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ABSTRACT 
This study aims to analyze the transformation of Mexican migration policies during the López Obrador 
administration (2018-2024), highlighting the shift from a detention-deportation paradigm to containment 
strategies. Through descriptive statistical analysis of administrative records and newspaper data collection, 
five mechanisms are identified: 1) alignment with U.S. asylum and border policies; 2) detentions spanning 
from the southern border to the Isthmus of Tehuantepec; 3) delays in issuing non-conventional migration 
documents; 4) systematic blocking of migrant caravans; and 5) forced relocations from north to south. The 
results reveal that these strategies have consolidated an unprecedented detention-containment model, which 
is essential to understanding current transit migration management, thus serving as an explanatory and 
reference framework for other studies on migration in Mexico. 
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RESUMEN 
Este estudio tiene por objetivo analizar la transformación de las políticas migratorias mexicanas durante el 
Gobierno de López Obrador (2018-2024), evidenciando el giro del paradigma de detención-deportación 
hacia estrategias de contención. Mediante el análisis con estadística descriptiva de registros administrativos 
y recopilación de datos hemerográficos, se identifican cinco mecanismos: 1) la connivencia con políticas 
de asilo y fronterizas estadounidenses; 2) las detenciones desde la frontera sur hasta el Istmo de 
Tehuantepec; 3) la demora en la emisión de documentos migratorios no convencionales; 4) los bloqueos 
sistemáticos a caravanas de migrantes; y 5) los traslados forzados de norte a sur. Los resultados revelan que 
estas estrategias han consolidado un modelo inédito de detención-contención que es fundamental para 
entender la gestión actual de la migración en tránsito, por lo que puede servir como marco explicativo y de 
referencia para otros estudios sobre migración en México. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the context of an externalization of U.S. borders and migration policies, the management of 
transit migration flows became a priority for Mexican governments, particularly so during the last 
two past decades (Arriola, 2020; Ortega, 2023). Collaboration with the United States has focused 
on limiting the flow of migrants toward the southwest border of that country; yet strategies and 
actions have changed substantially, especially since 2019. 

Prior to that year, migration control in Mexico was characterized by the expulsion of most 
people identified as being in an irregular situation, mainly coming from Honduras, Guatemala, and 
El Salvador. Some of the policies aligned with this practice include the Southern Plan (2001-2003) 
and the Southern Border Plan (2014), which significantly increased the number of arrests and 
deportations from Mexico (Castillo, 2021). These action plans focused on identifying people 
traveling irregularly throughout the country, particularly so across the border and the southern 
region (Garibo, 2016; Vila, 2024). These policies laid the groundwork for what is known as the 
“vertical border” (Rodríguez & Hoffmann, 2024; Vila, 2024). 

More recently, in 2019, deportation figures from Mexico reached historical highs (149 812), 
matching with the threat from then-U.S. President Donald Trump, who in May of that year warned 
of imposing tariffs on Mexican imports if the Mexican government failed to reduce the flow of 
migrants (Rizzo, 2024). However, in recent years, and more noticeably between 2022 and 2024, 
the flow of people increased and underwent significant transformations in terms of their origin, 
composition, and reasons for displacement. These changes made deportation processes to countries 
of origin more complicated, and as a result, the Mexican government radically changed its 
migration control strategies, implementing new measures, some complementary and others 
alternative to deportation. 

In a scenario highly challenging in terms of managing migration flows in transit, new 
government practices have created a context in which migrants are detained but not expelled. Thus, 
their situation in Mexico has been described using terms such as “stuck” (Frank-Vitale, 2020), 
“entrapped” (Arriola, 2020; Mena and Cruz, 2021; Odgers-Ortiz, 2024), “immobilized” (Álvarez, 
2022), “stranded” (Izcara & Andrade, 2016; Varela, 2019), “locked up” and “imprisoned” 
(Jiménez & Henríquez, 2021), “blocked” (Bojórquez et al., 2021; París, 2022), and in a “liminal 
condition” (Arriola & Coraza, 2024). Overall, these terms emphasize the fact that migrants are 
forced to stay in a transit space for an extended period, which does not align with their interests or 
migration plans. 

This relatively new migratory condition justifies questioning the practices implemented by the 
government to manage migration flows and trying to explain how these practices shape the 
situation of entrapment/immobility. To answer this question, this study aims to analyze five 
Mexican government policies: 1) collusion with U.S. asylum and border control policies; 2) 
detentions in the area between the southern border and the Isthmus of Tehuantepec; 3) delays in 
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issuing non-standard documents; 4) blocking of migrant caravans; and 5) internal relocations from 
north to south.  

THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL FRMEWORK: 
FROM CONTAINMENT TO ENTRAPMENT 

Governments develop a series of containment practices to manage migration flows, which generate 
a certain degree of entrapment or immobility for people. To analyze such policies and understand 
their relevance, it is necessary to situate them within broader analytical frameworks that include 
people’s migration experiences.  

