates migration will depend on 

establishing a clear strategy of business and 

labor formalization. At a minimum, a 

development strategy should focus on ways that 

formalization maximizes revenue opportunities. 

In this regard, financial education and advising 

pay off in increased trust by the public in the 

financial sector, which in turn contributes to 

formalization.  

The strategy should focus on those more likely 

to succeed as revenue generating business 

operations, and with the goal and capacity to 

generate employment. In concrete terms, 

formalizing 60,000 businesses in Central 

America — each of which hires one additional 

worker — would generate employment for an 

additional 60,000 workers.  

Engagement of the private sector is essential in 

the process of formalizing the informal 

economy. As a recent study by the Atlantic 

Council concluded, employers can help reduce 

informality by “working with governments to 

design and execute active labor market policies 

(workforce training, apprenticeships, 

employability courses, counseling and job 

matching), helping the informally self-employed 

and job seekers navigate through administrative 

costs and requirements for conducting formal 

work and participating in civil society-led pledges 

that commit businesses to support formalization 

of their own supply chains and clients” 

(Bozmoski and Sadurni, 2021, 3). 

Central to the region’s recovery and migration 

mitigation is a stabilization program that targets 

a critical mass of the labor force, its private 

sector and the most vulnerable populations. 

Businesses in the informal economy make a very 

small contribution to national income but are 

responsible for more than half of its labor force. 

In terms of the economic impact of the 

pandemic, while these informal businesses and 

workers did not lose jobs, they lost the 

equivalent of one month of income. Those 

losses are unrecoverable in the short term. 
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Entrepreneurship modernization is necessary to 

help societies adapt to changing dynamics in the 

post-pandemic period. 

Integrating businesses further into the digital 

economy is urgently needed, such as through 

internet-based data storing and processing 

across all economic sectors and intermediaries, 

including money, information, or connectivity. 

Skills training and technical and financial support 

— to be carried out largely through the private 

sector and civil society — should be aligned to 

strengthen workers and businesses in the digital 

and knowledge economies, ensuring that 

microenterprises are accessing digital tools. The 

weakness of the productive system in Central 

American countries is reflected in the high levels 

of poverty and extreme poverty (see Table 3). 

Strategies are needed to reform the fiscal 

system and to create an even playing field. 

In general, the greatest proportion of persons 

living in conditions of poverty and extreme 

poverty are found in rural areas – areas where 

salaries for rural workers are low, social 

protection is weak and there is greater 

vulnerability to disasters, environmental 

degradation and climate change.  

The lack of decent work conditions in rural areas, 

coupled with inequality, poverty and lack of 

social protection has led to dramatic increases 

in rural to urban migration. Hundreds of 

thousands of Central American farmers have 

abandoned the countryside and their agricultural 

occupations and moved to an urban world of 

segregation and poverty; living in vast informal 

settlements and working in the informal sector in 

low quality jobs, they experience human, 

educational and economic marginalization. 

COVID-19 has intensified this process. The 

poverty rate in Honduras could increase by 70 to 

75 percent by the end of 2021. Honduras is the 

country registering the greatest inequality in the 

region as well as the highest levels of poverty 

and extreme poverty. Poverty in Guatemala has 

increased by 5-6 percentage points, now 

affecting 60 percent of the population with 3.5 

million people experiencing structural hunger 

and extreme poverty (SICA, 2021). COVID-19 has 

had a particularly negative impact on women 

(CEPAL, 2021).  

The economic structures have produced grave 

results in the educational and health sectors.  

Barely 41 percent of young Central Americans 

who enter the educational system graduate from 

secondary school (CEPAL, 2016-2019). This pre-

COVID statistic has deteriorated by at least 5 

points in each country in the region. Young 

people between 15 and 29 make up 30 percent 

of the population in Guatemala and Honduras 

and 28 percent in El Salvador; this is also the 

group that is least able to find educational, 

employment or training opportunities, with nearly 

28 percent of the youth population unable to 

access any of these options (Savoy and Sady-

Kennedy, 2021). In each of the Northern Central 

American countries, only about a quarter of the 

potential labor force has completed upper 

secondary school and only about 10 percent has 

completed any type of tertiary education 

(Bozmoski and Sadurni, 2021, 4). Each year, 

about 100,000 youths enter the labor market in 

the Northern Triangle, and the prospects of 

finding quality jobs is limited in view of the low 

rate of economic growth (Abuelafila et al., 2021, 

12). More attention is needed to address the 

transition that youth face between education and 

training, as well as entry into the formal labor 

market. 

Similarly, there are shortcomings in the health 

sector. While expenditures on health in Latin 

America and the Caribbean were around 

US$1,000 per person from 2017-2019 (only one-

fourth of the expenditures of OECD countries), 

the corresponding figure in Central America was 

less than US$250 per person. 

Weak health and education infrastructure and 

inadequate social protection policies, coupled 

with lack of confidence in public institutions has 

led to a generalized social discontent with the 



Economic and Environmental Drivers of Central American Migration  7 

North and Central American Task Force on Migration 

functioning of public institutions, as well as a 

negative evaluation of the capacity of 

governments to provide essential public services 

and respond to the concrete problems people 

experience. 

The tax systems of the region do not generate 

sufficient income to fund healthcare, education, 

infrastructure, etc., thereby perpetuating the 

poverty trap. Tax collections are impacted by the 

high degree of informality, contraband, tax 

evasion, and the low effectiveness of the tax 

collection authorities. In addition, marginal tax 

rates on individual taxes are low. In the case of 

Guatemala, the income tax system is 

progressive in that there is a base rate of 5 

percent and a higher rate of 7 percent for high-

income earners. However, the personal tax-rates 

themselves are low. All of this adds up to lower 

collections. Whereas the average revenue from 

taxes in OECD countries in 2019 was 33.8 

percent and in Latin America was 22.9 percent, 

the figures for Mexico and Northern Central 

America were: 21.9 percent for Honduras, 20.8 

percent for El Salvador, 16.5 percent for Mexico 

and 13.1 percent for Guatemala (OECD, 2021). 

Additionally, as argued by Barreix et al. (2017) 

Central America displays the same 

characteristics as Latin America in that: 

“Personal Income Tax [PIT] is a progressive tax 

paid by only a small proportion of formal high-

wage earning individuals, mostly those at the 

highest income decile and whose basic tax 

reliefs and standard tax allowances amount to 

62 percent of gross income of their taxable 

income. In fact, on average, more than 80 

percent of the PIT is paid by the richest decile, as 

shown by information provided by the national 

tax administrations. However, high wage earners 

paid very low effective average tax rates. 

