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      n the past couple of decades,  immigration has steadily gained relevance in the bilateral  agenda 
between Mexico and the United States. However, in the last two months it became the most important 
subject. Due to increasing inflows from Central America, a spike in apprehensions of illegal aliens at the 
Mexico-US border, and a crisis of unaccompanied minors, fueled the announcement made by President 
Donald Trump in May, in which he threatened the Mexican government of imposing tariffs on all imports 
from Mexico if the immigration crisis was not resolved shortly. What exactly is Trump talking about? A 
recent trip to Tabasco revealed part of the answer. 

A member of my team, Antonio Michel, had the opportunity to travel to Tenosique, a small town in 
Tabasco, a province in the South of Mexico. The commute is long and complicated, the weather can be 
extremely hot and humid; and there is no cultural or touristic stop. However, this place offers a unique 
window to  observe  various  components  of  the  migration  phenomenon,  as  it  can  be  seen  from two 
perspectives: A shelter for immigrants and the migration station, located 68 km from the border with 
Guatemala. The former, known as “La 72”, is a human rights organization and migrant shelter managed by 
the Franciscan Province, that acts as an oasis along the migration routes in this country. 

Immigration across the Mexican Southern Border: The elephant in the room �1

IMMIGRATION ACROSS THE MEXICAN SOUTHERN 
BORDER: THE ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM

I



Nicolás Mariscal Torroella August 5, 2019

Mexico had been known as  an emigration 
country; however, it has recently become a 
relevant  transit  country  for  people  leaving 
Central America in search of a better life in 
the  US.  The  main  routes  used  by  Central 
American  immigrants  have  undergone  an 
increase in violence, costs, and risks of the 
journey, due to an overlap with routes used 
by  the  organized  crime.  Migrants  and 
asylum seekers arrive at Tenosique hoping to 
hop on the train known as La Bestia, as part 
of their attempt to reach American territory. 
Not  a l l  immigrants  passing  through 

Tenosique arrive to La 72, but hundreds of them stay there every day. The majority comes from Honduras, 
while the other two countries of the Northern Triangle (Guatemala and El Salvador) account for another 
significant part. Initially, in the 1990s, the shelter had a small staff and stark facilities. Now the number 
and variety of volunteers have expanded considerably. There are facilities for unaccompanied minors, the 
LGBT community, and other vulnerable groups; women and men have separate dorms to prevent sexual 
and other types of abuse;  three meals  are served each day;  there is  an infirmary;  and there are legal 
services for migrants. The shelter was named in memoriam of the 72 immigrants killed in San Fernando, 
Tamaulipas, back in 2011, and they have a room filled with an equal number of crosses to commemorate 
their death and to remind everyone of the crimes, violence, and injustice that immigrants are subject to. 

The directors and friars running this shelter, instead of regarding the government as an ally in aiding 
immigrants,  sense  remarkable  obstacles  coming from that  side.  La 72  claims to the consequences  of 

inefficiency, bureaucracy, nepotism, and 
corruption,  intrinsic  to  all  levels  of 
government interacting on this matter. 
Nonetheless, the government is acting 
over  full  capacity  to  cope  with  this 
crisis from their front. The next stop 
was the migration station, a couple of 
blocks away from the train and La 72. 
Thi s  i s  the  p lace  where  i l l ega l 
immigrants end after being captured by 
Mexican authorities and pending their 
removal or deportation. 
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On the outside, the venue seems tranquil, decent, and unsuspicious. After stepping inside, the impression 
changes drastically. A building with a capacity of approximately 80-100 people, is constantly surpassing 
the 300 mark. According to the migratory agents, a couple of weeks ago there were almost 600 people 
overcrowded in various small rooms, with only two bathrooms for the entire population in the building. 
Even though the apprehended migrants are entitled to three meals a day, there is no dining room, let 
alone a table. Hence, they are forced to eat in the same room where they share mattresses and tiny spaces. 
There is only one doctor to look after all of them, and the sick are not secluded, which means all minors 
and  women are  constantly  exposed  to  contagions.  The  government  desperately  wants  to  implement 
stronger control and registration mechanisms, overlooking human rights violations and other hazardous 
consequences that might come. 

Despite their different approaches and target audiences, both La 72 and the migration station strive to 
address the migration crisis. Additional help, funding, volunteering, and cooperation are not only desired, 
but desperately needed. We all need to work together to offer immigrants transiting Mexico better and 
more  gratifying  options.  Otherwise,  illegal  immigration  and  continuous  movement  will  be  spurred, 
despite risking terrible crimes, abuses, and violations. We must find a way to conciliate human rights with 
order and respect at the border. If not addressed properly, the dimensions of the problem will overload 
capacity, both, literally and figuratively.
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