The analysis of migration projects has included the difficulties face by people during migration. 
Lee’s pioneering theory (1966) broadly defined migration as a change of permanent or semi-
permanent residence between origin and destination—imposing no restrictions regarding the 
distance of the displacement or the voluntary or involuntary nature of the act—which includes 
overcoming a series of intermediate obstacles. Although this author did not have transit migration 
in mind, it is one of the first analytical proposals that emphasized the barriers found by migrants 
in their migration processes. However, the inclusion of more analytical elements is necessary if 
we are to understand the link between migration policies and migration immobility. 

More recently, Carling (2002) introduced the systematic study of migration immobility. His 
approach focuses on people who do not migrate, distinguishing between voluntary immobility (the 
decision not to emigrate) and forced immobility (when there is a desire to migrate, but the material, 
social, or legal resources to realize the project are lacking).  

De Haas (2021) takes up these ideas and presents an analytical model explaining migration 
patterns as a function of aspirations and capabilities within a given set of perceived geographic 
opportunity structures, in which the ambition to migrate is a function of people’s general life 
aspirations and opportunity structures. Migration capabilities depend on positive freedoms (such 
as financial resources and social networks) and negative freedoms (such as migration policies). 
This author states that in some cases a person’s situation is characterized by a high desire to migrate 
but limited resources to accomplish so; these people find themselves in a situation of involuntary 
immobility and therefore feel “trapped.” In this sense, migrants can literally become “trapped” in 
transit due to violence, border controls, or a lack of resources (De Haas, 2021). 

As for Odgers-Ortiz (2024), she uses “entrapment” as an analytical category to identify the 
phenomenon that “takes place when people are forced to stop in a place they did not choose and 
are compelled to wait for an uncertain period, while they are on their way to achieve a goal”  
(p. 3). The author contrasts this term with others such as “wait,” arguing that entrapment seeks to 
highlight the tension that arises between structural barriers and the plans or desires of migrants. 
She also points out that different approaches have addressed the issue: 1) that of the individual’s 
experience, which focuses on the perception of the place as a destination or as a forced detention; 
and 2) the structural approach, which analyzes the objective obstacles to mobility. 
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This study focuses on the obstacles and barriers to mobility; that is, it analyzes the context 

experienced by thousands of people in different parts of Mexico, based on the barriers and 
strategies that the government implements to contain their transit into the United States. We argue 
that the main objective of these migration policies is to restrict the mobility of migrants and prolong 
their stay in Mexican territory. It is for this reason that the five containment policies mentioned 
above, which give rise to the detention-containment model, are addressed and analyzed separately. 

The methodology of this work brings together two analytical approaches: 1) a statistical-
descriptive analysis of administrative migration records; 2) a systematic review of newspaper 
sources. In the first approach, the units of analysis are the records of the Administrative Migration 
Procedures (PAM, acronym in Spanish for Procedimientos Administrativos Migratorios) compiled 
by the National Migration Institute (INM, acronym in Spanish for Instituto Nacional de 
Migración). These INM records allow for the identification and examination of: a) the PAMs 
originating in the southern Mexican border and the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, which are then 
analyzed in relation to the national total. These PAMs are categorized by municipality of origin 
and classified into two main regions: the Gulf route and the Pacific route. For each region, events 
are characterized according to the profile of the migrant population and their origin, grouping them 
into South America, Central America, and other regions; b) the overlap or difference between the 
starting and ending points of the PAM, which allows for an approximate calculation of internal 
migration.  

Other quantitative sources of official data are also used, such as the INM’s administrative 
records on visitor cards for humanitarian reasons (TVRH, for its acronym in Spanish), the statistics 
from the Mexican Commission for Refugee Assistance (COMAR, acronym in Spanish for 
Comisión Mexicana de Ayuda a Refugiados) regarding the processes for applying for refugee 
status, and U.S. statistics on the Remain in Mexico program, among others. 

On the other hand, newspaper analysis is used as a research method to analyze, identify, and 
characterize patterns in the actions carried out by the Mexican government that aid in 
understanding the context of “entrapment.” Specifically, the review of news in the Mexican press 
allowed us to gather information on the Mexican government’s reactions to certain U.S. asylum 
and border control policies, the way in which arrests are carried out in the south of the country, the 
treatment that the Mexican government has given to the caravans that departed from Tapachula 
from March 2019 to January 2025, the phenomenon of internal relocations, as well as other precise 
aspects. 

MEXICO’S ALIGNMENT WITH U.S. ASYLUM AND BORDER CONTROL POLICIES 

A series of measures undertaken by the U.S. government to limit the entry of migrants across its 
southwest border have involved Mexican national sovereignty, as they have affected, to some 
extent, the decision making on who enters and remains in Mexican territory. Thus, we argue that 
these policies require the alignment, or at least the acquiescence, of the Mexican government. 
Among the most notable measures are the actions undertaken by the United States in relation to 
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its asylum policies, which require migrants and asylum seekers to remain in Mexican territory 
while waiting for their legal procedures to begin (Wiltberger, 2025). The following is an overview 
of these policies and how the Mexican government has responded to them. 