Furthermore, the average effective rates of PIT 

are below the average statutory minimum tax 

rate in almost every country in the region. The 

amalgamation of these factors in turn resulted in 

scant revenue-raising capacity and a meagre 

impact on income redistribution.” 

In order to address some of the economic 

drivers of migration, municipal and state 

governments have an important role to play.  

Given patterns of rural-urban migration – in part 

exacerbated by environmental conditions as 

discussed below — municipal governments are 

challenged to support the development of the 

formal economy and creation of new job 

opportunities. 

Remittances, discussed in greater detail below, 

form the greatest influx of resources coming 

from abroad — in 2020, they were greater than 

receipts from exports of goods and services in El 

Salvador and Honduras and only slightly lower in 

the case of Guatemala. In El Salvador, 

remittances made up around 79 percent of 

public spending while in Guatemala this 

proportion reached around 94 percent. In 

contrast in Honduras, remittances in 2020 were 

12.9 percent more than total public spending. 

Remittances are particularly important because 

of the lack of opportunities for Central 

Americans to find adequately compensated work 

in the region. The precariousness of employment 

and lack of adequate social protection means 

that families of migrants working overseas are 

largely surviving because of remittances. 

Governments in the region count on remittances 

as a cornerstone of their economic strategy 

(López Obrador, 2021). At the same time, 

remittances have also led to a consumer 

economy which generates low quality jobs with 

little value added that keeps wages low. 

Remittances also have an effect on tax 

collection as these flows are tax-free, and are 

sometimes used for money-laundering and thus 

abet corruption. 

Recommendations:  

There is widespread recognition that change is 

needed in order to address the economic factors 

that are largely driving Central American 

migration. CEPAL (2021), SICA (2021), the Biden 

administration (US, NSC 2021) and others have 
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all developed serious and far-reaching 

recommendations for strengthening the 

economies in the region. The recommendations 

of this Task Force focus on the need for a 

coordinated region-wide response to tackling the 

economic and environmental drivers of Central 

American migration. While many changes must 

be implemented at the national and local levels, 

we believe that a comprehensive strategy for the 

region in needed — one that both engages 

Canada, the US, Central America and Mexico and 

involves a wide range of stakeholders, including 

development banks, the private sector and civil 

society organizations. Most Central American 

exports are to other Central American countries, 

so regional institutions need to be supported to 

play a stronger role in addressing the economic 

challenges in the region. We also call on the 

governments of Canada and the US to 

coordinate their support for a region-wide 

approach to work towards comprehensive 

radical change. 

▪ We recommend organizing an international 

conference with academics, policy-makers, 

civil society groups and representatives of 

international financial institutions to consider 

measures to launch a new ‘Marshall Plan’ 

like initiative to address the structural 

inequities and forces that compel people to 

migrate.   Specifically, we ask the members 

of this Task Force together with other 

initiatives, such as the Partnership for 

Central America and regional organizations 

– such as SICA, the InterAmerican 

Development Bank and CEPAL – to 

collaborate in planning this international 

conference in 2022. Particular attention 

should be paid to the binding constraints to 

and opportunities for job creation in each 

country, with a particular focus on gender 

and youth. Such a conference could be used 

to identify the elements of a comprehensive 

strategy for economic revitalization of the 

region and to jump-start activities which will 

have an immediate impact on the lives of 

Central Americans.  

▪ We call on the multilateral organizations that 

finance social protection policies or 

programs in Northern Central America to 

evaluate the impact of their policies on the 

population, with a particular focus on 

women, youth, indigenous groups and other 

traditionally-marginalized groups. We also 

ask them to consider the impact of their 

policies on migration – those who are 

contemplating migrating, those who have 

already migrated, and those who have 

returned. 

▪ We urge governments in the region, with the 

support of donor governments and in close 

collaboration with the private sector, to 

develop a concerted regional strategy to 

attract foreign investment to the region in 

support of development goals. 

▪ We urge governments and other 

stakeholders to lower the barriers to 

formalization. Bureaucratic red tape to 

formalize businesses must be reduced and 

mechanisms created to facilitate the 

transition. The digitalization of all 

government procedures would be a 

significant positive step in this direction and 

should be supported by the private sector, 

the international financial institutions and 

donor governments. We urge governments in 

the region to discuss the possibility of 

developing regional level credit schemes, 

perhaps as a component of the work of the 

Regional Migration Council proposed in the 

Task Force’s report on regional 

cooperation. 

▪ We recommend that local cities be prioritized 

as destinations for migrants in search of 

opportunities. The cost-benefit equation 

would favor local cities if they could offer 

enough formal sector jobs and adequate 

housing.  

▪ We call for development of a regional 

strategy to foster more employment 

opportunities for young people in the region 

through careful evaluation of existing youth-

centered projects, coupled with a 

https://wrmcouncil.org/publications/report/regional-cooperation-and-co-responsibility/
https://wrmcouncil.org/publications/report/regional-cooperation-and-co-responsibility/
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commitment by development banks and 

donor governments to support youth 

employment projects.  

▪ We recommend that regional organizations 

offer workshops to share experiences within 

the region of successful efforts to formalize 

the informal economy. In particular, we 

recommend that targeted efforts be 

developed to provide financial advising and 

coaching to small businesses, to improve 

access to financial services, to utilize savings 

generated through remittances (see below) 

as credit to increase productivity, to invest in 

the knowledge economy and to support 

digital and technical advances. 

 

Migration and Remittances 

One of the key factors associated with migration 

is that migrants send money back home.  The 

contribution of remittances to the region’s 

economy is considerable as it represents 22 

percent of GDP for the countries of Northern 

Central America. These flows are the largest 

source of foreign exchange in the region and 

generate disposable income for at least 4 million 

households (in a region with 14 million 

households). Receiving remittances overall has 

become an economic source of survival, and, at 

least for some, prosperity. 

A 2019 study by Creative Associates found that 

25 percent of people from Northern Central 

American countries had considered emigrating. 

In 2021 in El Salvador, the percentage increased 

from 24 percent to 36 percent (Orozco, 2021). 

Generally, people who have considered migrating 

reported being exposed to difficult economic 

situations and had been victimized to a greater 

extent than those who had not considered 

emigrating. Many small businesses, for example, 

are forced to pay extortion money to criminal 

gangs. People considering migrating also have 

more extensive transnational family ties than 

those who have not thought about migrating 

(Creative Associates, 2019). Across the region, 

young people are twice as likely to consider 

migrating as older people. Those most likely to 

consider migrating also tend to live in low-

income households, work in the informal sector, 

be unemployed or are skilled workers with at 

least a high school education. Those who have 

an unfavorable outlook on the future economic 

situation, have been victimized, and/or have 

transnational ties are also likely to consider 

migrating (Creative Associates, 2019). 