One of these policies was metering, implemented extra-institutionally by U.S. Customs and 
Border Protection (CBP) in early 2016, which affected thousands of people (Miranda & Silva, 
2022). This mechanism regulated the daily number of asylum seekers allowed to enter U.S. ports 
of entry; once the figure was reached, the rest were blocked or rejected, generating waiting lists on 
the Mexican side (Yates & Bolter, 2021). Migrants had to wait days, weeks, or even months to 
begin their asylum processes, which increased their desperation, raised the likelihood that they 
would attempt undocumented crossings, and exposed them to living conditions that jeopardized 
their physical safety (Amuedo-Dorantes & Bucheli, 2023). Although this U.S. policy is not the 
most intrusive in Mexican territory, Mexican authorities still have faced criticism for collaborating 
with their U.S. counterparts, either by preventing asylum seekers from filing their applications 
with U.S. authorities or by managing waiting lists at some ports of entry. 

A second example is the Migrant Protection Protocols (MPP) program, also known as Remain 
in Mexico. Announced during the first Trump administration, this program was implemented in 
January 2019 (Institute for Women in Migration [IMUMI, acronym in Spanish for Instituto para 
las Mujeres en la Migración], 2019). Based on section 235(b)(2)(C) of the U.S. Immigration and 
Nationality Act, this program required asylum seekers to remain in Mexico while their cases were 
being processed by U.S. courts (Paris, 2022). These procedures could last for months or even years, 
periods during which asylum seekers had to remain in Mexico exposed to serious risks (National 
Human Rights Commission [CNDH Mexico], 2021). 

In its first phase, from January 2019 until its conclusion in June 2021, more than 71 000 people 
were processed under this program (Office of Immigration Statistics, 2022). The MPP was 
temporarily suspended during the COVID-19 pandemic. Thereafter, a court order issued in August 
2021 compelled the U.S. government to reinstate it between December 6, 2021, and August 8, 
2022. In this second phase, a total of 12 564 applicants were processed through the MPP, of whom 
7 505 were returned to Mexico (Office of Immigration Statistics, 2022). 

According to the Mexican government, compliance with the MPP was justified under 
humanitarian concerns (Imumi, 2019; Ocman & Ortega, 2023). However, its adoption and 
implementation, as well as its modifications, were marked by threats from the U.S. government 
toward Mexico. In May 2019, Trump threatened to impose a progressive tariff on all products 
imported from Mexico, arguing that the country was not doing enough to control migration from 
Central America (Calva & Torre, 2020). 

The implementation of Title 42 during the health emergency is another example of Mexico’s 
alignment with U.S. immigration control policies, as it allowed the immediate expulsion, without 
a formal process, of migrants from the United States to Mexico, including people originally from 
other countries, which implied the forced stay of migrants in Mexican territory (Bojórquez et al., 
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2021). Between fiscal years 2020 and 2023, there were 2 912 200 “encounters” at the U.S. 
southwest border that were processed under Title 42 (U.S. Customs and Border Protection, 2025). 
Once again, the re-entry of foreign migrants affected Mexican national sovereignty and evidenced 
the alignment of the Mexican government with that of the U.S.  

Finally, one of the most recent measures, although now discontinued, was the application for 
asylum in the United States through the CBP One app. In May 2023, the Biden administration 
implemented a rule that presumes, with some exceptions, that people who enter the United States 
irregularly cannot apply for asylum (Ríos-Rivera, 2024). As an alternative, it established the use 
of the app, which offers 1 450 appointments daily, forcing applicants to remain in central and 
northern Mexico while waiting for an appointment (Amnistía Internacional, 2024).  

The availability of CBP One in the central region of the country, and not exclusively in the 
north, turned Mexico City into a waiting area for many migrants. Camps even sprang up where 
most of the residents were asylum seekers using the app (Martínez & Morbiato, 2024). The impact 
of this application on the distribution of migration flows in Mexico was so evident that the Mexican 
government asked its U.S. counterpart to expand access to it to the southern states, which happened 
in August 2024 (Clemente & Verza, 2024). It can be said that CBP One effectively distributed 
asylum seekers throughout Mexican territory, thus becoming a tool for containment (Ríos-Rivera, 
2024).  

DETENTIONS FROM THE SOUTHERN BORDER TO THE ISTHMUS OF TEHUANTEPEC 

In recent decades, the Mexican government has intensified efforts to identify and detain foreign 
nationals under irregular immigration status. Measures known as control belts have been 
implemented within the Mexican territory. These initiatives originated in the early 21st century 
with the implementation of Plan Sur, a project whose main objective was to strengthen the 
surveillance and control of migration flows from the country’s southern border to the Isthmus of 
Tehuantepec, as well as along the Gulf of Mexico and Pacific coasts (Casillas, 2002; Vila, 2024).  

For much of the implementation of these measures, the approach was the detention and 
expulsion of irregular migrants, the most extreme expression of which was the vertical border; this 
materialized in the possibility of being detained anywhere in the country (Pérez & Barojas, 2019; 
Varela, 2019; Vila, 2024). It should be noted that most detentions took place in the southern region 
of the country, and that the vast majority of the flow consisted of Central American migrants. As 
such, geographical proximity facilitated the expulsion to a certain extent, expulsions that were 
mostly carried out by land (El Colegio de la Frontera Norte [El Colef] et al., 2019).  