Research confirms that a range of economic 

issues influence whether residents from these 

countries consider migrating. Living in a 

household earning less than $400 a month that 

can’t make ends meet makes people 1.24 times 

more likely to consider migrating. Believing that 

conditions are worse off today than they were 

last year makes people 1.67 times more likely to 

think about migrating. Labor market conditions 

also matter. Regarding transnational ties, having 

a relative abroad does not make a person more 

likely to think about migrating but receiving 

remittances does. In all three countries of 

Northern Central America, receiving remittances 

has greater statistical significance for intention 

to migrate than having a relative abroad. 

However, the statistical interaction between 

receiving remittances and having a relative 

abroad is significant and yields a 71 percent 

chance that the person has thought of migrating 

(Orozco, 2021a).   

The flow of remittances to Central America, 

which in 2021 will amount to over US$30 billion 

has experienced unprecedented growth. 

Remittances will represent 23 percent of GDP; in 

other words, one in four US dollars in the 

national economy are migrant transfers.   

It is also important to understand remittances 

not only in terms of its total volume but also in 

terms of the number of senders and the 

transactions that accompany them. Before 2016, 

each migrant remitted on average 16 times a 

year with an average of US$240 per transfer. 
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This amount has been growing every year and 

now averages more than $300 per transfer 

(Orozco, 2021a). 

This growth in remittances is far greater than the 

increase in migration, even considering the 

outflow of 1 million Central Americans in 2021. 

Moreover, growth in remittance volumes does 

not correspond with growth in person-to-person 

transactions. The increase in transactions was 

lower and not associated with migration levels, 

but rather with more migrants already in the US 

sending money and sending higher amounts. In 

addition, there is a concern that a growing share 

of the remittance flows might include proceeds 

from transnational criminal activities.  

Overall, remittances from Central America have 

continued to exhibit significant growth and 

signal important dynamics, especially reflecting 

concern among migrants about economic 

deterioration and lack of good health-related 

protection against COVID-19 in their home 

countries. In fact, Central American migrants are 

sending 28 percent more money back home than 

they sent in 2020. 

As deportations and apprehensions at the border 

increase, a slowdown in remittance volume is 

likely to occur. It is worth pointing out that 

Honduran out-migration continues to be strong 

and may explain some of the recent growth in 

remittance volume.   

Remittances are important in the household 

economies of family members who receive them 

from migrants working abroad. Remittances 

increase disposable income and offer 

opportunities to build wealth. However, those 

opportunities are sought through migration in so 

far as incentives to invest savings are limited. 

Within the context of the pandemic, those who 

stopped receiving remittances were more likely 

to migrate. Motivating families to invest their 

income as they recover from the crisis, including 

income received through remittances, is a 

central element of economic recovery (Orozco, 

2021c).  

It is important to integrate the economic 

contributions of migrants (such as remittances) 

in order to link them to strategies for asset 

building – particularly local savings 

formalization and mobilization (through financial 

education and credit) and investments in human 

capital, like education. Migrant investments, 

donations, and remittances can be leveraged to 

build both human and economic capital in more 

migration-dependent countries and localities. 

There is an important remittance and migration-

related value chain associated with savings: its 

formalization, and the opportunities it offers for 

asset-building (Orozco, 2013). The increase in 

disposable income from remittance transfers 

increases savings capabilities (Orozco, 2016).  

One way of formalizing savings is through 

financial advising that can help formalize at least 

20 percent of savings among remittance 

recipients. Formalizing savings not only helps 

people to build wealth (which is negatively 

correlated with the intention to migrate), but also 

helps communities by making capital available 

for local entrepreneurs in both the informal and 

formal sectors. Moreover, savings formalization 

reduces the intention to migrate (Inter-American 

Dialogue, 2018). 

The informal economy lies at the intersection of 

underdevelopment, the root causes of migration, 

and migrant capital. Formalizing savings and 

mobilizing them into credit for entrepreneurs will 

enhance a new competitive and productive 

space. At the core of savings, mobilization is the 

targeting of entrepreneurs in a largely informal 

and un-competitive setting. In this sense, 

expanding credit to new sectors – such as 

education and skills development – for which no 

substantive financing has existed before, will 

increase productivity.    

It is important to reorient investment with 

existing resources, including those leveraged 

from remittance savings. A strategy that 

annually formalizes and mobilizes 25 percent of 

savings among 3.5 million remittance recipients 
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will bring US$250,000,000 into the formal sector, 

while generating profits.  

The banking system in Central America is highly 

liquid; however, it is risk-averse when it comes to 

credit because of the low productivity levels of 

micro and small businesses. However, the 

financial sector can reduce its risk by working 

with 10 percent of competitive firms in this 

category, which encompasses some 700,000 

formal businesses, of which the majority are 

two-person businesses.   

The role of the state is to incentivize banks to 

take greater risk and regulate financial inclusion 

measures to support greater access. In the first 

case, taking advantage of the credit guarantees 

by OPIC or the DCA would mitigate risk. 

Moreover, implementing a type of Community 

Reinvestment Act would work with local 

economies and businesses. Increasing credit to 

75,000 formal businesses to modernize and 

improve capacity would also generate create one 

new job per business. Similarly, local credit 

unions and cooperatives, which make loans to 

local enterprises, should participate in efforts to 

increase participation in the formal banking 

sector. 

Along those lines, a $40 million dollar investment 

over three years in formalizing and mobilizing 

remittances can impact at least 1,000,000 

households a year, formalizing savings of 30 

percent and making migration less likely for at 

least half of those (150,000 people). This 

strategy increases wealth and can mitigate an 

important driver of migration.   

Promoting a more qualified labor force through 

training in key areas and strengthening the 

knowledge economy is a central step to mitigate 

migration. Investing credit (leveraged from 

remittance savings) in services in the knowledge 

economy is fundamentally important because it 

tackles both low productivity (which yields low 

incomes, typically below US$400 a month) and 

highly informal economies — both of which are 

statistical determinants of out-migration.  

Such an approach integrates migrant capital 

investment and savings from remittances into 

the financial sector, further mobilizing these 

resources for local development in education, 

skill formation and trade. This strategy also 

expands and complements — that is, does not 

replace — existing approaches and financing of 

economic growth, and creates a new model for 

much-needed investments in services for the 

global economy.  

Moreover, making investments in savings and 

education as a business strategy will lead to an 

expansion of opportunities to work and compete 

in the knowledge economy. In a project in 

Guatemala providing business coaching to 190 

microenterprises working in the Western 

Highlands on knowledge and information 

services, the impact on the local economy was 

significant. For example, knowledge economy 

entrepreneurs who received technical assistance 

to increase their competitiveness exhibited more 

demand for employment and showed greater 

income increases. Wages paid by entrepreneurs 

are 12 percent higher than the average income 

for employees in other categories of business, 

and 170 percent higher than the income for an 

agricultural daily laborer. Furthermore, these 

businesses invest an additional US$7000 on 

average to improve their operations.   

Investing in education to complement the 

existing public education system in areas of high 

migration also tackles those youth at risk of 

migrating. Not only are programs needed to 

enable people to stay in school and participate in 

vocational training programs, but enhanced 

efforts are needed to facilitate the transition to 

jobs in the formal economy. Currently, nearly half 

of all people detained or apprehended at the US 

Southwest border are minors, of whom 30,000 

are traveling on their own. 
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Recommendations:  

▪ We urge governments and other 

stakeholders in the region to take steps to 

encourage migrants to formalize their 

savings of remittances, including through 

public marketing campaigns and banks’ 

encouragement of such savings 

mechanisms. We encourage regional 

organizations and initiatives – such as SICA, 

CEPAL, IDB and the Task Force-

recommended Regional Migration Council – 

to consider ways to monitor the 

formalization of remittances and to share 

good practices with countries in the region. 

Such regional bodies could also work with 

financial transfer companies to lower the 

costs of sending remittances. 

 

Environmental drivers of 
migration 

Environmental drivers of migration have received 

increased attention in recent times, notably since 

the start of the so-called migrant caravan 

phenomenon in 2018. This attention has 

translated in an emerging body of research and 

new policies at the national and regional levels 

addressing the intersection between migration 

and mobility. This relation is not always direct 

and invariable; on the contrary, multiple factors 

affect the way in which environmental drivers 

influence internal and international migration. 

The impact of environmental hazards in the 

three countries is compounded by their 

socioeconomic structures, including the reliance 

on rainfed subsistence agriculture, the 

limitations of social protection schemes, the 

weakness of existing climate adaptation 

mechanisms and the prevalence of significant 

multidimensional poverty levels and income 

inequality. Gender dimensions play a crucial role 

in shaping the environment/human mobility 

nexus, as women and girls typically have less 

resources to adapt to climate change and are 

differently affected throughout the mobility 

continuum (ChristianAid and Inspiraction, 2019). 

The focus of many publications on climate 

change reflects the systemic nature of hazards 

that affect El Salvador, Guatemala and 

Honduras. These countries are simultaneously 

exposed to multiple slow-onset processes and 

sudden-onset hazards, affecting the livelihoods 

of vulnerable communities (Marin et al., 2014). 

Climate hazards interact with poverty, violence, 

land concentration and food security in a 

reciprocal manner: on one hand, climate change 

exacerbates poor living conditions across these 

variables while at the same time, the degradation 

of living conditions enhances climate 

vulnerability. This creates a vicious circle that 

can lead to internal and international migration 

(IOM, 2021). In addition to the widespread 

impacts of environmental hazards, there are 

problems with trash collection, air pollution and 

contamination caused by human activity. Much 

of the response to these phenomena depends on 

municipal action. 

Drought has been associated with migration 

from Northern Central America, in particular in 

the area known as the Dry Corridor, an arid 

region spanning across El Salvador, Guatemala 

and Honduras (as well as other countries), where 

meteorological droughts are projected to worsen 

throughout this century (Depsky and Pons, 

2020). It should, however, be noted that droughts 

do not affect all countries the same and hazards 

should be studied at a lower-than-national level 

to understand their impact on communities 

(Anderson et al., 2019). 

Food insecurity levels have risen in the Dry 

Corridor as a result of multiple variables, 

including environmental change. Drivers of food 

insecurity include high dependency on 

agricultural income, poverty, consecutive 

drought patterns and others (Beveridge et al., 

2019). In areas of Guatemala for instance, where 
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rainfall is crucial to harvest and food security, 

migration appears as a risk management 

strategy when options to cope with drought are 

not adequate, in combination with alternative 

non-migratory options (Milan and Ruano, 2014). 

Statistical correlations appear in Central America 

between climate variability, food insecurity and 

migration (WFP, 2017), with increased 

propensities to migration when droughts are 

recorded in areas of origin (Olivera et al., 2021). 

Certain demographic categories present a higher 

tendency to migrate when confronted with 

drought scenarios: research has found that 

“younger individuals are more likely to migrate in 

response to these disasters, especially when 

confronted with droughts” (Baez et al., 2017). 

Sudden-onset hydrometeorological hazards have 

had strong historical impacts in El Salvador, 

Guatemala and Honduras, and the recent 2020 

hurricane season (in particular with hurricanes 

Eta and Iota) has driven massive displacement, 

with 1.7 million new displacements in Central 

America and the Caribbean (IDMC, 2021). 

Disaster displacement remains the most 

concrete example of environmental drivers of 

human mobility at play, where concrete hazards 

can be easily tied with mobility, while the 

migration outcomes of drought and other slow-

onset processes are typically harder to pinpoint 

(Hermans and McLeman, 2021). 

Flooding appears as a key driver of vulnerability 

in the region, as multiple studies have 

highlighted. In Guatemala, extreme weather 

events – notably flooding – affect livelihoods 

and food security, but the impact on mobility is 

shaped by social circumstances (Lozano 

Sivisaca et al., 2015). Similarly, community 

resilience appears as a factor in the mobility 

outcome of flooding in Garifuna communities of 

Honduras (Wrathall, 2012).  

Geophysical hazards are often overlooked 

sudden-onset events that also drive human 

mobility from Central America. Large disasters 

such as the El Salvador earthquakes of 2001 

(which led to a TPS designation by the US 

government) or the Volcan de Fuego eruption in 

Guatemala in 2018 have sparked displacement 

and been tied to longer term migration. 

The combination of sudden and slow-onset 

hazards exacerbates vulnerabilities in complex 

manners and in intersection with social and 

economic factors. Is it important to understand 

the interaction between environmental change 

and other drivers of migration given the 

multicausality of human mobility, as 

environmental hazards do not happen in a 

vacuum but in concrete human societies (UK 

Government Office for Science, 2011).  

In the case of Northern Central America, “factors 

including poverty, violence, food insecurity, 

limited government support, lack of land 

planning and land access, among others, 

compound environmental drivers in systemic 

manner, generating multifaceted scenarios in 

which individuals and communities make the 

decision to migrate” (IOM, 2021). High poverty 

levels, unemployment and reliance on 

subsistence agriculture drive vulnerability. 

While the local impacts of climate change vary 

between and within countries, limited capacity to 

adapt appears to depend on the location of 

farms, and becomes weaker in areas far from 

cities, in agricultural frontiers and in more 

drought-prone regions (Bouroncle et al., 2017). 