Nonetheless, during the second half of Mexican president López Obrador’s six-year term, a 
huge gap opened up between the number of detentions and expulsions (778 885 and 55 000 in 
2023). In this sense, and given that most people who begin a PAM are not deported, detention 
takes on a different meaning within the framework of migration control policies, and so it is 
possible for these policies to adopt other objectives that must be monitored and examined: 1) 
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hindering migrants’ progress northward, under the logic of blocking certain routes; 2) causing 
migrants to lose time and waste resources—such as payments made for transportation or to coyotes 
(smugglers)—by being detained, whether for a few hours or longer; 3) relocating migrants to the 
south of the country—as will be detailed in a later section; or 4) symbolically showing migrants 
that they are not welcome, since detentions represent them as criminals (Díaz de León, 2024). 
Moreover, the treatment that immigration authorities give to migrants, especially in immigration 
detention centers, has been described as deliberately unpleasant (Campos-Delgado, 2021; 2023). 

Regarding the first point, the southern region has been important for policies aimed at 
controlling transit migration already for decades. However, in recent years this importance has 
taken on a new dimension, as the Mexican government has sought to retain migrants in this region 
of the country instead of deporting them. In the words of President López Obrador: “We have to 
ensure that migrants stay in the south-southeast, protect them, because letting them travel 
throughout the country without any protection is very risky” (López Obrador, cited in Monroy, 
2021, para. 15). Nevertheless, this type of discourse has generally masked the main motives behind 
these measures, which are more related to migration control, such as wearing down migrants in 
transit and deterring potential ones. 

The above has been evidenced by analyzing the incremental use of the southern region as a 
point of containment (Castillo, 2021). In 2018, Chiapas and Tabasco accounted for 54.8% of all 
anti-drug trafficking cases initiated in the country. By 2021, the percentage for both states had 
decreased to 39.4%, but in 2023 it reached its peak for the period at 66.7%, with the notable feature 
that arrests in Tabasco (37.3%) surpassed those in Chiapas (29.4%). In that last year, these states 
represented two out of every three arrests nationwide (see Map 1). Veracruz accounted for 8.5%, 
and the six northern states (Tamaulipas, Nuevo León, Coahuila, Chihuahua, Sonora, and Baja 
California) for 16.7%. 
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Map 1. Immigration Administrative Procedures Initiated in Mexico,  

by Federal Entity, 2023 

 
Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Migration Policy, Registration and Personal Identity 
Unit (UPMRIP, acronym in Spanish for Unidad de Política Migratoria, Registro e Identidad de 
Personas) (2023). 

The analysis of detentions at the municipal level in Chiapas and Tabasco allows for a more 
precise focus and for the identification of specific areas where detentions concentrate. One of these 
is located in the southern region, in the municipalities of Tapachula (9.1%), Suchiate (3.6%), 
Tuxtla Chico (2.5%), Huehuetán (1.9%), and Huixtla (3%). In these municipalities, one-fifth of all 
procedures registered in the country were initiated (see Map 2).  

The higher concentration of migrants in Tapachula can be partly explained by the fact that it is 
the first medium-sized town migrants encounter after crossing the Mexico-Guatemala border—
according to the 2020 Census, the population there is 353 706 inhabitants (National Institute of 
Statistics and Geography [INEGI, acronym in Spanish for Instituto Nacional de Estadística y 
Geografía], 2020)—and therefore offers services and opportunities for those seeking to continue 
their journey north. There, migrants seek various resources: economic—either through work or by 
receiving remittances from family members—, documentation—by initiating a migration process 
or other procedures that result in obtaining a document to attempt to travel freely within the 
country—, and institutional support—from civil society organizations (Arriola & Coraza, 2024). 
From this point on, migrants face risks and difficulties if they decide to continue their irregular 
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migration. This includes checkpoints and roadblocks manned by Mexican authorities—obstacles 
that, in practice, are considerably greater than crossing the Mexico-Guatemala border, as detention 
figures demonstrate—as well as confronting organized crime, which profits from migrants. 

Map 2. Administrative Migration Procedures Initiated in Chiapas and Tabasco,  
by Municipality, 2023

 
Source: Own elaboration based on data from the UPMRIP (2023). 

Map 2 shows another region extending from Palenque in northern Chiapas to Acayucan in the 
state of Veracruz. This region accounts for a significant proportion of migrant detentions 
nationwide, notably in Huimanguillo (11.1%), Centro (9.5%), Tenosique (5.1%), and Macuspana 
(4.1%) in Tabasco, and Acayucan (4.7%) in Veracruz. This concentration is due to the region’s 
strategic location along the Central American migration route. The railway lines, the Trans-
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Isthmus Highway connecting to Oaxaca, and the Córdoba-Minatitlán highway, which links to 
Coatzacoalcos, Tierra Blanca, and the port of Veracruz, make this area a mandatory transit point 
for migrants moving from Chiapas or Tabasco heading toward central Mexico, with the goal of 
continuing their journey north (Andrade et al., 2017). It is for this reason that the region has been 
used as a containment point by the INM for years now. 