Land degradation is driven by multiple factors, 

including poor agricultural practices, 

deforestation and environmental change. At the 

same time, limited land ownership opportunities, 

land holding uncertainty and soil degradation 

appear as drivers of migration is studied 

communities of the Maya Biosphere in 

Guatemala (López-Carr, 2012). 

Contributing to these changes is the 

concentration of land in certain areas of 

Guatemala for African palm and sugarcane 

production, replacing traditional smallholding 

farming. Aggressive land buying practices, 

displacement of communities and limited 
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employment opportunities in monoculture 

plantations create additional pressure in rural 

areas (IOM, 2021). 

Gender dimensions are critical to understand 

underlying vulnerabilities that are exacerbated by 

climate change and influence human mobility. 

Women working in agriculture are particularly 

exposed to climate change. They have limited 

access to land and resources and are attributed 

multiple tasks in line with predominant 

traditional gender roles (IOM, 2021). These 

obligations may be exacerbated when men 

migrate, leaving women in rural areas in charge 

of smallholding farms and of household and 

care responsibilities (ChristianAid and 

Inspiraction, 2019). 

There are still limited studies on the specific 

impacts of climate change on indigenous 

communities of Northern Central America 

including a human mobility perspective. 

However, initial research points to their 

vulnerability given their dependency on climate-

sensitive food production systems, the limited 

diversification of their incomes and their 

settlement in hazard prone areas (Camacho and 

Soto-Acosta, 2015). 

Climate change projections for Central America 

and their expected impact on human mobility 

(Rigaud et al., 2018) remain a cause for concern. 

Based on existing global agreements, the current 

political focus on addressing the root causes of 

migration – including weak climate resilience – 

can bring positive results by relieving pressure 

on exposed communities. Once again, the 

importance of good governance in taking steps 

to support climate resilience is underscored. 

Nevertheless, it is important to address 

environmental drivers carefully, avoiding a 

negative narrative on migration and promoting a 

nuanced understanding of the 

environment/migration nexus. Migration in El 

Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras is not only a 

reflection of poor adaptation to climate change, 

but also a contributor to development and to 

adaptation. 

Migration should not only be considered the 

negative consequence of unmanaged risks. It is 

also an important feature of Central American 

societies and a traditional risk management 

mechanism. In studied communities of 

Honduras, migration is employed by households 

to diversify incomes when hazards strike and 

enable the rest of the family to stay in their land 

(Vallejos Mihotek, 2020). In other cases, hazards 

actually inhibit migration by reducing the 

availability of resources to travel or making 

household rely on external sources of funding 

(IOM, 2021). Public policy should address the 

potential cases of trapped populations who 

cannot rely on migration to escape hazardous 

situations. 
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Recommendations 

▪ We recommend that governments in North 

and Central America prioritize climate 

change mitigation; reducing the risk of global 

warming through, for example, efficient 

energy production and supporting mitigation 

on a global scale is important to reduce the 

risk of environmental hazards. 

▪ We recommend that governments and other 

stakeholders in the region develop climate 

adaptation and disaster risk reduction 

policies that are tailored to local realities. 

▪  Countries of Northern Central America are 

exposed to multiple compounding hazards, 

but these affect communities in distinct 

ways. It is important to consider the concrete 

specificities of communities and their 

exposure and vulnerability levels when 

designing climate adaptation and disaster 

risk reduction interventions to prevent forced 

migration. In this sense, research shows that 

one-size-fits-all approaches usually fail, since 

they don’t account for the concrete exposure 

to hazards at the community level. What 

works for a smallholding farming community 

in the Dry Corridor may not work for coastal 

communities, or in mountain areas. 

Agricultural practices, gender dimensions, 

and sociocultural aspects need to be 

carefully considered. While the conversation 

on climate change adaptation and disaster 

risk reduction is often carried out at the 

national level, further efforts are required to 

tailor interventions to lower administrative 

levels. 

▪ We recommend that efforts to address 

environmental drivers of migration be carried 

out in a comprehensive framework that 

recognizes the multicausality of migration 

and the intersection of drivers.  

In Northern Central America, the search for 

better economic opportunities (sometimes 

triggered by climate impacts) and the prevalence 

of violence appear as critical drivers of 

migration. Addressing the environmental drivers 

of migration in a vacuum may not yield expected 

results as communities are affected by a 

combination of vulnerability factors. This calls 

for an enhancement of policy coherence based 

on an SDG-oriented agenda that can leverage 

development multipliers and bring positive 

change at community level. Cross-cutting 

development interventions are as important as 

specific climate change adaptation and disaster 

risk reduction actions to meet the needs of 

vulnerable communities and create systemic 

change in the region. 

▪ We urge governments to prepare for 

assisting environmental migrants in both 

slow and sudden onset scenarios, including 

the development of micro-insurance 

schemes. 

Given the prevalence of sudden-onset disasters 

in Central America (hurricanes, floods, 

geophysical events), strong and proactive 

humanitarian engagement is required to meet 

the needs of displaced populations and find 

durable solutions to their situation. With regards 

to migration due to slow-onset hazards, such as 

drought, it is important to understand the needs 

of Central American countries in managing 

urbanization and internal migration processes. 

Investments in social protection schemes and in 

urban planning can yield positive results to 

improve the situation of internal migrants and 

prevent further forced mobility. In both sudden 

and slow onset scenarios, the stronger 

involvement of development actors is needed. 

▪ Finally, in their planning for environmental 

and climate change, we urge governments 

and other stakeholders to recognize that 

migration can be part of the solution. 

Central American countries are countries of 

migration and policies solely focused on 
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preventing migration are bound to fail. Instead, 

well-managed migration can bring positive 

outcomes in terms of development, as well as 

reduced exposure and vulnerability to 

environmental hazards. Households with the 

capacity to move can diversify their incomes, 

leave hazard-prone areas and seek protection 

from harm. Regular pathways should be 

established for persons affected by disasters, 

environmental degradation and the adverse 

impacts of climate change. 

In the discussion of the economic and 

environmental drivers of migration, there was 

recognition that alternative migration pathways 

are needed – to protect those at risk of violence 

and persecution, to offer safe pathways for 

migrant labor at all skill levels and to provide 

refuge to those affected by disasters, 

environmental degradation and the adverse 

effects of climate change. The discussion of 

alternative migration pathways will be the focus 

of the next interim report of the North and 

Central American Task Force on Migration. 

 

  



Economic and Environmental Drivers of Central American Migration  17 

North and Central American Task Force on Migration 

References 

[missing from Ordonez: Fosdeh July 2021, SICA May 
2021, Oxfam 2020) 

Abuelafia, Emmanuel, Giselle Del Carmen and Mart 
Ruiz-Arranz. 2019.  In the Footprint of Migrants: 
Perspectives and Experiences of Migrants from  El 
Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras in the United 
States.  Inter-American Development Bank and 
USAID. 
https://publications.iadb.org/publications/englis
h/document/In-the-Footprints-of-Migrants-
Perspectives-and-Experiences-of-Migrants-from-
El-Salvador-Guatemala-and-Honduras-in-the-
United-States.pdf 

Aterido, Reyes, Giselle Del Carmen Hasbun, Marta 
Ruiz-Arranz, and Rodolfo Stucchi. 2021.  The 
Effect of COVID-19 on Firms and Employment in 
Central America.  Technical Note. Inter-American 
Development Bank. 
https://publications.iadb.org/publications/englis
h/document/The-Effect-of-COVID-19-on-Firms-
and-Employment-in-Central-America.pdf 

Baez, J., G. Caruso, V. Mueller and C. Niu. 2017. 
Droughts augment youth migration in Northern 
Latin America and the Caribbean. Climatic 
Change 140 423-
435. https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2
Fs10584-016-1863-2/   

Bozmoski, Maria Fernanda and Domingo Sadurni.  
2021.  The role of the private sector in catalyzing 
inclusive economic opportunities in the Northern 
Triangle.  Issue Brief.  Atlantic Council and DT 
Institute.  https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/03/IB-NTAG-6.pdf  

Comisión Económica para América Latina. 
2017.Linkages between the social  and production 
spheres: Gaps, pillars and challenges. Comisión 
Económica para América Latina. Montevideo. 

Anderson, T.G., K.J. Anchukaitis, D. Pons and M. 
Taylor. 2019. Multiscale trends and precipitation 
extremes in the Central American Midsummer 
Drought. Environ. Res. Lett. 14 124016. 
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-
9326/ab5023.  

Barreix, Alberto et al. 2017.  Revisiting personal 
income tax in Latin America: evolution and impact.  
OECD Development Centre, Working paper 338.  
Revisiting personal income tax in Latin America: 
(ciat.org) 

Beveridge, L., S. Whitfield, S. Fraval, M. van Wijk, J. 
van Etten, L. Mercado, J. Hammond, L. Davila 
Cortez, J.G. Suchini and A. Challinor. 2019. 
Experiences and Drivers of Food Insecurity in 
Guatemala's Dry Corridor: Insights From the 
Integration of Ethnographic and Household 
Survey Data. Front. Sustain. Food Syst. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsufs.2019.00065.  

Bouroncle, C., P. Imbach, B. Rodríguez-Sánchez, C. 
Medellín, A. Martinez-Valle and P. Läderach. 
2017. Mapping climate change adaptive capacity 
and vulnerability of smallholder agricultural 
livelihoods in Central America: Ranking and 
descriptive approaches to support adaptation 
strategies. Clim. Change, 141, 123–137, 
doi:10.1007/s10584-016-1792-0.   

ChristianAid and Inspiraction.  2019. Migraciones 
climáticas en el Corredor Seco Centroamericano: 
Integrando la visión de género. 
https://migracionesclimaticas.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/12/2019-migraciones-
climaticas-InspirAction.pdf 

Comisión Económica para América Latina y el Caribe, 
Cepal, 2020. Dimensionar los efectos del COVID–
19 para pensar en la reactivación. Informe 
Especial COVID–19, No. 3, Actualización de cifras 
al mes de abril de 2020, Santiago de Chile: Cepal. 

Comision Económica para America Latina y el Caribe.  
CEPAL.  2021.  Desarrollo Integral para El 
Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras y sur-sureste de 
Mexico. 
https://www.cepal.org/en/publications/47251-
comprehensive-development-plan-salvador-
guatemala-honduras-and-south-southeast  

Creative Associates. 2019. Saliendo Adelante: Why 
migrants risk it all. www.saliendo-adelante.com 

Depsky, N. and D. Pons. 2019. Meteorological 
droughts are projected to worsen in Central 
America's dry corridor throughout the 21st 
century. Env. Res. Letters Vol 16 Number 1. 
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-
9326/abc5e2. 

Gramlich, John. 2021.  Migrant encounters at US-
Mexico border are at a 21-year high. Pew 
Research Center. 13 August. 
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-
tank/2021/08/13/migrant-encounters-at-u-s-
mexico-border-are-at-a-21-year-high/  

https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/document/In-the-Footprints-of-Migrants-Perspectives-and-Experiences-of-Migrants-from-El-Salvador-Guatemala-and-Honduras-in-the-United-States.pdf
https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/document/In-the-Footprints-of-Migrants-Perspectives-and-Experiences-of-Migrants-from-El-Salvador-Guatemala-and-Honduras-in-the-United-States.pdf
https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/document/In-the-Footprints-of-Migrants-Perspectives-and-Experiences-of-Migrants-from-El-Salvador-Guatemala-and-Honduras-in-the-United-States.pdf
https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/document/In-the-Footprints-of-Migrants-Perspectives-and-Experiences-of-Migrants-from-El-Salvador-Guatemala-and-Honduras-in-the-United-States.pdf
https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/document/In-the-Footprints-of-Migrants-Perspectives-and-Experiences-of-Migrants-from-El-Salvador-Guatemala-and-Honduras-in-the-United-States.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs10584-016-1863-2/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs10584-016-1863-2/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/IB-NTAG-6.pdf
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/IB-NTAG-6.pdf
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ab5023
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ab5023
https://www.ciat.org/Biblioteca/Estudios/2017_Personal_Income_Tax_LA_WP_338_OECD.pdf
https://www.ciat.org/Biblioteca/Estudios/2017_Personal_Income_Tax_LA_WP_338_OECD.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsufs.2019.00065
https://migracionesclimaticas.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/2019-migraciones-climaticas-InspirAction.pdf
https://migracionesclimaticas.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/2019-migraciones-climaticas-InspirAction.pdf
https://migracionesclimaticas.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/2019-migraciones-climaticas-InspirAction.pdf
https://www.cepal.org/en/publications/47251-comprehensive-development-plan-salvador-guatemala-honduras-and-south-southeast
https://www.cepal.org/en/publications/47251-comprehensive-development-plan-salvador-guatemala-honduras-and-south-southeast
https://www.cepal.org/en/publications/47251-comprehensive-development-plan-salvador-guatemala-honduras-and-south-southeast
http://www.saliendo-adelante.com/
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/abc5e2
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/abc5e2
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/08/13/migrant-encounters-at-u-s-mexico-border-are-at-a-21-year-high/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/08/13/migrant-encounters-at-u-s-mexico-border-are-at-a-21-year-high/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/08/13/migrant-encounters-at-u-s-mexico-border-are-at-a-21-year-high/


Economic and Environmental Drivers of Central American Migration  18 

North and Central American Task Force on Migration 

Hermans, K. and R. McLeman. 2021. Climate change, 
drought, land degradation and migration: 
exploring the linkages. Current Opinion in 
Environmental Sustainability 50:236-244.  
DOI:10.1016/j.cosust.2021.04.013. 