Unlike what can be observed in southern Chiapas, in this region it is more common to find news 
reports about “rescued” migrants, a term used to refer to those intercepted while being transported 
by human smugglers, primarily in cargo trucks (Osorio, 2024). The National Migration Institute, 
in its press releases, also highlights operations in which migrants traveling in risky conditions from 
Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Ecuador have been “rescued” (INM, 2024); 
for the migrants, these “rescues” imply the risk of losing the money they invested in paying the 
coyotes. 

One limitation of this news-based approach is that it makes it difficult to generalize about the 
characteristics and conditions of migrants transiting through Tabasco. Still, when analyzing the 
PAMs on the two main migration routes (Pacific and Gulf of Mexico), significant differences 
emerge that help to complement these scenarios. On the Gulf route, the highest percentage of 
migrants comes from Central America (47.5%), including groups that tend to have better financial 
standing to pay coyotes. In contrast, on the Pacific route, migrants from South America (66.2%) 
and other regions (27.6%) predominate. 

Nevertheless, the differences in the strategies implemented by the Mexican government to limit 
migrant mobility on the Gulf and Pacific routes, as well as the events recorded in the Isthmus of 
Tehuantepec, reflect a strategy predominantly focused on containment. This argument is 
corroborated by the fact that in 2023 most detentions did not result in deportations: on the Pacific 
route, only 1.5% of detained migrants were deported, while on the Gulf route, the figure was 4%. 
These substantially low percentages suggest that detentions are primarily driven by a logic of 
containment rather than expulsion. It is worth noting that this pattern is mainly found in the 
southern region of the country, as the expulsion rate increases significantly in other areas (13%, 
see Table 1). 
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Table 1. Administrative Migration Procedures  

by Region of Origin, 2023 (percentages) 
 

 Pacific 
Route1 

Gulf 
Route2 

Rest of the 
country 

Events relative to the national total  37.7 28.5 33.8 

Procedures resulting in deportation  1.5 4.0 13.0 

Region of origin of the migrant South America 66.2 32.9 38.6 

Central America 6.2 47.5 35.4 

Other 27.6 19.6 26.0 

Note: 1Municipalities in southern Chiapas. 2From Palenque, Chiapas to Acayucan, Veracruz. 
Source: Own elaboration based on data from the UPMRIP (2023). 

TARDY ISSUANCE OF NON-CONVENTIONAL DOCUMENTS 

As a containment strategy, the Mexican government has implemented the extension of processing 
times for non-conventional documents3—such as asylum, complementary protection, or visitor 
cards for humanitarian reasons (TVRH)—that allow migrants to remain in or transit through 
Mexican territory. These strategies, which delay procedures in processes such as international 
protection, have been categorized as waiting policies (Ceja & Miranda, 2022; Torre, 2023a). 
Furthermore, with this strategy comes along the spatial concentration of migrants in cities in 
southern Mexico (Arriola, 2020; Campos-Delgado, 2023). 

Some of the migrants who cross the southern border irregularly choose or are compelled to 
remain in southern Mexican cities so as to obtain non-conventional documents that allow them to 
cross the country without being subjected to the detention regime described above.4 The problem 
is that the procedures for obtaining these documents—which are not intended as transit permits—
involve long waits of weeks or months in conditions that pose a risk to people's physical and mental 
health (Brewer et al., 2022). These delays frustrate applicants, sometimes leading them to take all 
kinds of actions to demand documents or free movement to the north of the country: blocking 
highways, protesting in front of INM offices, holding vigils, or even marching in migrant caravans 
(García, 2022; Rizzo, 2021).  

As for the Mexican refugee system, it should be noted that applications have experienced 
exponential growth, from barely a thousand applications annually in 2013, reaching 140 000 in 
2023, before falling below 80 000 in 2024 (COMAR, 2024). However, this increase has not been 
followed by a sufficient expansion of infrastructure and resources able to serve this population. As 
the number of refugee status applications accumulates and the authorities fail to allocate adequate 

 
3 In contrast with conventional documents, such as tourist and work visas, family reunification permits, and 
so on. 
4 Before 2019, migrants of certain nationalities were able to quickly obtain exit permits that could be used 
as a kind of “safe-conduct” to travel through Mexican territory. 
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resources to process them, the time it takes to obtain a decision from the COMAR increases 
significantly, far exceeding the limits established by law (Bourgeois, 2022; Gil, 2025).  

A study conducted by Asylum Access México (2020) shows that more than 13 000 people who 
had begun their asylum process in 2018 had still not received a decision by the end of October 
2019. Along the same line, according to a 2019 survey of asylum seekers, 50% waited more than 
4.7 months for a decision on their case, and in 30% of the cases still pending, the waiting time had 
already exceeded the legally stipulated deadline, this highlighting serious shortcomings in 
compliance with legal timelines (Hernández & Cruz, 2020). Furthermore, these application 
durations still not account for the time applicants spend initiating their application, which can be 
truly significant when there is a high influx of applicants (Bourgeois, 2022). During the pandemic, 
the situation worsened for those in need of international protection because, although the COMAR 
continued to accept applications, processing times were suspended (COMAR, 2020), making waits 
indefinite. 