Inter-American Dialogue. 2018. Opportunities for My 
Community Project: A Strategy for Guatemala, 
August, 2018 

IDMC – Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre. 
2021 Global Report on Internal Displacement. 
https://www.internal-
displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications
/documents/grid2021_idmc.pdf .  

IOM – International Organization for Migration. 2021. 
La movilidad humana derivada de desastres y el 
cambio climático en Centroamérica. IOM, Geneva. 
https://environmentalmigration.iom.int/sites/envi
ronmentalmigration/files/PAIM%20SICA%20Layo
ut%20Complete.pdf 

Kemme, David M. and Jorge Benavides. 2019.  
Determinants of Migration.  Creating Economic 
Opportunities Project for USAID.  Washington.  
https://www.fundesa.org.gt/content/files/publica
ciones/CEO-
DeterminantsofMigrationandPolicyImplications(fi
nal).pdf 

Khamis, Melanie. 2014.  Formalization of jobs and 
firms in emerging market economies through 
registration reform. IZA World of Labor. (67). May. 

López-Carr, D. 2012. Agro-ecological drivers of rural 
out-migration to the Maya biosphere reserve, 
Guatemala. Environmental Research Letters, 
7(4). 

López Obrador, Andrés Manuel. 2021.  Discurso del 
Presidente Andrés Manuel López Obrador durante 
el Tercer Informe del Gobierno.  Discurso del 
presidente Andrés Manuel López Obrador 
durante el Tercer Informe de Gobierno – AMLO 
(lopezobrador.org.mx) 

Magrin, G. O., J. A. Marengo, J.-P. Boulanger, M. S. 
Buckeridge, E. Castellanos, G. Poveda, F. R. 
Scarano and S. Vicuña.  2014. Central and South 
America. In: Climate Change 2014: Impacts, 
Adaptation, and Vulnerability. Part B: Regional 
Aspects. Contribution of Working Group II to the 
Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change. Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, United Kingdom and New 
York. 

Milan, A. and S. Ruano.  2014.Rainfall variability, food 
insecurity and migration in Cabricán, Guatemala, 
Climate and Development, 6:1, 61-68, DOI: 
10.1080/17565529.2013.857589 

OECD. 2021. Estadísticas Tributarias América Latina, 
Caribe, Brasil.  estadisticas-tributarias-america-
latina-caribe-brasil.pdf (oecd.org) 

Olivera, S.; Fuerte-Celis, M.D.P.; Bolaños, B. Drought: 
The Silent Harm of Migration From Central 
America During the Period 1990 to 2019. 
Preprints 2021, 2021060612 (doi: 
10.20944/preprints202106.0612.v1). 

Orozco, Manuel.  2013.  Migrant Remittances and 
Development in the Global Economy. Boulder: 
Lynne Rienner. 

Orozco, Manuel. 2016.  Understanding Income in El 
Salvador. Washington, DC. IAD. 

Orozco, Manuel. About the economic impact of the 
COVID-19 crisis on the region. August 2020. 
Creative Associates. 

Orozco, Manuel. Survey of El Salvadorans about their 
intention to migrate. Forthcoming, October 2021. 

Orozco, Manuel. . A commitment to family: 
remittances and the Covid19 pandemic (2021a) 

Orozco, Manuel. Migration and Remittances to 
Central America (2021c)  

Rigaud, K.K., A. de Sherbinin, B. Jones, J. Bergmann, 
V. Clement, K. Ober, J. Schewe, S. Adamo, B. 
McCusker, S. Heuser and A. Midgley. 2018. 
Groundswell: Preparing for Internal Climate 
Migration. World Bank, Washington, DC. © World 
Bank. 
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10
986/29461. License: CC BY 3.0 IGO. 

Savoy, Conor M. and T. Andrew Sady-Kennedy.  2021.  
Economic opportunity in the Northern Triangle:  
U.S Government support for private sector-led 
development.  Center for Strategic and 
International Studies.  https://csis-website-
prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-
public/publication/210920_Savoy_Northern_Tria
ngle_Opportunity.pdf?qQRGBLwC7Pm1Fv1ZYQm
UXpd02Rgo6LoS 

https://www.internal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications/documents/grid2021_idmc.pdf
https://www.internal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications/documents/grid2021_idmc.pdf
https://www.internal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications/documents/grid2021_idmc.pdf
https://environmentalmigration.iom.int/sites/environmentalmigration/files/PAIM%20SICA%20Layout%20Complete.pdf
https://environmentalmigration.iom.int/sites/environmentalmigration/files/PAIM%20SICA%20Layout%20Complete.pdf
https://environmentalmigration.iom.int/sites/environmentalmigration/files/PAIM%20SICA%20Layout%20Complete.pdf
https://lopezobrador.org.mx/2021/09/01/discurso-del-presidente-andres-manuel-lopez-obrador-durante-el-tercer-informe-de-gobierno/
https://lopezobrador.org.mx/2021/09/01/discurso-del-presidente-andres-manuel-lopez-obrador-durante-el-tercer-informe-de-gobierno/
https://lopezobrador.org.mx/2021/09/01/discurso-del-presidente-andres-manuel-lopez-obrador-durante-el-tercer-informe-de-gobierno/
https://lopezobrador.org.mx/2021/09/01/discurso-del-presidente-andres-manuel-lopez-obrador-durante-el-tercer-informe-de-gobierno/
https://www.oecd.org/tax/tax-policy/estadisticas-tributarias-america-latina-caribe-brasil.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/tax/tax-policy/estadisticas-tributarias-america-latina-caribe-brasil.pdf
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thedialogue.org%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2021%2F06%2FSurvey-of-LAC-Migrants-2020-Report-Final.pdf&data=04%7C01%7Ccgiraldo%40flar.net%7C795b3af67d014c0db93608d94c574249%7C813a63fc75cc4c00b0860e0a5151bb51%7C0%7C1%7C637624759940148912%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=H%2FADYFGMejbvosXhhTpS2Ax2SdQA7nmR4sqvHZFfJ10%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thedialogue.org%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2021%2F06%2FSurvey-of-LAC-Migrants-2020-Report-Final.pdf&data=04%7C01%7Ccgiraldo%40flar.net%7C795b3af67d014c0db93608d94c574249%7C813a63fc75cc4c00b0860e0a5151bb51%7C0%7C1%7C637624759940148912%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=H%2FADYFGMejbvosXhhTpS2Ax2SdQA7nmR4sqvHZFfJ10%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.creativeassociatesinternational.com%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2021%2F04%2FMigration_the_Economy_and_Remittances_in_Central_America.pdf&data=04%7C01%7Ccgiraldo%40flar.net%7C795b3af67d014c0db93608d94c574249%7C813a63fc75cc4c00b0860e0a5151bb51%7C0%7C1%7C637624759940138955%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=1czUAmAMgFpQGRLXw%2B7Rf1FtAYNHT8ePmfqd7Xe%2FePE%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.creativeassociatesinternational.com%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2021%2F04%2FMigration_the_Economy_and_Remittances_in_Central_America.pdf&data=04%7C01%7Ccgiraldo%40flar.net%7C795b3af67d014c0db93608d94c574249%7C813a63fc75cc4c00b0860e0a5151bb51%7C0%7C1%7C637624759940138955%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=1czUAmAMgFpQGRLXw%2B7Rf1FtAYNHT8ePmfqd7Xe%2FePE%3D&reserved=0
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/29461
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/29461