The problem is not only a matter of time, but also that, while their applications are being 
processed, people must remain, with few exceptions, in the same city where they began their 
process. The majority of asylum seekers do so in cities in the south of the country, particularly 
Tapachula, which frequently becomes overflown with migrants, turning into a “pressure cooker” 
(Reina, 2019). In 2023, 55% of asylum applications were filed there, and in 2024 this figure 
increased to 65% (COMAR, 2024). 

Some procedural innovations in recent years have reduced waiting times for a decision, 
especially for applicants who meet the Cartagena Declaration on Refugees’ definition of refugee 
(Venezuela, El Salvador, and Guatemala). Likewise, according to the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in Mexico, the COMAR has increased its processing 
capacity by 400% in the last six years, partly due to the financial support for infrastructure and 
human resources from the UNHCR (UNHCR, 2024). 

Another significant change in migration management is the issuance of TVRH cards. The 
Mexican government has issued these cards since the mid-2010s, linked in most cases to the 
application for refugee status (UPMRIP, 2014-2024). Although with limitations, they represented 
a faster path to regularization than waiting for the application to be resolved. In 2022 and 2023, 
approximately 130 000 TVRH cards were issued each year (see Graph 1), the vast majority in 
Chiapas (78% in 2022).  
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Graph 1. Number of Visitor Cards for Humanitarian Reasons (TVRH)  

Issued in Mexico, 2014-2025* 

 
Note: *2025 includes five months. 
Source: Own elaboration based on data from the UPMRIP (2014-2024). 

However, the number dropped to only 4,138 in 2024. According to various media outlets, this 
decline, which began in late 2023, concurred with the instruction from the then-chair of the 
Secretary of the Interior (SEGOB, for its acronym in Spanish) to restrict their issuance as a measure 
to contain migration at a critical point in the phenomenon (Xantomila & Laureles, 2024). Although 
these cards allow free movement throughout the national territory, authorities would argue that 
this constitutes misuse, so as to justify not issuing them. This situation seriously harms both those 
who used these routes to travel safely through Mexican territory and those who require 
international protection and wish to settle in Mexico (Xantomila & Laureles, 2024). 

BLOCKING OF MIGRANT CARAVANS 

The difficulties in traveling north from Tapachula due to detentions by authorities in the south of 
the country and long waits to obtain documents have led to the formation of large groups of people 
who migrate together—known as migrant caravans—with the intention of overcoming 
immigration controls (Arriola & Coraza, 2024; Torre, 2023b). According to journalistic sources, 
from March 2019 to January 2025, more than 50 caravans departed from the city of Chiapas, 
comprising approximately 70 000 migrants (Torre, 2025). 

The caravans have been understood as a migration mobility strategy that seeks protection for 
its members, as well as a new form of collective action that challenges Mexican authorities (López 
et al., 2023; Rizzo, 2021; Torre & Mariscal, 2020). This dual nature is present in the marches 
departing from Tapachula, as migrants, along with their advocates, see the caravans as a way to 
move north more safely and to simultaneously confront the authorities who seek to stop them. Still, 
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traveling in a caravan is not without dangers, nor does it guarantee success in achieving migratory 
and political objectives (Izcara & Andrade, 2022).  

The migrant caravans departing from Tapachula are not only largely a result of containment 
migration policies, but many of their members have also directly experienced the authorities' 
efforts to detain them in that city. While authorities have blocked and dismantled most of these 
caravans in southern Mexico, the institutional treatment of them has varied considerably from case 
to case. The size of the caravans appears to be one of the key factors determining whether they 
succeed and overcome the various obstacles—both upon leaving Tapachula and before leaving 
Chiapas. 

The larger caravans, such as those of June 2022 and December 2023, comprised of several 
thousand migrants—the second reaching 10 000 people—were able to overcome at least the initial 
barriers imposed by Mexican immigration authorities upon leaving Tapachula. Some of their 
members received some type of document allowing them to continue their migration journey even 
before leaving Chiapas (Clemente, 2022; INM, 2022b). Authorities likely allow their passage due 
to the operational difficulties of detaining such large numbers of people. Furthermore, the 
departure of migrants in large groups takes place when their conditions in Tapachula become 
untenable, and thus caravans serve as a kind of “escape valve.” This reveals a significant paradox 
of Mexican containment policies: in the long term, migrants who persevere eventually find a way 
to move north, either in caravans or, under other circumstances, individually or in small groups, 
led or not by coyotes. 

The other caravans originating in Tapachula rarely exceeded 2 000 people; most of them did 
not reach 1 000 members. State agents tend to repress these groups of migrants shortly after they 
leave the city. For example, in January 2022, the INM publicized the dismantling of a caravan of 
fewer than 300 migrants near the Álvaro Obregón communal land (ejido), just a couple of 
kilometers from Tapachula, where the marching migrants were taken to immigration facilities 
(INM, 2022a).  

Even if caravan members are not deported, authorities still show great interest in preventing 
migrants from forming these types of marches, both because of the difficulty of managing them 
and due to the media attention they garner, which can put Mexican authorities in charge of handling 
them in a difficult position. 

INTERNAL RELOCATIONS 

In addition to containment measures such as detecting migrants in the Isthmus region and the 
waiting periods imposed on those seeking to obtain unconventional immigration documents, the 
media has exposed other containment practices carried out by immigration authorities in Mexico: 
internal relocations or “internal deportations” (Brandariz & Fernández, 2025), that is to say, 
relocations of migrants in an irregular situation within the same country, presumably aimed at 
containing the migration flow. This practice gains further relevance in a context where the vast 
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majority of irregular migrant detentions do not result in expulsion or deportation, as is currently 
the case in Mexico. In 2023, only 7% of the PAMs resulted in deportation. 

According to journalistic investigations, the vast majority of relocations originate at the 
northern border (Gómez, 2024; Pradilla & Carabaña, 2024). However, INM operations to identify 
undocumented immigrants and relocate them to immigration detention centers in other states are 
also reported in other parts of the country. For example, in September 2024, INM agents raided 
migrant homes in Mexico City and detained more than 60 people from Venezuela, Colombia, and 
Haiti. Initially, these people were sent to the Iztapalapa immigration detention center in Mexico 
City, but were later relocated to Villahermosa, Tabasco (De la Sancha, 2024; Gómez, 2024). This 
is not an isolated case; other reports describe the same practice, the common denominator of which 
is the relocation of migrants to the country’s south. In some cases, figures have even been 
documented involving thousands of people being relocated (Vaquero, 2024). 

To complement the scenario offered by the newspaper review and to understand the magnitude 
of these practices, the records of the 780 206 PAMs initiated during 2023 were analyzed, 
constructing an indicator that identifies whether the PAM ended in a different state than the one 
where it began. Nationally, 4.8% of the PAMs ended in another state, but with significant regional 
differences: on the northern border: Coahuila stood out with 51.5% of processes concluded in 
another state, while in the south, Tabasco showed the opposite case (99.8% in the same state).  

This diversity is partially due to the geographic location of the states. To summarize, they were 
grouped into three regions: 1) Chiapas, Tabasco, and Veracruz (south); 2) the six states bordering 
the United States (north); and 3) the rest of the country (inland). The results show that virtually all 
detentions in the southern region concluded their legal process there (99.9%), reflecting the 
strategy of retaining migrants in that area. In contrast, in the inland region, 14.4% of the cases 
ended in another region (mainly in the south, 13.9%), and in the northern region, 14.2% ended 
outside the region, mostly in the south (9.9%) (see Table 2). 

Table 2. Percentage of Administrative Migration Procedures  
by Region of Origin and Ending, 2023 

  Region where it begins 

  Chiapas, Tabasco, 
Veracruz (south) 

Inland states Northern 
border states 

Region where 
it ends  

Chiapas, Tabasco, Veracruz (south) 99.9 13.9 9.9 

Inland 0 85.6 4.3 

Northern border 0.1 0.5 85.8 

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the UPMRIP (2023). 

According to the newspaper review, relocations carried out by the INM are usually from north 
to south, although cases in the opposite direction have also been observed (De la Sancha, 2024), a 
situation that is also identified when reviewing the PAMs. For example, some migrants who 
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received a CBP One appointment were supported by the Government of Mexico to reach the 
northern border by bus (Martínez, 2024); However, their number is much lower and/or they may 
not even initiate a PAM, since, when analyzing the records of this procedure, it was observed that 
only 0.1% of those initiated in Chiapas, Tabasco, or Veracruz end up at the northern border, and 
if they originated in inland states, this figure increased to 0.5%. Both percentages are much lower 
than those identified in the opposite direction.  

Finally, another aspect highlighted by news reports is that Villahermosa (Tabasco) has become 
the preferred location for these “internal deportations” (Pradilla & Carabaña, 2024). Analyzing the 
PAM data, it is noteworthy that the vast majority of those who complete their process in Tabasco 
initiated it there, 94.7% in 2023. However, the remaining percentage represents a significant 
number of cases (16 217), of which 41% began in the north of the country, specifically in Coahuila, 
and from there they were relocated to Tabasco. 

CLOSING COMMENTS 

During López Obrador’s six-year term (2018-2024), Mexico experienced a drastic change in the 
way the government manages the migrant population in transit to the United States. It can be 
argued that the strategy during this period shifted from a “vertical border” approach, based on a 
migrant detention and deportation model, mostly of Central Americans, to one of detention and 
containment within Mexican territory. This containment comprises a set of actions mainly intended 
to keep migrants in specific areas of Mexican territory for as long as possible. This is, therefore, a 
policy of containment and entrapment that emphasizes the spatiotemporal control of migrants’ 
trajectories, with the aim of causing their exhaustion, desperation, and eventual giving up, while 
also seeking to deter potential migrants from leaving their places of origin. This new approach 
affects not only Central American migrants but also a growing number of people from other 
regions. 