Economic and Environmental Drivers of Central American Migration  19 

North and Central American Task Force on Migration 

Sivisaca, D.C., A. Chacón-Cascante, I. Gutiérrez 
Montes, Isabel y J. Robalino.2015. Eventos 
climáticos extremos y migración interna en 
Guatemala, un análisis basado en percepciones 
de expertos. CIENCIA ergo-sum, Revista Científica 
Multidisciplinaria de Prospectiva, Vol. 22, núm.1, 
pp.35-44. 
https://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=1043412
8005.  

UK Government Office for Science. 2011. 
International Migrant Stock 2020. Consulted on 20 
July 2021. 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/governm
ent/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/fi
le/287717/11-1116-migration-and-global-
environmental-change.pdf 

United States. National Security Council (NSC). 2021.  
US Strategy for Addressing the Root Causes of 
Migration in Central America. 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-
content/uploads/2021/07/Root-Causes-
Strategy.pdf  

World Bank. 2021.  
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TO
TL https://www.migrationdataportal.org/ 

World Food Programme. 2017.At the root of exodus: 
Food security, conflict and international migration. 
https://www.wfp.org/publications/2017-root-
exodus-food-security-conflict-and-international-
migration.  

Wrathall, D. 2012. Migration Amidst Social-Ecological 
Regime Shift: The Search for Stability in Garífuna 
Villages of Northern Honduras. Human Ecology 
40(4). 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/25756
8513_Migration_Amidst_Social-
Ecological_Regime_Shift_The_Search_for_Stabilit
y_in_Garifuna_Villages_of_Northern_Honduras.  

 

 . 

  

https://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=10434128005
https://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=10434128005
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/287717/11-1116-migration-and-global-environmental-change.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/287717/11-1116-migration-and-global-environmental-change.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/287717/11-1116-migration-and-global-environmental-change.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/287717/11-1116-migration-and-global-environmental-change.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Root-Causes-Strategy.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Root-Causes-Strategy.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Root-Causes-Strategy.pdf
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL
https://www.migrationdataportal.org/
https://www.wfp.org/publications/2017-root-exodus-food-security-conflict-and-international-migration
https://www.wfp.org/publications/2017-root-exodus-food-security-conflict-and-international-migration
https://www.wfp.org/publications/2017-root-exodus-food-security-conflict-and-international-migration
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/257568513_Migration_Amidst_Social-Ecological_Regime_Shift_The_Search_for_Stability_in_Garifuna_Villages_of_Northern_Honduras
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/257568513_Migration_Amidst_Social-Ecological_Regime_Shift_The_Search_for_Stability_in_Garifuna_Villages_of_Northern_Honduras
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/257568513_Migration_Amidst_Social-Ecological_Regime_Shift_The_Search_for_Stability_in_Garifuna_Villages_of_Northern_Honduras
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/257568513_Migration_Amidst_Social-Ecological_Regime_Shift_The_Search_for_Stability_in_Garifuna_Villages_of_Northern_Honduras


Economic and Environmental Drivers of Central American Migration  20 

North and Central American Task Force on Migration 

Annex I: Tables and Figures 

Table 1: Per capita GDP in Central America 

Time El Salvador  Guatemala  Honduras  Nicaragua  Costa Rica  

2016  $      3,806   $      4,173   $      2,343   $      2,108   $      11,666  

2017  $      3,910   $      4,451   $      2,454   $      2,159   $      11,815  

2018  $      4,068   $      4,473   $      2,506   $      2,021   $      12,112  

2019  $      4,187   $      4,620   $      2,575   $      1,913   $      12,244  

2020  $      3,810   $      4,666   $      2,395   $      1,817   $      11,876  

Source: World Bank Development Indicators 

 

Table 2.  Unemployment rates 

Country  2020 2019 

Costa Rica 17.10% 11.50% 

El Salvador  7.00% 4.00% 

Guatemala 4.70% 2.40% 

Honduras  9.40% 5.60% 

Nicaragua  5.80% 5.10% 

*Unemployment, total (% of total labor force) (Modeled ILO estimate) 

*International Labour Organization, ILOSTAT database. Data retrieved on June 15, 2021. 

Source: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS                 

 

Table 3.  Central America: Poverty and Extreme Poverty Rates (in percentage) and Gini Coefficient, 

2020. 

Country Percentage of Poverty Percentage of Extreme 

Poverty 

Gini Coefficient 

Costa Rica 18.9 4.4 48.0 

El Salvador 36.4 8.0 38.6 

Guatemala 50.9 18.7 48.3 

Honduras 58.6 26.1 52.1 

Nicaragua 50.7 21.3 46.2 

Panama 17.8 6.4 49.2 

Source: Icefi based on ECLAL Stats. 
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Table 4. Remittances to El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras, 2019 

Country Volume growth Transaction 

growth 

Increase in 

transactions 

Migration 

increase 

Guatemala 13.1% 4.3% 63,256 32,218 

El Salvador 3.3% 4.9% 62,381 26,843 

Honduras 14.0% 8.8% 68,647 19,153 

All three countries   194,284a 78,214 

Source: Central Bank data; Orozco’s estimates on migration. 

a We estimated 75% out of 114,070 as individual p2p transactions, accounting for the increases in the 

frequency remitted. 

 

Figure 1. Central America: Per capita GDP by Country (2015-2020, in dollars at current prices) 

 

Source: International Monetary Fund 
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Figure 2. Central America: Labor Participation Rate by Gender and Country, 2019 (in percentage) 

 

 
Source: ICEFI based on ECLAC Statistics 
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