Despite López Obrador’s claims in 2021 that he did not want Mexico to become a “migrant 
camp,” the truth is that, during his presidency, both U.S. and Mexican migration policies sought 
to keep migrants in the country (Monroy, 2021).  

In line with other recent research, the empirical evidence analyzed in this work on Mexican 
migration policies allows us to affirm the existence of two main areas of confinement for migrants 
within the country. On the one hand, there is the northern border—particularly in border cities—
where the Mexican government collaborates, through its acquiescence, with U.S. asylum policies. 
These policies require applicants to wait in Mexico to begin their processes—such as metering for 
asylum applications or waiting for Title 42 exceptions—or, once the processes have begun, they 
are returned to Mexico—under the MPP program. The CBP One app, especially in its latest 
version, expanded the waiting area not only to border cities but also to Mexico City and cities in 
the Mexican south. Mexico’s request to make the CBP One app available in Chiapas and Tabasco 
demonstrates the López Obrador administration's interest in creating a second area of confinement 
in the south of the country. 
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Indeed, the government’s central strategy was to contain migrants in Chiapas and Tabasco. This 

confinement policy was implemented through four key actions: 1) detention in the south of the 
country: control was intensified in this region, where it is more effective to detain migrants in 
irregular situations; 2) subordination of protection to control: asylum and humanitarian visa 
processes were slowed or suspended, keeping the migrant population “fixed” in southern cities 
like Tapachula. This affects both those seeking transit and those wishing to settle in Mexico; 3) 
blocking of caravans: caravans departing from Tapachula were systematically dismantled. Smaller 
caravans were dispersed by force, while larger ones were granted immigration documents and 
subjected to exhaustion tactics; and 4) forced internal relocations. The government resorted to 
“internal deportations,” relocating thousands of migrants from the north to the south of the country 
to hold back their advance toward the United States, as evidenced by official records and 
newspaper reports. 

Historically, cities on Mexico’s southern and northern borders have served as waiting points 
for migrants seeking to gather resources before resuming their journey through the country or 
crossing into the United States (Jasso, 2021). However, in recent years this trend has intensified, 
and certain populations have faced considerably longer wait times. At the extreme are those 
migrants who spend years obtaining documents in the south of the country, only to repeat the 
process in the north in order to reach the United States (Torre, 2023a). 

This phenomenon of slowing migration flows in Mexico is also manifested in the proliferation 
of migrant camps in various cities, where people wait for months or even more than a year. On top 
of that, during the six-year presidential term, migration patterns were impacted by the pandemic, 
which prolonged many of these waits, even rendering them indefinite. 

Although internal containment policies may be less harmful than deportations, they still expose 
migrants to multiple risks while they wait to reach their destination (Amnistía Internacional, 2024; 
Rocha et al., 2025). Cities in the north and south of the country have high crime rates, which 
particularly affect the most vulnerable migrant populations. Faced with this situation, instead of 
accepting their “entrapment,” migrants employ diverse strategies to overcome the obstacles placed 
before them, whether through clandestine border crossings or by making themselves hyper visible 
in caravans. In this context, the perseverance and resilience of migrants in their journey, in their 
pursuit of achieving their migration goals, become clearly evident. 

Given the questionable effectiveness of detention-deportation policies for migration control—
taking into account that many deportees attempt to re-enter the country from which they were 
expelled—it is worth asking whether internal containment measures have had any impact on 
managing migration flows. That is to say, have they contributed to reducing migration flows or, 
as the authorities argue, to protecting migrants in the south of the country and to promoting safe, 
orderly, and regular migration? Or, conversely, do these policies reflect the State's inability to 
control migration and ultimately exacerbate the vulnerability of migrants? 
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Future research could also delve into how internal containment policies are applied differently 

depending on the migrants’ nationality. It would also be relevant to analyze the specific impact of 
these policies on particularly vulnerable migrant populations in transit through Mexico, such as 
women, children, and adolescents. Another matter that warrants further investigation is the 
increase in immigration to Mexico resulting from this scenario of externalization of U.S. 
immigration policies and Mexican detention and containment practices (Calva & Carrión, 2022). 

Although a shift in the securitist paradigm has been observed, with a decrease in deportations 
and the rise of other forms of migration control, this does not imply that the expulsion of migrants 
will play a secondary role in the future. U.S. pressure to externalize its policies and borders to 
Mexico has been a constant throughout López Obrador’s six-year term. Thus, during a possible 
second Trump term, such pressure is expected to increase considerably. It is therefore foreseeable 
that Claudia Sheinbaum’s administration will reactivate the detention and deportation strategy, as 
it happened in 2019 after the first tariff threat, in order to satisfy the demands of the Republican 
administration. 

In this scenario, Mexico will likely increase the deportation of migrants whose removal is less 
costly and presents fewer operational difficulties, such as Central Americans, with whom 
repatriation agreements already exist and who can be transported by land. At the same time, these 
deportations will likely be joined by detention and containment measures within the country for 
other nationalities. 

Translation: Fernando Llanas. 
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